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ABSTRACT 
 

Strategies of Sovietization in Central Asia, 1924-1930. The Uzbek Case 
 

Chiara De Santi 
 
 

The thesis examines four cases of sovietization (modernization) as realized in Central 

Asia and especially in Uzbekistan in the 1920s, with particular emphasis on the period 

between 1924 (the regionalization of Central Asia) and 1930 (the end of the last general 

purges of the 1920s). Showing how Moscow intended to transform the region along the 

lines of Soviet ideology with the idea of converting the Homo Islamicus speaking 

Muslim into Homo Sovieticus speaking Bolshevik, the cases embodied by the four main 

parts of the thesis represent the intersection of soft-line and hard-line policies and 

bureaucratic control. Women, as a surrogate of the proletariat and as communicators 

between the population and the establishment, are the central subjects that tie the four 

cases together. The first part focuses on visual propaganda and introduces the first level 

of soft-line control with state-sponsored posters being regarded as direct means for 

modifying the attitudes of Central Asians using images and slogans. The second part, 

devoted to the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, represents the second level of soft-line 

bureaucracy with nuances of hard-line control, highlighting the interconnections 

between a supposedly neutral international (front) organization and party-state and Red 

Army institutions. The third part of the thesis is devoted to gender policy with particular 

emphasis on the hujum, the reactions among the indigenous population that emerged in 

the form of resistance in the second half of the 1920s, and the counter-reactions by the 

establishment through the first stage of purges, illustrating the transition from soft-line 

to hard-line policy, and leading both chronologically and conceptually to the fourth part 

dealing with the general purges of the 1929-1930, which represent the highest degree of 

hard-line policy and further confirm that the Soviets intended to sovietize the region 

beginning with its women. 





 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Party activist has to represent the main 
leader in the field of emancipation of 
working women of the East. The family of 
the Communists and komsomolets has to 
serve as example for the new everyday life 
in the aul, kishlak, and in the Old City.1 

                                                
1 Materialy k otchetu Kirgizskogo Oblastnogo Komiteta VKP(b) na 5-i Kirgizskoi oblastnoi partiinoi 
Konferentsii (Noiabr’ 1927 g.-ianvar’ 1929 g.) (Frunze: Kirgosizdat, 1929), p. 22. 
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Turkic languages, it has sometimes been difficult to decide how to transliterate certain 

words or simply choose the appropriate one. My decisions have been often arbitrary 

depending on the situation. For Russian words, I used the transliteration of the Library 
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used words such as mullah or sharia are used in their English variant.



 

 



GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Understanding the social and political changes in Central Asia during the period 

between its regionalization (1924) and the end of the 1920s1 requires an appreciation of 

the process of sovietization as a “modernizing” project for making the indigenous 

population “speak Bolshevik.” This thesis understands sovietization to be a series of 

strategies that evolved throughout the period, involving economic, political, and social 

realms without being limited to a single form or policy area. The Soviets employed 

various strategies of sovietization both diachronically (implying continuity) and 

synchronically (implying discontinuity), resulting in that some strategies were utilized 

throughout the period even if they changed in form, while others were used only for 

punctuated moments and then abandoned.  

Analyzing this issue with a particular focus on Uzbekistan, the thesis examines 

four cases of policy and bureaucratic institutionalization: ideological visual propaganda 

(predominantly posters targeted toward Central Asians), the Red Cross and the Red 

                                                
1 Since the thesis focuses on the USSR period (1924-1930), a historical overview of Central Asia during 
tsarist era and the first years after the October revolution until 1924 is not provided. For consultation see 
Olaf Caroe, Soviet Empire. The Turks of Central Asia and Stalinism (London and New York: Macmillan, 
1953); Alexander G. Park, Bolshevism in Turkestan, 1917-1937 (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1957); Richard A. Pierce, Russian Central Asia, 1867-1917. A Study in Colonial Rule (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1960); Seymour Becker, Russia’s Protectorates in Central Asia. 
Bukhara and Khiva, 1865-1924 (Cambridge-MA: Harvard University Press, 1968); Elizabeth E. Bacon, 
Central Asians under Russian Rule. A Study in Culture Change (Ithaca and London: Cornell University 
Press, 1980); Edward A. Allworth, The Modern Uzbeks. From the Fourteenth Century to the Present. A 
Cultural History (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1990); Edward A. Allworth (ed.), Central Asia. 130 
Years of Russian Dominance. A Historical Overview (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1994); 
Marco Buttino, La rivoluzione capovolta. L’Asia centrale tra il crollo dell’impero zarista e la formazione 
dell’URSS (Naples: L’Ancora del Mediterraneo, 2003); Jeff Sahadeo, Russian Colonial Society in 
Tashkent, 1865-1923 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007). Regarding more specific studies on 
Central Asia, see Gregory J. Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat. Moslem Women and Revolutionary 
Strategies in Soviet Central Asia, 1919-1929 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974); Alexandre 
Bennigsen and S. Enders Wimbush, Muslim National Communism in the Soviet Union. A Revolutionary 
Strategy for the Colonial World (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1979); Jo-Ann 
Gross (ed.), Muslims in Central Asia. Expressions of Identity and Change (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 1992); Sergei P. Poliakov, Everyday Islam. Religion and Tradition in Rural Central Asia 
(Armonk, New York, and London: M. E. Sharpe, 1992); Adeeb Khalid, The Politics of Muslim Cultural 
Reform. Jadidism in Central Asia (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 
1998); Shoshana Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca. The Soviet Campaign against Islam in Central Asia, 
1917-1941 (Westport-CT: Praeger, 2001); Cassandra M. Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology: 
Medicine and Power in Russian and Soviet Central Asia, 1868-1934” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 
2001); Galina M. Yemelianova, Russia and Islam. A Historical Survey (New York: Palgrave, 2002); Paula 
A. Michaels, Curative Powers. Medicine and Empire in Stalin’s Central Asia (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2003); Arne Haugen, The Establishment of National Republics in Soviet Central Asia 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); Douglas T. Northrop, Veiled Empire. Gender and Power in 
Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2004); Adrienne L. Edgar, Tribal 
Nation. The Making of Soviet Turkmenistan (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004); 
Marianne R. Kamp, The New Woman in Uzbekistan. Islam, Modernity, and Unveiling under Communism 
(Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 2006). 
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Crescent, the hujum (assault or offensive, which in Uzbekistan was identified mainly 

with the assault on the veil and other everyday customs), and the general purges of 

1929-1930. In particular, women are the central subjects that bind the four cases 

together, since they became the main targets of sovietization through the efforts of party 

officials and activists in the region, leading to a clash between the public and private 

sphere – the only realm where the native population could evade party-state control. 

Moreover, to the eyes of the Bolshevik establishment, Central Asia, namely the 

Turkestan, was a “backward” area, living in pre-capitalist conditions, and therefore 

lacking a proletariat that could mold the society to make it more socialist and, 

consequently, more Soviet. In its search for a surrogate for the proletariat, the authority 

chose indigenous women because, they were seen as more malleable and subsequently 

more easily molded along the lines of the Soviet ideology. 

Of Bolshevik leaders, it was Lenin who most clearly expressed the need for 

Soviet leaders to forge “backward natives” into socialists, as he did on July, 1920,2 and 

this is the central concern of the thesis: understanding the sovietization process and 

tactics emanating from the central authority exercised upon non-proletarian indigenous 

actors. The Soviet authorities sought to generate legitimacy3 in Central Asia on the basis 

                                                
2 “The practical activities of the Russian Communists in the former tsarist colonies, in such backward 
countries as Turkestan, etc., confronted us with the question of how to apply communist tactics and policy 
in precapitalist conditions, because the chief characteristic feature of these countries is that precapitalist 
relationship still predominate, and there can therefore be no question of a purely proletarian movement. 
There is practically no industrial proletariat in these countries. Nevertheless, even there we have assumed, 
as we must assume, the role of leaders. Our work has demonstrated that colossal difficulties have to be 
overcome in these countries; but the practical results of our work have also shown that, despite these 
difficulties and even where there is practically no proletariat, it is possible to inspire in the masses the urge 
for independent political thought and independent political action. … Peasants’ Soviets, Soviets of the 
exploited, are a means that can be employed not only in capitalist countries, but also in countries with 
precapitalist relations, and that it is the absolute duty of communist parties, and of those persons that are 
prepared to found communist parties, to conduct propaganda in favor of the idea of peasants’ Soviets, or 
toilers’ Soviets, everywhere, backward countries and colonies included. And wherever conditions permit, 
they must make immediate attempts to set up Soviets of the toiling people” (Vladimir I. Lenin, “The 
Report of the Commission on the National and Colonial Questions, July 6, 1920,” in Vladimir I. Lenin, 
Lenin on the National and Colonial Questions. Three Articles, Peking, Foreign Languages Press, 1967, pp. 
33-34). 
3 On legitimacy, see Jan Pakulski, “Legitimacy and Mass Compliance. Reflections on Max Weber and 
Soviet-Type Societies,” British Journal of Political Science, 16/1 (January 1986), pp. 35-56. In his article, 
Pakulski analyzes the four possible forms of legitimacy (or legitimate authority) – (a) legal-rational, (b) 
charismatic, (c) traditional, and (d) goal-rational – to conclude that the Soviet rule cannot be classified as 
any of this forms. Rather, Soviet rule was a system of self-legitimization, in which the Bolsheviks simply 
took their legitimacy for granted (granted legitimacy) based on the authority’s ideology, goals, and past-
present-future agenda. Certainly, the Soviet authority faced the problem of mass compliance and 
insubordination from a population that was expected to obey unconditionally simply because the Soviets 
were the authority. The Soviets frequently suffered crises of legitimacy, mostly in those regions where they 
enjoyed weak support from the local population and where the Communist Party was also feeble. The 
Central Asian region suffered from this shortcoming, and sovietization strategies sought to educate and 
convince the population of the benefits and virtues of Soviet administration. Certainly, the question of 
legitimacy is also related to the opposite, meaning the de-legitimization of parts of the population which 
were competing for power, such as Basmachi, mullah, bais, or Muslim nationalists. 
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of Marxist ideals such as attacking tsarist imperialism, the promise to liberate the 

oppressed, and the guarantee of modernization and development. The central authority 

considered this to be part of a wider revolutionary strategy in the non-Russian areas of 

the old tsarist empire, but also as part of a far broader global revolutionary strategy.  

Legitimacy problems were particularly salient in this region where the 

projection of Soviet authority was weak and where the authority coveted the support 

and the allegiance of the population, but in resorting to coercion and violence it had to 

settle for something of lesser quality, namely the mere compliance or acquiescence of 

the population. In fact, during the 1920s, political resistance to the Soviets, personified 

by the Basmachi4 (“bandits” in the Soviets’ opinion, “warriors” from the Central 

Asians’ point of view) whose resistance was a prelude to the more subtle resistance 

during the hujum, gave way to the notorious, coercive general party purges of 1929-

1930, the most intensive exemplification of authoritative control dealt with in this 

thesis. 

To properly establish the theoretical parameters of the discussion, it is important 

to first examine concepts such as empire and imperialism, colonialism, modernization, 

Cultural Revolution, and sovietization, in relation to Russia, the USSR, and Central 

Asia in the first decades of XX century, which still remain the subject of debate among 

scholars. Identifying the motivations behind the sovietization campaign and the 

mechanisms that were considered appropriate and available to pursue such a project in 

Central Asia in the 1920s helps frame the thesis both empirically and theoretically. 

 

1.1 Imperialism and the Question of Nationalities 
 
 

Focusing on Central Asia requires scholars to first examine the imperial, 

colonial, and national dimensions of Russian and Soviet government, and here 

colonialism5 and imperialism are particularly interrelated concepts. Especially salient 

are the critiques that emerged in Marxist scholarship itself, since they would set the tone 

for what were deemed the acceptable parameters for relations between Russia and its 

surrounding states. Rather than providing a critique of actual Soviet practice, a 

discussion of Marxist theory presents a relevant resource for the ideological backdrop 
                                                
4 They called themselves kurbashi. On these figures, among the others see Martha Brill Olcott, “The 
Basmachi of Freemen’s Revolt in Turkestan, 1918-1924,” Soviet Studies, 33/3 (July 1981), pp. 352-369; 
Allworth, The Modern Uzbeks; Buttino, La rivoluzione capovolta. 
5 On the history of colonialism, see Marc Ferro, Histoire des colonisations. Des conquêtes aux 
independences, XIIIe -XXe siècle (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1994). Marc Ferro distinguishes three types of 
colonialism: old, new, and imperialism without colonialism (p. 41). 
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that was to inform subsequent policy developments with regard to the regionalization of 

Central Asia.  

The most prominent Marxist notion of imperialism6 is found in Lenin’s 

Imperialism. The Highest Stage of Capitalism7 published in 1917. When Lenin wrote 

the book in Switzerland in 1916, he had access to only a few treatises on the subject and 

among the most important to him was certainly Imperialism: a Study (1902) by the non-

Marxist British economist John Atkinson Hobson.8 Lenin wrote: “The author, who 

adopts the point of view of bourgeois social reformism and pacifism which, in essence, 

is identical with the present point of view of the ex-Marxist, K. Kautsky,9 gives an 

excellent and comprehensive description of the principal economic and political 

characteristics of imperialism.”10 Hobson’s first chapter of the book devoted to 

Nationalism and Imperialism11 offered valuable clarifications on the notions of 

colonialism and imperialism, which were extremely significant to Lenin’s reflections 

and also to our understanding of the concepts, even if Russian imperial policy in Central 

Asia did not involve the extensive settlement of ethnic Russians:12 
 
Colonialism, where it consists in the migration of part of a nation to vacant or sparsely peopled 
foreign lands, the emigrants carrying with them full rights of citizenship in the mother country, 
or else establishing local self-government in close conformity with her institutions and under 
her final control, may be considered a genuine expansion of nationality, a territorial enlargement 
of the stock, language and institutions of the nation. … Colonialism, in its best sense, is a 
natural overflow of nationality; its test is the power of colonists to transplant the civilization 
they represent to the new natural and social environment in which they find themselves. … 
Imperialism. When a State advances beyond the limits of nationality its power becomes 
precarious and artificial. This is the condition of our own [Great Britain]. When a nation extends 
itself into other territories the chances are that it cannot destroy or completely drive out, even if 
it succeeds in conquering, them. When this happens it has a great and permanent difficulty to 
contend with, for the subject of rival nationalities cannot be properly assimilated, and remain as 
a permanent cause of weakness and danger.13 
 
 

                                                
6 For a general review of the Marxist theories of Imperialism, see Anthony Brewer, Marxist Theories of 
Imperialism (London and New York: Routledge, 19801, 19906). Carl Marx, Rosa Luxemburg, John 
Hobson, Rudolf Hilferding, Nikolai Bukharin, and Lenin, are the theorists at the core of Brewer’s analysis. 
7 Vladimir I. Lenin, Imperialism. The Highest Stage of Capitalism (New York: International Publishers, 
1939). 
8 John A. Hobson, Imperialism. A Study (New York: Gordon Press, 1975). See the version online: 
http://quod.lib.umich.edu.ezproxy.library.wisc.edu/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=acls;;idno=heb03262. 
9 Lenin’s exclusion of Kautsky from the Marxist fold is all the more ironic considering that Kautsky would 
certainly have accused Lenin of deviating from Marxism as well. See Lenin, Imperialism, pp. 90-94. 
10 Lenin, Imperialism, p. 15. 
11 Hobson, Imperialism, pp. 3-13. 
12 The number of settlers was relatively small, and includes kulak farmers settled during the First World 
War, railway workers in the depots and repair workshops, as well as civil or military personnel. 
13 Hobson, Imperialism, pp. 6, 7, 8. 
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Based on a six-point economic theory,14 Hobson saw imperialism as the 

negative extension of colonialism,15 and Lenin’s view of imperialism as the highest 

stage of capitalism was linked to Hobson’s theories,16 even if Lenin argued “colonial 

policy and imperialism existed before this latest stage of capitalism, and even before 

capitalism. Rome, founded on slavery, pursued a colonial policy and achieved 

imperialism.”17  

The other formative theorist for Lenin was the distinguished Marxist thinker – 

and certainly no father of Russian Communism – Rudolf Hilferding, of whose book 

Finance Capital (1910) Lenin opined: “In spite of the mistake the author commits on 

the theory of money, and in spite of a certain inclination on his part to reconcile 

Marxism with opportunism, this work gives a very valuable theoretical analysis, as its 

sub-title tells us, of ‘the latest phase of capitalist development.’”18 Hilferding clearly set 

the stage for the Leninist reference to the highest stage of capitalism, and it is thanks to 

Hobson and Hilferding’s contributions that Lenin expressed the following five essential 

features of imperialism: 
 
1) The concentration of production and capital developed to such a high stage that it created 
monopolies, which play a decisive role in economic life. 
2) The emerging of bank capital with industrial capital, and the creation, on the basis of this 
“finance capital,” of a “financial oligarchy.” 
3) The export of capital, which has become extremely important, as distinguished from the 
export of commodities. 
4) The formation of international capitalist monopolies, which share the world among 
themselves. 
5) The territorial division of the whole world among the greatest capitalist powers is 
completed.19 
 
 

                                                
14 “(1) Monopoly increases the share of profit, and concentrates it into fewer hands; (2) a large fraction of 
monopoly profit is saved, so saving tends to increase; (3) domestic investment opportunities are limited (it 
is sometimes also argued that monopoly reduces investment), so saving tends to outrun investment; (4) 
excess saving produces a chronic lack of demands, unless some outlet is found; (5) capital export can 
provide an outlet for excess saving; (6) a pressure for annexation of territory emerges, to safeguard existing 
investments or to open the way for new investment” (Brewer, Marxist Theories, p. 73). 
15 Regarding Lenin’s position on colonialism, see chapter VI (The Division of the World Among the Great 
Powers), in Lenin, Imperialism, pp. 68-75. On colonialism and nationalism, see also Lenin, Lenin on the 
National and Colonial Questions. 
16 “Imperialism emerged as the development and direct continuation of the fundamental attributes of 
capitalism in general. But capitalism only become capitalist imperialism at a definite and very high stage of 
its development when certain of its fundamental attributes began to be transformed into their opposites, 
when the features of a period of transition from capitalism to a higher social and economic system began to 
take shape and reveal themselves all along the line. Economically, the main thing in this process is the 
substitution of the capitalist monopolies for capitalist free competition. … Imperialism is the monopoly 
stage of capitalism” (Lenin, Imperialism, p. 88). 
17 Ibid., pp. 81-82. 
18 Ibid., p. 15. 
19 See chapter VII (Imperialism as a Special Stage of Capitalism), in Lenin, Imperialism, p. 89. 
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 Being extremely critical of imperialism, in chapter IX of his book,20 Lenin 

integrated Hobson and Kautsky’s anti-imperialistic positions, which were strongly 

criticized by Lenin himself: “Hobson anticipated Kautsky in protesting against the 

‘inevitability of imperialism’ argument, and in urging the need to raise the consuming 

capacity of the ‘people’ (under capitalism!). … Kautsky departed from Marxism by 

advocating what is, in the period of finance capital, a ‘reactionary ideal,’ ‘peaceful 

democracy,’ ‘the mere operation of economic factors,’ for objectively this ideal drags us 

back from monopoly capitalism to the non-monopolist stage, and is a reformist 

swindle.”21  

Lenin’s conceptualization of imperialism as capitalism’s pursuit of new 

resources and new regions to exploit was at the basis of the Marxist understanding of 

foreign policy, even if Lenin’s analysis was not the only one circulating within the 

Marxist intellectual milieu in the 1910s. Starting from Karl Marx and Otto Bauer’s 

critique, Rosa Luxemburg examined imperialism’s spread across national borders in 

The Accumulation of Capital (1913) and An Anti-Critique, which was written in 1915 

while she was in prison and published in 1921. Luxemburg’s powerful critique of Bauer 

paralleled her different positions toward nationality issues and opposed Bauer’s support 

of imperialism as a means for increasing the number of workers.22 Echoing Lenin, in 

Luxemburg’s opinion, “modern imperialism is not the prelude to the expansion of 

capital, as in Bauer’s model; on the contrary, it is only the last chapter of its historical 

process of expansion: it is the period of universally sharpened world competition 

between the capitalist states for the last remaining non-capitalist areas on earth.”23 

While Nikolai Bukharin’s Imperialism and the Accumulation of Capital24 (1924) 

offered a point-by-point refutation of Luxemburg’s positions on economic 

accumulation, in Imperialism and World Economy25 (1917) the Russian theorist and 

politician offered his view of imperialism as a “policy of conquest of finance capital,”26 

with the subsequent massive increase of militarism. In Lenin’s words, “the scientific 

significance of N. I. Bukharin’s work consists particularly in this, that he examines the 

                                                
20 See chapter IX (The Critique of Imperialism), in Lenin, Imperialism, pp. 109-122. 
21 Ibid., pp. 111, 113. 
22 Rosa Luxemburg, “The Accumulation of Capital. An Anti-Critique,” in Nikolai Bukharin and Rosa 
Luxemburg, Imperialism and the Accumulation of Capital (London: Allen Lane The Penguin Press, 1972), 
p. 141. 
23 See chapter on Imperialism in Luxemburg, “The Accumulation of Capital. An Anti-Critique,” p. 147. 
24 Nikolai Bukharin, “Imperialism and the Accumulation of Capital,” in Bukharin and Luxemburg, 
Imperialism and the Accumulation of Capital, pp. 151-270. 
25 Nikolai Bukharin, Imperialism and World Economy (New York and London: Monthly Review Press, 
1973). 
26 Ibid., p. 115. 
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fundamental facts of world economy relating to imperialism as a whole, as a definite 

stage in the growth of most highly developed capitalism.”27  

 

In Marxist theory, imperialism incorporated economic, military, and cultural 

dimensions, with the economic dimension focusing on the search for investments, 

markets, and raw materials, so that the imperialism of the Great Powers was based on 

this drive, even if there was often a very important secondary aspect of military control, 

as in the British colonization of India. While Dutch, French, and British imperialism 

included overseas colonialism with economic, military, cultural, and religious 

implications, tsarist imperialism coveted the inland areas over which the Russians 

wanted to impose military control through subsequent Russification and 

Christianization of the newly conquered regions.28 The geopolitical considerations in 

the Russian case contributed to Lenin’s total condemnation and rejection of tsarist 

imperialism, because it “is forcing the masses into this struggle by sharpening class 

antagonisms to an immense degree, by worsening the conditions of the masses both 

economically – trusts and high cost of living –, and politically, with also a growth of 

militarism, frequent wars, increase of reaction, and strengthening and extension of 

national oppression and colonial plunder.”29  

After the October revolution, Lenin and his comrades reiterated their total 

rejection of tsarist imperialism with its goals of military control, Russification, and 

Christianization, opting instead for the promotion of modernization and the respect of 

nationalities. Regarding Turkestan, Lenin said that the native population should not be 

given reason to construe Soviet rule as a new imperialism, since this would jeopardize 

the Soviet’s government’s revolutionary strategy in the whole Far East. Moreover, in 

1916, Lenin wrote that “victorious socialism must achieve complete democracy and, 

consequently, not only bring about the complete equality of nations, but also give effect 

to the right of oppressed nations to self-determination, i.e., the right to free political 

secession.”30 However, these designs were soon to erode once the USSR took shape and 

the Soviets began tracing the steps of their predecessors through their own campaigns of 

military control, sovietization, and secularization.  

                                                
27 Vladimir I. Lenin, “Introduction,” in Bukharin, Imperialism and World Economy, p. 10. 
28 Tsarist Russia began colonizing Central Asia well before 1864: it had taken over the steppe (much of 
present-day Kazakhstan) by the 1840s. In 1864-1865, the Russians already occupied Tashkent.  
29 See Lenin’s work on “The Socialist Revolution and the Right of Nations to Self-Determination 
(Theses),” in Lenin, Lenin on the National and Colonial Questions, pp. 1-2. 
30 Ibid., p. 2. 
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Lenin’s earlier writings on self-determination clashed with views on cultural 

national autonomy held by Rosa Luxemburg,31 the Austrian Marxists (among them, 

Otto Bauer and Karl Renner), and the Jewish Bund’s positions on extra-territorial 

national autonomy, and even the views of some Russians on state federalism.32 While 

Leninist self-determination was applied immediately after the October revolution, state 

federalism was soon to replace it once the USSR was established in 1922.  

 

The question of nationalities and the formation of the Soviet Union have 

received attention in Western scholarship in the last decades, leading to a broad range of 

different positions.33 While Richard Pipes34 sees the Soviet Union illegitimately 

imposing its policy on nationalities from above without participation from the nations 

involved (the so-called top-down perspective of the “totalitarian school”), other scholars 

interpret the formation of the Soviet Union as “an interactive and participatory 

process,”35 while even others cast the USSR as a breaker of nations36 or a maker of 

nations.37 The creation of the USSR leads directly to the question of empire, namely 

whether the Soviet Union could be considered a multi-ethnic state, a colonial empire, or 

                                                
31 See Jeremy Smith, The Bolsheviks and the National Question (1917-1923) (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1999), pp. 12-13. 
32 “The right of nations to self-determination means only the right to independence in a political sense, the 
right to free, political secession from the oppressing nation. Concretely, this political, democratic demand 
implies complete freedom to carry on agitation in favor of secession, and freedom to settle the question of 
secession by means of a referendum of the nation that desire to secede. Consequently, this demand is by no 
means identical with the demand for secession, for partition, for the formation of small states. It is merely 
the logical expression of the struggle against national oppression in every form” (Lenin, “The Socialist 
Revolution and the Right of Nations to Self-Determination,” p. 5). 
33 On the question of nationalities in Russia after the October revolution, see Richard Pipes, The Formation 
of the Soviet Union. Communism and Nationalism, 1917-1923 (New York: Atheneum, 1974); James E. 
Mace, Communism and the Dilemmas of National Liberation. National Communism in Soviet Ukraine, 
1918-1933 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983); Hélène Carrère d’Encausse, The Great 
Challenge. Nationalities and the Bolshevik State, 1917-1930 (New York and London: Holmes and Meier, 
19871, 19922); Smith, The Bolsheviks and the National Question; Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action 
Empire. Nation and Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 1923-1939 (Ithaca and London: Cornell University 
Press, 2001); Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations. Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet 
Union (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2005). For a historiographic overview of the matter, 
see Ronald G. Suny and Terry Martin (eds.), A State of Nations. Empire and Nation-Making in the Age of 
Lenin and Stalin (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 3-20; Edgar, Tribal Nation, pp. 1-14; 
Hirsch, Empire of Nations, pp. 1-18. 
34 Pipes, The Formation of the Soviet Union. 
35 Hirsch, Empire of Nations, p. 5. See also Haugen, The Establishment of National Republics. 
36 Caroe, Soviet Empire; Robert Conquest (ed.), The Last Empire. Nationality and the Soviet Future 
(Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1986); Carrère d’Encausse, The Great Challenge; Robert Conquest, 
Stalin. Breaker of Nations (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1991). 
37 Ronald G. Suny, The Revenge of the Past. Nationalism, Revolution, and the Collapse of the Soviet Union 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993); Yuri Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal Apartment, or 
How a Socialist State Promoted Ethnic Particularism,” Slavic Review, 53/2 (1994), pp. 414-452; Smith, 
The Bolsheviks and the National Question. 
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simply a hybrid empire,38 and if the latter is the case, whether it constituted the 

successor of the tsarist one. The fact that, after the October revolution, the Soviets “did 

not practice territorial expansion ‘as a permanent and supreme aim of politics,’ as 

Hanna Arendt once characterized the goals of European imperialism,”39 seems to offer 

initial confirmation that the Soviet Union was neither a continuation of the tsarist 

empire, nor did it follow the model of European empires.  

However, the case of Soviet Central Asia can provide valuable insight as to the 

general nature of the USSR. In fact, after having “inherited” Turkestan from the Russian 

Tsarist Empire and subdued it in the Civil War, the Soviet government in Central Asia 

can be read instead in terms of imperialism as a search for raw material (principally 

cotton and grain) and new markets, while it also represented the affirmation of Great 

Power prestige within the Great Powers’ rivalries of the time. Certainly, Soviet 

imperialism was not merely economic, but also military (with the presence of Red 

Army units, Central Asia represented a defensive bulwark against the British presence 

in Afghanistan) and political, having at its basis the idea of a modernizing civilization, 

which would positively alter the destiny of a “backward people.”  

Another important feature of Soviet imperialism, which eventually distinguished 

it from other Great Powers such as the British or French, was the style of governance, 

which was not driven by a single ethnic group (the Russians), but was embodied by 

integration between locals and those sent by Moscow. This hybrid imperialism with 

modernizing features certainly clashes with the standard descriptions already introduced 

– even if answering the question of whether the Soviet Union was just an hybrid empire, 

a colonial empire, a modernizing state, or something else requires further consideration 

– mostly because the Soviet party-state40 defined itself as an anti-imperialistic state 

doing everything possible to dispel the imperialistic and colonial perceptions. On this 

subject, one can recall how the 1920s policy of korenizatsiia or indigenization,41 which 

focused on the promotion of local languages and the appointment of indigenous people 

within the state machinery, was launched with the clear intention of providing an anti-

imperialistic image. 

 

                                                
38 For a brief overview of the debate, see Mark R. Beissinger, “The Persistence of Empire in Eurasia,” 
NewsNet-AAASS, 48/1 (2008), pp. 1-8. 
39 Beissinger, “The Persistence of Empire in Eurasia,” p. 4. 
40 The terms “party-state,” “Soviet regime,” “the center,” “the Soviets,” “Moscow,” “authority,” and 
“establishment” defining the decision-making center of the Soviet Union and the political actors are used 
interchangeably. See also Hirsch, Empire of Nations, p. 7/n15.  
41 See Terry Martin, “An Affirmative Action Empire. The Soviet Union as the Highest Form of 
Imperialism,” in Suny and Martin, A State of Nations, p. 74. 
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1.2 The USSR in Central Asia as a Modernizing Colonial Empire 
 

 
After having analyzed the notion of imperialism, it is now important to approach 

that of colonialism beginning with a general definition. What is a colony? Where does 

one find a colony? What manner of relationship is there between the rulers and the 

ruled? Answering these questions might in fact help define what is a colony.  

One is accustomed of thinking in terms of overseas colonies separated from the 

ruling country, but a colony can also be contiguous, as in the Central Asian case. A 

colony is subordinate to a ruling country in political, economic, and legal matters, as 

well as military defense. At the latest, since the regionalization of Turkestan in 1924, 

Central Asian republics were subjected to Soviet control, with most of their elites 

hailing from European Russia and very few from the indigenous population. Their raw 

materials (such as cotton and even grain) were exploited, and they were obliged to 

implement Soviet law even when it overrode tradition through the abolition of the sharia 

courts and the attempt to eradicate customs and habits that were condemned as bytovye 

prestupleniia, namely crimes based on customs.42  

 

In the years after the October revolution, Bolshevik leaders already identified the 

risk of being perceived as colonizers by the Central Asian population, a debate which 

took place predominantly between the end of the Civil War (1921) and regionalization 

(1924). Particularly Lenin was concerned about this possibility, which Stalin largely 

ignored. The debates over this issue are thoroughly described and analyzed by the Soviet 

historian Kuchkar Khasanov in his book on Lenin and the Turkbiuro published in 

Tashkent in 1969,43 while Georgii I. Safarov, “a Russian member of the Communist 

Party’s Turkestan Bureau,”44 already highlighted the frictions that emerged among the 

leaders, implicitly criticizing the Soviet authority of the time. In his Colonial Revolution 

in Turkestan (1921),45 describing the region and its inhabitants, Safarov’s first and 

primary concern was with the tsarist colonial experience in Central Asia,46 while 

secondly he analyzed the initial agitated years of Soviet control over the region 

                                                
42 Bytovye prestupleniia receive treatment in part one of the thesis. 
43 Kuchkar Khasanov, V.I. Lenin i Turkbiuro TsK RKP(b) (Tashkent: Uzbekistan, 1969). 
44 Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca, p. 32. 
45 Georgii I. Safarov, Kolonial’naia revoliutsiia (Opyt Turkestana) (Almaty: Zhalyn, 19211, 1996). 
46 Regarding the Russian experience in Tashkent, see Sahadeo, Russian Colonial Society in Tashkent. 
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underlining the “colonial character of Soviet construction in Turkestan,”47 where many 

Communists ignored the aspirations of the natives. The books by Safarov and Khasanov 

are vital in demonstrating how Soviet colonialism was conceived at that time and later in 

the USSR, while the debates developing at the present time on the non-Russian journals 

are especially important in framing the current historiographic debate. 

In the pages of American-based journals such as Slavic Review or Kritika, 

scholars working on Central Asia are engaged in an interesting debate, which shows no 

signs of abating. In 2006, Adeeb Khalid published two interesting articles48 trying to 

broaden the debate concerning colonialism and modernization, which included the 

extremely important question of nationalities and the formation of the USSR.49  

The Central Asian field is divided into two fronts: one asserting continuity 

between the tsarist imperial experience and the Soviet in terms of colonialism;50 the 

other arguing that there was no continuity and that it is difficult to apply colonialism 

theory to the Soviet Central Asia, especially during the 1920s.51 Moreover, the latest 

works in Central Asian studies engage in Pan-Islamic comparative analysis by aligning 

with the experiences of Iran, Turkey, and Afghanistan52 rather than comparing it to the 

traditional European overseas colonial empires. Along with Paula Michaels and 

Cassandra Cavanaugh, Douglas Northrop maintains the continuity and colonialism 

theses through the XIX and XX centuries, arguing that:  
 
the USSR, like its tsarist predecessor, was a colonial empire. Power in the Soviet Union was 
expressed across lines of hierarchy and difference that created at least theoretically distinct 
centers (metropoles) and peripheries (colonies). Such lines of hierarchy and differences were 
simultaneously geographic, ethnic, political, economic, and cultural. Soviet policies, categories, 
and priorities had the effect of treating colonial people differently because of their special status 
along all of these axes. Hence, while it may not have been a classic overseas empire like that of 

                                                
47 Safarov, Kolonial’naia revoliutsiia, p. 123. 
48 Adeeb Khalid, “Backwardness and the Quest for Civilization. Early Soviet Central Asia in Comparative 
Perspective,” Slavic Review, 65/2 (Summer 2006), pp. 231-251; Adeeb Khalid, “Between Empire and 
Revolution. New Work on Soviet Central Asia,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History, 
7/4 (Fall 2006), pp. 865-884. 
49 Khalid, “Backwardness and the Quest for Civilization,” pp. 231-235. Providing a generalization without 
deeply analyzing the historiography, one might distinguish between scholars supporting the modernizing 
mission of the Soviets (including Yuri Slezkine, Stephen Kotkin, Adeeb Khalid, and Marianne Kamp) and 
those emphasizing the imperial agenda and the exploitation of the periphery by the center (Ronald G. Suny, 
Douglas T. Northrop, Paula A. Michaels, Edward A. Allworth, Hélène Carrère d’Encausse, and Cassandra 
M. Cavanaugh). For an exhaustive analysis of the historiography related to the question of nationalities, its 
phases and its actors, see Hirsch, Empire of Nations, pp. 1-10.  
50 Among the proponents, see Michaels (Curative Powers), Northrop (Veiled Empire), and Cavanaugh 
(“Backwardness and Biology”). 
51 See Khalid and Kamp (The New Woman in Uzbekistan). 
52 Kamp (The New Woman in Uzbekistan) and Adrienne L. Edgar (“Bolshevism, Patriarchy, and the 
Nation: The Soviet ‘Emancipation’ of Muslim Women in Pan Islamic Perspective,” Slavic Review 65/2, 
Summer 2006, pp. 252-272). 



 26 

the British or Dutch, the USSR did have somewhat comparable political, economic, and military 
structure; a parallel cultural agenda; and similarly liminal colonial elites.53  
 

Even if it is challenging to compare European colonial experiences with the 

Soviet agenda in Central Asia because of the differences in the policies realized, one 

cannot ignore such a comparison entirely. The comparison between European countries 

(Britain, France, and Holland) and their colonies and the USSR towards Central Asian 

republics can be productive for several reasons. First, native perception of the 

administrators was similar in all these countries, where the outsiders were considered as 

colonizers by most of the population. Notwithstanding Soviet intentions to offer a non-

imperialistic face through the indigenization campaign, korenizatsiia gave way to the 

Russian state-sponsored chauvinism during the 1930s (the Russification of the USSR), 

underlining the failure of the campaign that, contrary to expectations, did not provide 

substantial appointments of indigenous people in key positions, even if part of local 

elites were involved in the state-making process. At the same time, the partial spread of 

local languages – in the case of Central Asia, the Uzbek, Kazakh, Turkmen, and Tajik 

languages – with subsequent problems of misunderstanding between Russians and 

natives, contributed to the failure of the indigenization during the 1920s.  

Second, the policies applied in Central Asia by the Soviets in the 1920s more 

resembled the characteristics of an imposition from above, even if there was 

participation by local elites in the decision-making process.54 The semblance of co-

decisional policies between the center and peripheries did not mitigate the Soviet state’s 

features of colonial empire. As Adrienne Edgar says, “the Soviet policy toward Muslim 

women supports the notion that the Soviet Union was neither an empire nor an unitary 

state but had features of both,”55 evidencing that this kind of policy “in Central Asia in 

the 1920s and 1930s, although not imperial in intention, was nevertheless imperial in 

effect,”56 (referring here to the natives’ perception of the rulers and their reaction to the 

Soviet agenda).  

With regard to gender policy, Edgar convincingly distinguishes between Soviet 

administration and the classical colonial empires of the French and British, as well as 

between Soviet policies in Central Asia and the policies realized in nearby countries in 

the same time period (Kemal Atatürk’s Turkish republic, Reza Shah’s Iran, and the 

                                                
53 Northrop, Veiled Empire, p. 22. 
54 See Khalid (The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform) regarding the Jadid intellectual elite; Haugen (The 
Establishment of National Republics) regarding the regionalization of 1924; Edgar (Tribal Nation) 
regarding Turkmenistan; Kamp (The New Woman in Uzbekistan) regarding women’s issues. 
55 Edgar, “Bolshevism, Patriarchy, and the Nation,” p. 272. 
56 Ibid.. 
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Afghanistan of Amanullah Khan).57 Marianne Kamp echoes Edgar’s analysis, again 

underlining analogies and differences between Soviet Central Asia and Turkey,58 

Afghanistan, and Iran.59 Regarding Soviet Uzbekistan and Turkey, Kamp states that in 

both countries “the state’s projects to modernizing women was instrumentalist: the goal 

was not to establish women’s rights and individual freedoms for their own sake, but to 

change women’s roles for the sake of broad social transformation.”60 Adeeb Khalid 

stresses the productivity of a comparison between the Central Asian experience and 

Turkey, arguing that “the Kemalist revolution in Turkey was also a state-led Cultural 

Revolution that reshaped the contours of local culture and identity quite as thoroughly 

as in Central Asia.”61  

While gender, judicial, education, and language issues62 are among the most 

productive and cogent bases for comparison between the Central Asian and the Turkish, 

Afghani, and Iranian cases, this comparison does not communicate with studies of 

European overseas empires. These are comparative analyses with two different levels of 

investigation: while the former compares actual policies implemented in nearby 

countries such as Turkey, Afghanistan, and Iran in the same period of time, the latter 

focuses more on the general style of colonial governance in countries such as Central 

Asia, India, or Sub-Saharan Africa. Edgar’s analysis is useful in identifying analogies 

and differences, but it is not productive in opposing two different comparisons. Simply 

asking whether Soviet policies regarding women and family issues are more similar to 

Turkish, Iranian, and Afghani policies (as they are) or to the British and French ones to 

determine if the Soviet Union was a colonial empire or a multi-ethnic state, does not 

address whether the USSR was a colonial empire on the basis of the construction of a 

center and periphery. Every country had its own variant of relations with its colonies, 

and these different paths depend on features of both the colonizers and colonized. 

Policies implemented in colonies, or non-colonies as in the case of Turkey, by different 

rulers acquired different connotations, and a comparative analysis can help to discern 

analogies and differences that illustrate that no single experience was duplicated. This 

thesis is not a comparative study, but the debates surrounding comparison help frame it 

theoretically. 

                                                
57 Edgar, “Bolshevism, Patriarchy, and the Nation,” pp. 256-272. 
58 Kamp, The New Woman in Uzbekistan, pp. 66-75. 
59 Ibid.,  pp. 178-181. 
60 Ibid., p. 67. 
61 Khalid, “Backwardness and the Quest for Civilization,” p. 244. 
62 For more on comparative analyses between Central Asia and Turkey, see Khalid, “Backwardness and the 
Quest for Civilization,” pp. 243-251. 
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Among the different positions of scholars specializing in Central Asia, and 

contrary to Northrop, Khalid supports the Soviet modernizing-state theory, and 

therefore does not list the USSR among colonial empires, arguing that, 
 
while tsarist Central Asia was indeed directly comparable to other colonies of modern European 
countries, early Soviet Central Asia cannot be understood as a case of colonialism. In terms of 
both the scope and the nature of state action, the Soviet remaking of Central Asia makes sense 
only as the work of a different kind of modern polity, the activist, interventionist, mobilizational 
state that seeks to sculpt its citizenry in an ideal image. The differences between these colonial 
empires [the British, French, and Dutch] and modern mobilizational states are substantial and 
confusing the two leads to a fundamental misunderstanding of modern history.63  
 

However, one interpretation does not necessarily exclude the other: considering 

the Soviet as a hybrid colonial empire with modernizing features is the best way to 

depict its action and establishment in Central Asia without a contradiction in terms. For 

instance, the introduction of European medicine is a prime example of the “modernizing 

discourse” provided by Moscow and should be inserted in the broader discourse of 

colonialism.64 The imposition of a new medical system imported by colonizers has 

always been a way to approach native populations that are considered more 

“backward.” Common to almost every form of colonialism, from the French to the 

British, the ideology of the superiority of European medicine allowed colonizing 

nations to extend their reach over other nations and feel justified in exporting the “true 

cure” for diseases prevalent in such “backward” populations, even if it often led to 

peoples’ deaths because of different antibodies. European medicine was used by the 

Soviets with the same colonial aims, not only to reach people, improve health 

conditions, and increase the cultural level of the populations of the USSR, but also to 

legitimate their roles as non-colonizers and helpers rather than as invaders or colonizers. 

 

Following political scientist Mark Beissinger’s features of empire,65 I argue that 

during the 1920s, with regard to Central Asia, the Soviet Union was a modernizing 

colonial empire with claims to be multinational. Treating the Soviet Union as a 

                                                
63 Khalid, “Backwardness and the Quest for Civilization,” p. 232. 
64 “Science, technology, rational forms of economic organization, modern method of statecraft – these had 
given the European countries the strength to subjugate the non-European people and to impose their 
dominance over the whole world” (Partha Chatterjee, “The Nation and Its Women,” in Ranajit Guha, ed., A 
Subaltern Studies Reader, 1986-1995, Minneapolis and London, University of Minnesota Press, 1999, p. 
244).  
65 “Domination involves hierarchy and control-what political scientists such as Michael Doyle, Alex Motyl, 
or David Lake consider to be the core structural feature of empire as an analytical concept. But empire in 
practice almost always involves more than this; it involves a subjective dimension as well. … Rather, it is 
two additional features which empire usually involves: a sense of the alien or foreign character of power 
(even if this cultural boundary is not always ethnic in nature); and the arbitrary, willful, self-interested 
exercise of power” (Beissinger, “The Persistence of Empire in Eurasia,” p. 4). 
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modernizing entity does not clash with the concept of colonial empire, since the two 

concepts are not exclusive. One can see Central Asia and even the whole USSR as an 

internal colony of the Communist establishment, consisting not only of party members 

and candidates at all levels, but also local party supporters (in Central Asia, this would 

include the Jadids,66 who supported the Soviets in pursuing their Pan-Islamic 

modernizing ideal, and local intellectuals who were attracted by Marxism). One can say 

that the colonial USSR pursued an imperial-sponsored modernization based on coercion 

and mass control embodied by sovietization. Echoing Lynne Viola’s concept of 

collectivization as an “internal colonization of the peasantry,”67 I suggest that 

sovietization in Central Asia was an internal colonization of the USSR.  

 

1.3 Sovietization as Political Concept in Western Historiography 
 

 
Sovietization as a political concept represents the lens through which this thesis 

analyses certain political strategies realized by the Soviets in Central Asia between 1924 

and 1930, namely from regionalization to the general purges at the end of the 1920s. 

The term has seen the most used by scholars in the 1940s and 1950s to explain the 

Soviet policies in Eastern European countries under the authority of the USSR.68 The 

concept was in fact fruitful during these decades, when the Cold War had just begun. It 

was a way of demonstrating the cultural, politic, and economic “depauperization” of 

those countries that Moscow had made more Soviet. From the 1960s until 1989, the 

concept was applied less frequently by scholars dealing with Eastern Europe, only to be 

“exhumed” from the rubble of the Berlin Wall. Many books of the last fifteen years 

dealing with Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union employ an analysis sensitive to the 

concept of sovietization.69 In 1990, the French scholar Wladimir Berelowitch published 

La soviétisation de l’école russe, 1917-1931 (The sovietization of the Russian school, 

1917-1931), which underlines the destruction of the existing school system during the 

                                                
66 Khalid, The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform. 
67 Lynne Viola, Peasants Rebels under Stalin. Collectivization and the Culture of Resistance (New York 
and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 3. 
68 Among the works on sovietization in Eastern Europe, see Bogdan Raditsa, “The Sovietization of the 
Satellites,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 271, Moscow’s 
European Satellite (September 1950), pp. 122-134; Joseph S. Roucek, “The Sovietization of Albanian 
Education,” The Slavic and East European Journal, 2/1 (Spring 1958), pp. 55-60; Alfred Erich Senn, “The 
Sovietization of the Baltic States,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 
317, The Satellites in Eastern Europe (May 1958), pp. 123-129.  
69 The most recent book on the topic is by Balázs Apor, Péter Apor, and Edward A. Rees (eds.), The 
Sovietization of Eastern Europe. New Perspectives on the Postwar Period (Washington-DC: New 
Academia Publishing, 2008). 
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1920s to clear the basis for a new type of education and its control from above 

following the precepts of utopia in a New Society. Though Berelowitch scarcely uses 

the term sovietization,70 the author does clarify what he believes it to mean:  
 
Regarding the sovietization of schools, some scholars trace this to 1928-31, others in 1924, and 
finally others in 1921. The issue seems to us pointless: the nationalization of the parish schools 
and the re-elections of teachers certainly were the first big measures of the “sovietization.” If 
one considers the school of 1924 with its Lenin days and its teaching in “social sciences,” one 
surely cannot deny its certificate of “sovietness.”71  
 
 

Berelowitch’s vision of sovietization is that of a coercive imposition from above 

within the project of creating a new society mirroring Communist-Soviet ideology, and 

education represents a small microcosm in which to realize the utopia of the 

sovietization campaign. One does not encounter the concept of modernization in 

Berelowitch’s work, not even to explain the Soviet project from a Soviet perspective. 

Instead, as Edward A. Rees argues, “whereas modernization in the Russian Empire had 

been equated with westernization and western civilization, after 1917, the Bolsheviks 

equated modernization with sovietization, which was collectivist and anti-capitalist, 

based upon state intervention in the ordering of economic and social life as part of a 

messianic project of creating a new Soviet civilization.”72 From the Soviet point of 

view, equating modernization and sovietization is central in the analysis of policies not 

only in the USSR and the Eastern bloc countries, but even more so when dealing with 

Central Asian history. With the mission of modernizing indigenous people, bringing 

them forward from age-long backwardness, the Soviets felt legitimized through their 

ideology and in its name to bring about deep changes in the Central Asian 

physiognomy.  

Fully understanding the concept of modernization as linked to sovietization, and 

as intended by the Soviets, necessitates its problematization.73 The idea has experienced 

extensive use, dating back at least to the times of Ivan the Terrible’s, when the Russians 

began viewing Europe as the complete realization of a modern world. To ascend to the 

levels of their European (Western) neighbors, over time the Russians pursued various 

                                                
70 The term Soviétisation appears three times (pp. 129, 191, 193), bolchévisation once (p. 89), 
prolétarisation twice (pp. 176, 177), and militarisation des écoles once (p. 180).  
71 Wladimir Berelowitch, La soviétisation de l’école russe. 1917-1931 (Lausanne: L’Age de l’Homme, 
1990), p. 193. 
72 Edward A. Rees, “The Sovietization of Eastern Europe,” in Apor, Apor, and Rees, The Sovietization of 
Eastern Europe, p. 1. 
73 Regarding modernization and its problematization, see Markku Kangaspuro and Jeremy Smith (eds.), 
Modernisation in Russia since 1900 (Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 2006); Rees, “The Sovietization 
of Eastern Europe,” pp. 1-27. 
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strategies of modernization, meaning Europeanization (Westernization), even if this not 

merely implied imitation, but the adaptation of models reinterpreted through Russian 

traditions.74 Certainly, this aspiration to attain parity with the more advanced European 

countries rests on Russia’s self-perception as a backward country that nevertheless was 

destined to lead, and therefore was obligated to achieve modernity. The antinomic ideas 

of backwardness and superiority were the basis of the idea of modernization- 

Europeanization, and when the Bolsheviks came to power through the October 

revolution, they shared this tradition and they followed the path of the tsars in elevating 

modernization as an imperative for their policies in all areas. As Markku Kangaspuro 

and Jeremy Smith state in the Introduction of their co-edited book, the “Russian/Soviet 

approach to modernisation was very much top-down: modernisation was a government 

aim and policy.”75 Eventually, the modernization process came to be read as a 

Europeanization process, which was then interpreted as a sovietization process that 

pervaded all economic, political, social, and cultural spheres.76 

Building on these considerations, this thesis presents the “modernizing colonial 

empire-sponsored project” of the Soviets in Central Asia in the second half of the 

1920s, illustrating the dynamics of sovietization based upon an “Orientalizing” 

perspective.77 Following this standpoint, the Soviet view of the East should also be read 

as an effort to confirm that the USSR belonged to Europe, re-framing Edward Said’s 

theory:78 
 
Cultural, material, and intellectual relations between Europe and the Orient have gone through 
innumerable phases, even though the line between East and West has made a certain constant 
impression upon Europe. Yet in general it was the West that moved upon the East, not vice 
versa. Orientalism is the generic term that I have been employing to describe the Western 
approach to the Orient; Orientalism is the discipline by which the Orient was (and is) 
approached systematically, as a topic of learning, discovery, and practice.79 
 

                                                
74 See Markku Kangaspuro and Jeremy Smith, “Introduction,” in Kangaspuro and Smith, Modernisation 
in Russia since 1900. 
75 Ibid., pp. 13-14. 
76 For a broader survey of this “invasion,” see Rees, “The Sovietization of Eastern Europe,” pp. 1-27. 
77 “The Orient was almost a European invention, and had been since antiquity a place of romance, exotic 
beings, haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experience. … The Orient is not only adjacent to 
Europe; it is also the place of Europe’s greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of civilizations 
and languages, its cultural contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other” 
(Edward W. Said, Orientalism, New York, Vintage Books, 19781, 1994, p. 1). 
78 On Orientalism in imperial Russia, see Michael David-Fox, Peter Holquist, and Alexander Martin (eds.), 
Orientalism and Empire in Russia (Bloomington: Slavica/Indiana University Press, 2006). 
79 Said, Orientalism, p. 73. 
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The actions of Moscow toward the Eastern USSR had all the features of an 

Orientalistic sovietization, and this thesis aims to shed a deeper light onto how 

sovietization transpired in Central Asia. 

 

1.4 The Sovietization as Internal Colonization of Central Asia 

  
If sovietization as a political concept has a more extensive history in Western 

historiography, when did sovietization begin being used as a term and as a concept in 

Russia and the USSR? Aleksandr V. Kvashonkin80 claims that “sovetizatsiia” had 

already attained currency among the Bolsheviks in 1920-1922 during the establishment 

of control over the Caucasus. As Edward A. Rees states, “Soviet leaders used the term 

‘sovietization’ (sovietizatsiya) amongst themselves, as shown by Lenin’s 

correspondence concerning the consolidation of control over the Transcaucasus and 

over the Baltic states in 1918-21. It was rarely, if ever, used by these leaders in public, 

but it appeared in press articles and even in party and state documents. This is one 

instance in which there was a certain distinction between private and public 

discourse.”81  

After the October revolution and during the 1920s, the sovietization process 

passed through different phases, from War Communism (1918-1921) to the New 

Economic Policy (NEP) of 1921-1925, from the First Five-Year Plan (1928-1932) with 

dekulakization and collectivization campaigns to the 1930s policies aimed at a 

Russification of the country,82 which aimed at making the Union republics more 

Russian, officially in contrast to the Belorussization, Ukrainization, or Uzbekization 

campaigns of the 1920s.83 As with korenizatsiia, these latter campaigns implicated the 

diffusion of local languages such as Belorussian, Ukrainian, and Uzbek, the installation 

of more indigenous administrators, and support for local culture. This thesis argues that, 

in the second half of the 1920s, rather than making efforts to develop and support an 

Uzbek identity in the national republic through the Uzbekization as was the Soviets’ 
                                                
80 Aleksandr V. Kvashonkin, “Sovetizatsiia Zakavkaz’ia v perepiske bol’shevistskogo rukovodstva, 1920-
1922 gg.,” Cahiers du Monde Russe, 38/1-2 (January-June 1997), pp. 163-194. 
81 Rees, “The Sovietization of Eastern Europe,” p. 2. 
82 This is not to say that non-Russian languages and cultures did not survive under Stalin, as there was no 
concerted attempt to eradicate them. 
83 Among works on Sovietization in the periphery of the USSR, see Anthony Adamovich, Opposition to 
Sovietization in Belorussian Literature, 1917-1957 (Institute for the Study of the USSR, I/38, January 
1958); Jurij Boys, Sovietization of Ukraine, 1917-1923 (Edmonton: University of Alberta, 1980); Richard 
G. Havanissian, The Republic of Armenia, Vol. 4. Between Crescent and Sickle: Partition and Sovietization 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996); Olaf Mertelsmann (ed.), The Sovietization of the Baltic 
States, 1940-1956 (Tartu: Kleio, 2003). 
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stated goal, Moscow sought to sovietize the area imposing its “modernizing” 

Bolshevized vision.  

In the decade following the October revolution, first the Bolsheviks and then the 

Soviets projected a counter-imperial image by allowing nationalities to reinforce or 

forge their own identities based on socialism. Stalin’s famous 1913 assessment of the 

nationalities’ question cannot be forgotten: the Soviet republics were to be “national in 

form, socialist in content,” with “socialist” eventually becoming “Soviet” in the 1920s. 

In making the new nations more national and more socialist (or more Bolshevik and 

then more Soviet), Ukrainization, Belorussization, and Uzbekization represented the 

“good intentions” of the korenizatsiia, but instead became masks obscuring the 

sovietization engineering project. In fact, while Uzbekization84 was used for ideological 

propaganda, sovietization was the actual campaign pursued by the Soviets in this 

Central Asian republic. As was the case throughout the USSR, in Uzbekistan the 

sovietization campaign included the economic, legal, and social spheres, targeting 

policies such as those for the exploitation of cotton, or toward education, women, and 

the native intelligentsia.85 Most of all, behind the idea of modernizing the “backward” 

population of Central Asia through ad hoc campaigns, the authority was planning to 

exploit the region economically (for its cotton and grain) and politically, in order to be 

recognized as a legitimate ruler. 

The sovietization campaign was already underway in the 1920s, as attested by 

the use of the term sovetizatsiia among Communist elites in Central Asia in an archival 

folder dated May 29, 1927.86 The document and its appendices constituted the report of 

a party-government committee composed of the highest ranks of the Soviet government 

and the Central Asian Communist Party,87 and it discussed the question of Muslim 

clergy in Central Asia. Among other issues, it stated that the mullahs were fighting 

“against the sovietization of Uzbekistan,”88 while it refers also to the “sovietization of 

Uzbek cities,” the “sovietization of the region,” the more general “sovietization of 

Central Asia,”89 the “sovietization of kishlak,”90 and the “sovietization of Kyrgyz 

                                                
84 Regarding the concept of Islamization, which is not treated in this thesis, see Devin DeWeese, 
Islamization and Native Religion in the Golden Horde. Baba Tükles and Conversion to Islam in Historical 
and Epic Tradition (University Park-PA: The Pennsylvania State University, 1994). 
85 Regarding some of the questions linked to the Sovietization in Uzbekistan from a totalitarian point of 
view, see Herbert S. Dinerstein, “The Sovietization of Uzbekistan. The First Generation,” in Hugh 
McLean, Martin E. Malia, and George Fischer (eds.), Russian Thought and Politics (Cambridge-MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1957), pp. 499-513. 
86 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 1, d. 221, ll. 101-218. 
87 Among them, there were Akmal’ Ikramov, Faizulla Khodzhaev, and Ivan Zelenskii. 
88 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 1, d. 221, ll. 192 and 207.  
89 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 1, d. 221, l. 193.  
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aul’.”91 At least at a political level, the term sovetizatsiia was used to indicate a process 

of political, social, and economic engineering. The lexicon emerging from the archives 

is party internal language that can be used to reconstruct institutional and political 

dynamics, mostly in an authority-centered context, as historian Donald Raleigh 

similarly argues: 
 
Bolshevik discourse comprised two main emerging and potentially contradictory languages. (By 
language I mean not only fields of vocabulary and syntax, but also content or what was 
permissible to write about.) Simplifying things greatly, I call one of them the party’s external 
language, essentially that of party newspapers, public meetings, agitational literature, and 
propaganda, which presented the revolution in process in heroic and at times solicitous tones. I 
dub the second one the party’s internal language, the language of classified and confidential 
reports and closed meetings and other private forums that were not intended for mass 
consumption. A “hidden” or “backstage transcript” of the powerful, this internal language 
consisted of “the practices and claims of their rule” that could not be “openly avowed.” I 
purposefully overlook the complicating fact that party members knew several external and 
internal languages depending upon whom they were addressing instead.92 
  

 The internal and external languages of the party activists and of the 

establishment in general are extremely important in determining the dynamics of the 

1920s, even if the thesis tends to favor the former for its “hidden transcripts” feature. 

The opening of the archives at the end of the 1980s, and more broadly after 1991, 

presents the opportunity to investigate this linguistic dimension in particular.  

 

1.5 The Four Strategies of Sovietization in Central Asia and Plan 
of the Thesis 

 
 

Sovietization as simply a political strategy can be related to many different 

theoretical constructs that help frame the thesis. First, sovietization and modernization 

are interrelated to such a degree that scholars often use the terms interchangeably.93 

Certainly, the technical, medical, and cultural emphases of Soviet modernization expose 

it to critiques for practicing colonialism in a manner in which modernization and 

exploitation are closely allied. This type of “modernizing” sovietization limits the 

autonomy of individuals, if it is not being denied entirely.  

Second, sovietization is linked to the problematic of colonization as a means for 

the Soviets to avoid projecting an image of imperialism and colonialism toward the non-
                                                                                                                                          
90 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 1, d. 221, l. 204  
91 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 1, d. 221, l. 216.  
92 Donald J. Raleigh, Experiencing Russia’s Civil War. Politics, Society, and Revolutionary Culture in 
Saratov, 1917-1922 (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2002), p. 44. 
93 Among others, see Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology;” Michaels, Curative Powers. 
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Russian population. The progressive policy of korenizatsiia served primarily this goal, 

alongside efforts to show the positive face of the Soviet humanitarianism (as in the case 

of the Soviet Red Cross and Crescent). In this ambit, discourses of “progress” versus 

“backwardness” were constructed and supported by an Orientalistic vision.  

Third, the relationship between sovietization and Islam can offer important 

insights on the rapport between the Soviet authority and organized Islam in Central 

Asia. Even if Shoshana Keller does not use the discourse of de-Islamization94 in her 

treatment of the Soviet campaign against Islam in Central Asia in the 1920s and 1930s, 

a wide body of research supports the assumption that Soviet plans also contemplated the 

idea of de-Islamizing Central Asia, similar to the campaign to de-Orthodoxize or de-

Christianize Russia in the creation of an atheistic USSR. In terms of periodization, it is 

important to point out that the anti-religious campaign in Central Asia followed a 

different timeline than that in the rest of the USSR. While anti-religious campaigns in 

most of the country raged most intensely between 1917 and 1925 and from 1929 

onward with a period of relaxation in between, in Central Asia 1927 was the turning 

point when de-Islamization became more severe.  

Fourth, the sovietizing agenda can certainly also be related to the formation of a 

new political identity through the molding of key individuals such as native women or 

Muslims more generally. This discourse leads to the discussion of subaltern groups 

under colonial rule, but in the thesis such considerations are mostly reserved for the case 

of women. 

Fifth, sovietization can be seen as a project of inventing new traditions and 

rituals, which contributed to the imagined construction of a “bright” new future. At the 

same time, sovietization would also contribute to the linguistic and rhetorical 

construction of “people’s enemies,” through which Basmachi, bais, and mullahs were 

viewed in negative terms. Extrapolating on this type of ideological rhetoric, the Soviets 

also continued further to the point of criminalizing certain traditional Central Asian 

practices and customs.   

Finally, sovietization can obviously be read as being necessitated by the desire 

to gain legitimacy, to win the allegiance of the population, or at least simply to secure 

their compliance or acquiescence. What the Soviets were seeking first and foremost was 

recognition as a legitimate power by the Central Asians and the tactics they applied 

were in large part strategies to reach this goal. 

                                                
94 On Islamization of Central Asia, see DeWeese, Islamization and Native Religion in the Golden Horde.  
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It would be an immense task to present and analyze all aspects of sovietization, 

since it entered into political, judicial, social, and economic realms, not to speak of the 

private sphere. The four strategies of sovietization in Central Asia expand the study of 

sovietization itself to a region that has scarcely been viewed under this light.95 Such a 

project required targeting certain people in the region through whom the center could 

carry out this sovietization. This involved searching for “communicators” to serve as 

links between the party-state and the indigenous population, which would eventually 

also be sovietized from inside. These actors, who were considered capable of 

performing different roles, sometimes accepted being used when it furthered their 

personal ambitions, sometimes refused to be part of the game, and at other times were 

simply involved in a game whose rules and goals they scarcely understood. 

Communicators could be individuals such as a religious leader (mullah), a “white 

beard” (aksakal),96 a woman, or even a young person, but could also be objects such as 

soap97 or the sewing machine, or Communist institutions such as the Zhenotdel,98 the 

Komsomol, or the Communist Party itself. Though several of the main actors were often 

strongly criticized by the Soviets, these people or institutions were put to the service of 

Moscow in pursuing its objectives. In pursuing the sovietization of the region, through 

communicators and calculated policies, the Soviets intended to reach the local 

population, to make it more sympathetic toward socialist ideology and, in so doing, to 

forge a Homo Sovieticus speaking Bolshevik out of the Homo Islamicus speaking 

Muslim. The thesis is mostly based on a binary system99 that sets the local population in 

opposition to the establishment, or the Homo Islamicus to the Homo Sovieticus. 

Admittedly, such a black and white analysis is incomplete because it does not consider 

                                                
95 The only study remotely dealing with the sovietization process in Central Asia during the 1920s and 
1930s is that by Dinerstein (“The Sovietization of Uzbekistan”) published in 1957. Dinerstein links 
sovietization to the question of nationalities, focusing on three cases: “(1) the function of the Uzbek 
intelligentsiia; (2) the forced expansion of cotton growing; and (3) the persistence of Uzbek cultural 
patterns” (p. 502). Despite the title, Dinerstein uses the term Sovietization only once in his article when he 
states that “In Uzbekistan the problems of Sovietization stand out in sharp relief” (p. 502). While the 
author made claim of sovietization, he did not describe how the process was realized by the Soviets in 
Central Asia.   
96 Head of the maqalla (Uzbek neighborhood). 
97 Serafima T. Liubimova, “Zhenskie lavki v Srednei Azii,“ Kommunistka, 7 (July 1926), p. 35. 
98 The Zhenotdel (Zhenskii otdel) was the women’s department of the Communist Party; it was formed in 
August 1919 and disbanded in 1930 to be replaced by Zhensektory (female sectors). In Central Asia, the 
Zhenotdel was part of the Sredazbiuro. For works speaking about Central Asian Zhenotdel, see Massell, 
The Surrogate Proletariat; Marianne R. Kamp, “Pilgrimage and Performance. Uzbek Women and the 
Imagining of Uzbekistan in the 1920s,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, 34 (2002), pp. 267-
270; Northrop, Veiled Empire; Kamp, The New Woman in Uzbekistan. 
99 A broader explanation of this typically Russian binary system as laid out by Victoria E. Bonnell (see 
Iconography of Power. Soviet Political Posters under Lenin and Stalin, Berkeley, Los Angeles, and 
London, University of California Press, 1997, pp. 187-188) can be found in the introduction of part one of 
the thesis.  
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the grey tones in between, as might be embodied by native Muslims who were part of 

the Soviet administration (Akmal’ Ikramov or Faizulla Khodzhaev). While the thesis 

focuses on the stark contrasts that were constructed, it does not suggest that either the 

society the Soviets initially encountered or that which resulted bore distinctive 

characteristics comprised of only one dimension. However, granting consideration to 

the entire middle ground would involve the perusal of different sources, so it remains an 

endeavor that would have to be explored through further research.  

 

The thesis brings together four cases of state-sponsored sovietization in Central 

Asia, and particularly Uzbekistan, showing how Moscow intended to transform the 

region along the lines of Soviet ideology. Using Terry Martin’s categories of soft-line 

and hard-line bureaucracy,100 which he considers to be part of a chronological 

progression, the four cases represent the use of soft-line and hard-line bureaucracies and 

policies both diachronically (sense of continuity dealing with the historical development 

of phenomena) and synchronically (sense of discontinuity dealing with phenomena 

without chronological implication), meaning that the four case studies are arranged 

along both the categories of time and theme. Within Martin’s schema, soft-line 

institutions dealt with citizens and activities within the social sphere and were 

engineered to make the Soviet policies more acceptable to the population: “Soft-line 

institutions dealt openly with the Soviet public, and their job was to present Soviet 

policy in as attractive a light as possible.”101  

Instead, hard-line bureaucracy was devoted to the realization of policies of 

control and to the realization of the core of Bolshevik agenda: “Hard-line institutions … 

[were] specialized in maintaining Bolshevik vigilance and ensuring the implementation 

and preservation of core policies and values.”102 Martin associates each of the different 

bureaucracy types to distinctive Soviet institutions, considering them the tools of the 

korenizatsiia:  
 

                                                
100 “The Stalinist bureaucracy can be divided into soft-line and hard-line institutions. Soft-line institutions 
dealt openly with the Soviet public and their job was to present the regime’s policies in as attractive a light 
as possible. Typical soft-line tasks were receiving petitions and petitioners, correcting excesses (peregiby), 
restoring rights, bestowing awards, providing a forum for mass participation in elections and soviets. Hard-
line institutions, on the other hand, specialized in maintaining Bolshevik vigilance and insuring the 
implementation and preservation of core Bolshevik policies and values. Typical hard-line activities would 
be unmasking enemies, promoting vigilance, receiving denunciations, arresting and deporting enemies. 
Above all, terror” (Terry Martin, “Interpreting the new archival signals. Nationalities policy and the nature 
of the Soviet bureaucracy,” Cahiers du Monde russe, 40/1-2, January-June 1999, p. 114). See also Martin, 
The Affirmative Action Empire, pp. 21-23. 
101 Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, p. 21. 
102 Ibid. 
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The Bolshevik leadership assigned primary responsibility for the implementation of 
korenizatsiia to its soft-line bureaucracies: the Central Executive Committee (TsIK), and its 
Soviet of Nationalities; the Russian Federated Republic’s (RSFSR) Central Executive 
committee (VTsIK), and its Nationalities Department; and the Commissariat of Education 
(Narkompros RSFSR) and its Nationalities Committee (Komnats). Supervision of their work, as 
well as the repression of “nationalist” deviations, was assigned to hard-line bureaucracies: the 
Soviet political police (OGPU-NKVD); the Central Control Committee (TsKK), and the Party’s 
Central Committee (TsK), including its Nationalities Subdepartment, Cadres Department 
(orgraspred otdel), Orgburo, and Politburo.103 
 
 

Substantially, the four parts of the thesis are constructed around different 

themes, whose soft-line or/and hard-line characteristics progress toward an ever more 

pervasive use of hard-line methods climaxing in the general purges of 1929-1930. 

Among the four cases, some tactics of sovietization only feature soft-line elements, 

while others share traits of both, and others have can be only ascribed to the hard-line 

category. With its primary focus upon the second half of the 1920s, the thesis does not 

elevate the previous years to the same importance, even if references are made to that 

period. Therefore, the application of the soft-line and hard-line categories is limited to 

only a few years. Of the four strategies considered, two were utilized throughout the 

period (posters and Red Crescent/Red Cross), while the other two were more 

concentrated within specific periods (hujum and general purges). Moreover, the parts 

also focus on the degree of soft-line or hard-line intensity of each of these four phases, 

yet the use of concept of phases is not meant to imply that each is necessarily sequential 

or the result of earlier phases, although there is an overall trend toward predominantly 

hard-line tactics by the end of the decade. What emerges is that the four strategies of 

sovietization represent the varying degrees of soft-line and hard-line policies and 

institutions.  

 

In the thesis, the primary targets of soft-line and hard-line institutions and 

policies are women as a surrogate for the proletariat,104 as communicators between the 

population and the establishment, and as targets of social change in Uzbekistan through 

tailored policies. Women constitute the common focus of the thesis, that accompany the 

analysis across the four parts, representing the links between the colonized and the 

colonizers.  

 

Through the presentation and discussion of posters, the first part of the thesis is 

devoted to visual propaganda, and it introduces the first level of diachronic soft-line 
                                                
103 Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, p. 22. 
104 See Massell, The surrogate proletariat. See also the third part of the thesis. 
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dimension, highlighting its sophisticated and ideological use. The posters were used 

throughout the period and certainly contributed to the construction of the new Soviet 

tradition. The state-sponsored images were certainly regarded as direct means for 

modifying the attitudes of Central Asians using unwritten slogans, which were probably 

more suitable for a region with high rates of illiteracy.105 Obviously, the Soviets could 

not rely on visual propaganda alone in creating the New Man and the New Woman, and 

to this end they also involved further institutions. 

 

The second part, devoted to the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, represents the 

second level of diachronic soft-line bureaucracy with nuances of hard-line control due 

to these organizations ties with the Red Army, highlighting the interconnections 

between a supposedly neutral international (front) organization – such as the Red Cross 

– and party-state and Red Army institutions. With its public image, the Red Cross, and 

later the Red Crescent, was accustomed to dealing with people in the USSR and Central 

Asia. The most receptive targets were considered to be children, adolescents, and 

women themselves, especially since maternity and infancy were important themes in the 

ideological propagandistic discourse of the Soviets. Approaching this segment of the 

population, considered less protected and more malleable, the party-state believed to 

have found an ally in the Red Cross for the construction of Homo Sovieticus. Through 

this international humanitarian organization, the Soviet government wanted to reach the 

indigenous population without openly declaring it to be a Soviet tool, hoping to project 

the “good, safe face” of humanitarianism instead of an “evil, colonial face” that might 

be borne by sovietization, yet it also realized the benefits that alliance with the 

organization would bring in terms of global recognition.  

 

The third part of the thesis is devoted to gender policy with special emphasis on 

the hujum, on the reactions among the indigenous population that emerged in the form 

of resistance in the second half of the 1920s, and on the counter-reactions of the 

establishment through the first stage of purges, illustrating the transition from soft-line 

to hard-line policy. The hujum, which was designed to convince civil society to cast 

aside the paranja and chachvan, rather resembles a military campaign during which all 

political means of organization, control, coercion, and repression were brought to bear. 
                                                
105 “The vast majority of rural Uzbeks were illiterate in any language in the 1920s. Among urban Uzbeks, 
literacy rates were typically 25 percent for men, and 5 percent for women. Russians in Uzbekistan had 
more higher literacy rates: 80 percent for urban men and 60 percent for urban women. But Russians made 
up only about 7 percent of Uzbekistan’s five million people” (Kamp, The New Woman in Uzbekistan, p. 
16). 
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Moreover, in the second half of the 1920s, Uzbekistan experienced a rise in violence 

and terror, caused not only by the hujum, but also by social, political, and economic 

factors (obvious big events such as the end of the NEP, the Great Break, and the launch 

of the First Five-Year Plan). This wave of violence, which was met with judicial 

repression through show trials, firing squads, party expulsions, and purges, is a 

testament to the shortcomings of the more education-based components of the 

sovietization program, and emphasizes the lengths to which Moscow was prepared to go 

in its project of transforming Central Asian society.  

 

The fourth part leads both chronologically and conceptually to the general 

purges of the 1929-1930, as they were decided at the XVI party conference. Purges 

(chistki) and controls (proverki) represent the highest degree of synchronic hard-line 

policy realized in Central Asia by the Soviets in the extent that they incorporated 

coercion and violence. The changes over time in the sovietization project are indicative 

of the Soviet authority’s disappointment when its attempts to provide subtle 

indoctrination failed and the establishment was forced to give way to this kind of top-

down policies.  

 

1.6 Situating the Research and Its Sources 
 

 
By analyzing the institutional side of Soviet authority, this work contributes most 

directly to Soviet and Stalinist studies focusing on the 1920s and on center-periphery 

relations, through insights gleaned from the Communist Party and government actions in 

Central Asia. Studies on the sovietization campaigns during the 1920s have failed to 

analyze Soviet policy in regions such as Central Asia, and the thesis argues that, in the 

region, party-state policies followed the patterns of a structured and well-engineered 

campaign aimed at obtaining legitimacy and at transforming Central Asian people to 

make them not Uzbekized, but Sovietized.  

The four cases trace the patterns of the sovietization campaign as an imperial-

colonial project, therefore the work can be situated within colonial/imperial and subaltern 

studies, due to the nature of the Soviet establishment ruling over a Muslim region viewed 

through an Orientalistic lens.106  

                                                
106 In particular, Edward Said’s Orientalism offers valuable insight into the manner in which the Soviets 
are conceived of looking at Central Asia. This perspective is also balanced by the work of the Comaroffs 
(John L. Comaroff and Jean Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution. Christianity, Colonialism, and 
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Beyond these theoretical considerations, the thesis also advances Soviet studies in 

several empirical subject fields. The part devoted to posters targeting Central Asia 

contributes to the already vast field of studies of visual ideological propaganda 

confirming the centrality of such an approach within the Soviet agenda. The role of the 

Red Cross and Red Crescent is almost entirely ignored by historians, and its inclusion 

broadens the knowledge of sanitary implementation in the USSR during the 1920s and 

opens the way to further studies on these and other front organizations. The part on the 

hujum further extends the work on women published in the last years, while concurrently 

intersecting with the debate on the Cultural Revolution and resistance. The final part 

devoted to the purges of 1929-1930 represents the first study on this subject in Central 

Asia, which has also been largely ignored by most scholars, who have chosen to focus on 

the Russian home-front purges of the 1930s. 

 

While the thesis engages several literatures,107 each identified at the beginning 

of the four separate parts, empirically it focuses on several areas that have not been 

explored in enough depth. To accomplish such an analysis, and because the thesis 

focuses on the institutional side of the sovietization as promoted by the establishment,108 

beyond the secondary sources, primary sources from Russian archives have been 

central. The secondary sources at the core of the thesis include the main Western and 

Russian literature in Soviet studies, from the classical works of the 1950s, 1960s, and 

1970s to those of recent decades, which have benefited from the opening of the Russian 

archives beginning at the end of the 1980s and mostly after 1991.  

Moscow archives have been crucial to the research, which was conducted in 

Moscow during four visits over a three-year period (2003-2005). The thesis relies on 

primary sources from archives such as RGASPI (Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv 

Sotsial’no-Politicheskoi Istorii, the Russian State Archives of Social-Political History, 

namely the former archives of the Communist Party, Moscow), RAGSPI-Komsomol 
                                                                                                                                          
Consciousness in South Africa. Vol. I (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1991); John 
L. Comaroff and Jean Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution. The Dialectics of Modernity on a South 
African Frontier. Vol. II (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1997), and Ranajit Guha 
(ed.)’s Subaltern Studies Reader; Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (eds.), Selected Subaltern 
Studies (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988). 
107 The historiographic background of the thesis is varied and multiple. Beyond the more general literature 
here analyzed, a series of different literatures often not in conversation with one another is taken into 
consideration. These literatures are introduced and presented at the beginning of each of the four parts, yet 
they contribute to the overall theoretical framework. They help construct to a theoretical framework that 
allows the thesis to address several different audiences.  
108 Based on documents from the Moscow archives, the thesis offers valuable institutional insights into 
how Moscow viewed Central Asia during the 1920s, even if the absence of Central Asian archival material 
renders this analysis somewhat Moscow-centered, which can obscure some of the subtle dynamics of 
contemporary events in Central Asia. 
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(the archives of the Komsomol, Moscow), GARF (Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Rossiiskoi 

Federatsii, the State Archives of the Russian Federation, Moscow), RGAKFD 

(Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Kino-Foto Dokumentov, the Russian State Archives 

of Documentary Films and Photographs, Moscow), and on primary and secondary 

sources from the main Russian libraries (RGB-Rossiiskaia Gosudarstvennaia 

Biblioteka, the Russian State Library; MGU library, namely the library of Moscow State 

University; the Historical Library). While conducting field research in Moscow, I had 

access to the collections of pictures at the RGASPI and to some poster-collections 

“hidden” in a remote corner of the Izoizdanie Department, namely the Department of 

Graphic-Decorative Editions, at the Russian State Library. Nevertheless, most of the 

pictures come from the RGAKFD in Krasnogorsk, on the outskirts of Moscow, where a 

fantastically rich collection of Soviet images, documentaries, and movies are available 

to scholars. Most of the primary sources, especially on the Red Cross and the Red 

Crescent and those on purges, are unpublished material seldom consulted by scholars. 

Certainly, one of the main motivations behind this thesis is also to present these 

unpublished documents from the archives as well as recently published information 

from Russian collections of archival material such as “Sovershenno sekretno:” 

Lubianka – Stalinu o polozhenii v strane, 1922-1934 gg.,109 that furnish new data that 

often confirms information already presented by scholars working on Central Asia.110 

 

                                                
109 The published collections of documents provide important information about the internal conditions of 
the Soviet Union during the 1920s, gathered from the archives of FSB (former KGB), which are 
inaccessible to most Western scholars. The volumes collect reports of the secret police sent to Stalin. The 
volumes published to date (2005) cover the period from 1922 until 1929. This section focuses only on the 
parts related to the zhenkampaniia in Central Asia from 1927 to 1929.  
110 In the bibliography, see the complete list of works by Massell (The surrogate proletariat), Northrop, 
Edgar, and Kamp.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The many centuries of Islam’s domination … meant that many rites had 
become customary, become fixed in people’s consciousness and interwoven 
with customs. As a result, they had become part of people’s lifestyle and were 
“observed not only by believers but also by many non-believers. That is why 
particular attention must be devoted to reviewing the ritual side of life by means 
of a gradual, well-conceived creation of new customs, rites and festivals of 
which family customs would comprise an integral part.”1 
 

The iconoclastic construction of new realms and spaces certainly paralleled the 

destruction of old systems both in tsarist and Soviet eras. The renaming of streets and 

town squares, the erection of monuments, the designation or transformation of buildings 

assigned to the various party and government bodies, as well creating rituals around 

events such as May Day or the commemoration of the October revolution, were all 

strategies to control space and culture.2 In this ambit, posters as inconoclastic and 

ideologized media contributed to this construction and control since the October 

revolution.3 In the Central Asian images analyzed subsequently, the opposition of the 

new versus the old embodied by the simplified images in the posters recalled similar 

icons portrayed in posters directed at peasants and women in the Soviet Union 

throughout the 1920s, even if there were differences in terms of chronology and themes. 

In fact, with regard to the second half of the 1920s, Central Asian posters did not follow 

the eras delineated by Victoria Bonnell in her touchstone study, which differentiates 

periods around the October revolution, when “the Bolsheviks attempted to gain control 

over the sphere of public discourse and to transform popular attitudes and beliefs by 

introducing new symbols, rituals, and visual imagery,”4 the Civil War, “when the party 

accorded exceptional importance to visual propaganda,”5 and the introduction of the 

NEP in 1921, when “the exhortatory fervor of visual propaganda became attenuated, 

only to be fully restored eight years later, at the time of the adoption of the First Five 

Year Plan.”6 Because Bonnell’s study does not fully consider the NEP period, jumping 

                                                
1 A. B. Bazarov, “Osobennosti musul’manskikh religioznykh perezhitkov,” Sotsiologicheskie 
issledovaniia, 2 (1982), pp. 172-173. Quoted in Yaacov Ro’I, “The Task of Creating the New Soviet 
Man. ‘Atheistic Propaganda’ in the Soviet Muslim Areas,” Soviet Studies, 36/1 (January 1984), p. 31. 
2 See James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 
Failed (New Haven-CT: Yale University Press, 1999). 
3 On posters from the October revolution until Stalin’s death, see Victoria E. Bonnell, Iconography of 
Power. Soviet Political Posters under Lenin and Stalin (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University 
of California Press, 1997). 
4 Ibid., p. 1. 
5 Ibid., p. 5. 
6 Ibid., p. 6. 
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instead from the Civil War to the inception of the First Five-Year Plan (when class 

categories played an even more preponderant role7), the posters analyzed in this part of 

the thesis, targeted at Central Asians, contribute more readily to previous research 

highlighting the particularities encountered when analyzing other peripheral regions of 

the former USSR where the political agenda diverged from that of the core.  

 

The management of culture8 as realized in the USSR following its formation in 

1922 certainly helps describe how the party-state operated in Central Asia, and even 

more succinctly how the establishment tried to sovietize local society precisely by 

changing its culture and by inventing new symbols and traditions in the attempt to 

validate its legitimacy.9 Contrary to Bonnell’s view – in which for “the Bolsheviks, 

whose claim to power was based on an ideology that accorded world-historical 

importance to the proletariat, it was critically important to establish in public discourse 

the heroic position and collective identity of the working class, [and] … class, rather 

than nationality, religion, gender, or ethnicity, was to serve as the basis for social and 

political solidarity”10 – the Central Asian posters accorded greater importance to gender 

than class categories, thereby highlighting the central position of women in the political 

discourse.11 Moreover, regarding posters, Bonnell underlines that “visual imagery of 

men and women thus conveys important messages about relations of domination and 

subordination, both in the realm of social interaction and in the broader sphere of 

political life. The depiction of gender has particularly significance in periods when 

authority relations are in flux, such as the Civil War years and the 1930s.”12 

Notwithstanding this assumption, in Central Asia women were portrayed in posters 

even in the period between,13 so reconfirming the different timelines between the Soviet 

general history and the national histories. 

                                                
7 Bonnell, Iconography of Power, p. 37. 
8 “By ‘culture’ I mean both the formalized ideological constructs, such as art, law or religion, and the 
more informal way in which members of a society perceive themselves, their society and their relations to 
the material, social and intellectual products of that society” (Christel Lane, The Rites of Rulers. Ritual in 
Industrial Society. The Soviet Case, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1981, p. 1). 
9 “The medium of the message was what Eric Hobsbawm has characterized as ‘invented tradition,’ that is, 
‘a set of practices … which seek to inculcate certain value and norms of behavior by repetition, which 
automatically implies continuity with the past’” (Bonnell, Iconography of Power, p. 1). 
10 Ibid., p. 2. 
11 In Central Asia, there were a substantial number of posters displaying women in the second half of the 
1920s and at the launch of the hujum (when it became critical to crystalize certain new identities). In the 
Soviet case, the authority defined these identities as a means for controlling people and the space they 
occupied. 
12 Bonnell, Iconography of Power, p. 8. 
13 “Whereas women occupy a position of secondary importance in visual propaganda produced between 
1917 and 1929, they appear very prominently in connection with the campaign for the collectivization of 
agriculture beginning in 1930” (Ibid., p. 9). 
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Within the realm of invented traditions, rituals play a fundamental role, and in 

her important study devoted to rituals in the Soviet Union, Christel Lane offers her 

definition: 
 
Ritual … is a stylized, repetitive social activity which, through the use of symbolism, expresses 
and defines social relations. Ritual activity occurs in a social context where there is ambiguity 
or conflict about social relations, and it is performed to resolve or disguise them. Ritual can be 
religious or secular. The symbolic nature of ritual lies in the fact that it is significant not for its 
ostensible meaning but that it stands for, and has to be interpreted by reference to, a 
transcendent principle outside the means-goal relationship. The ‘transcendent principle’ is 
constituted by those beliefs and values at the top of the hierarchy of meaning which order and 
structure those at the lower levels. … Ritual always entails the enactment of a social 
relationship between an individual or a group of individuals and another, more inclusive, 
group.14 
 

Invented rituals in Central Asia had the goal of defining social relations and 

power relations, underlining the character of a transcendent colonizing authority. 

Beyond her definition of rituals, Lane highlights overlapping concepts such as cultural 

management and cultural revolution through the idea that the latter is the logical 

progression of the former when the changes foreseen by the State are so profound as to 

impact the cultural structures, producing a crisis mirroring a revolution. Besides being a 

manner of internal colonization, in Central Asia the sovietization campaign was part of 

the Cultural Revolution, in which the hujum can be seen as its main embodiment. 

 To change the Central Asian culture so intermingled with Islamic rites and 

customs, the Soviets needed to instill their new morality based on Marxist-Leninism 

ideology, which clashed with a local Weltanschauung that the Soviets considered anti-

modernist and anti-Marxist par excellence. To substitute the old with the new, it was 

necessary to offer the indigenous population alternative rites, namely “modern” Soviet 

ones with totally new symbols. The symbolism behind the ritualization of certain 

elements of their own ideology was intended to help the Soviet elites to construct a new 

domain where colonizers and the colonized could frame their relationship, and where 

the former could obtain the anticipated legitimacy in the eyes of the latter.15 Beyond 

that, “ritual is also regarded as a means of increasing group solidarity. The common 

performance of ritual, it is assumed, can transform a collective of the associational kind 

into a political community which is able to mobilize individual members on its 

                                                
14 Lane, The Rites of Rulers, pp. 11-12. 
15 “A division into (1) a politically influential group of ideologues who package and distribute ideological 
notions in the form of rituals and (2) a politically powerless group of consumers of such notions in the 
form of ritual becomes very obvious when one considers who are the creators and who are the recipients 
of this new socialist ritual” (Ibid., p. 1). 
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behalf.”16 This is precisely the type of mass mobilization of indigenous people that the 

Soviets sought to help create a real Soviet community, whose moral values mainly rely 

on the Soviet Marxist-Leninist ideology itself ritualized for the “legitimation or even 

sacralization of the … political structure.”17  

If the establishment was looking for legitimacy through the engraining of new 

Soviet values, the sacralization of the rituals embodying the new morality was intended 

to increase their appeal among the religious populations, Orthodox or Muslim. In fact, 

“among the many symbolic object utilized in the new socialist ritual a few stand out as 

having a sacred character and may be described as holy ritual attributes. Examples are 

the Red Banner of an enterprise or organization, in front of which people kneel and 

which they kiss during a ritual performance, and the Eternal Flame of war memorials.”18 

As Lane shows, the Soviet ritual was a bridge between the “sacred” and the “secular,”19 

which was supposed to help the establishment affirm new values using a de-sacralized 

religion: “Religion … is (1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, 

pervasive and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating 

conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such 

an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.”20 In 

this light, “Soviet Marxism-Leninism is therefore part religion and part political 

ideology and is best described by the term ‘political religion’,”21 and in Central Asia, it 

was of utmost importance for the traditional religion to be supplanted by the political 

one. 

 Since rituals and their symbolism as embodiments of political religion connected 

individuals to the collective,22 visual propaganda was one of the best means for 

connecting the indigenous population to the overall idea of a Soviet community with 

new Marxist-Leninist moral values that slowly intermingled with the existing value 

structure. Moreover, “visual methods for persuasion and indoctrination appealed to 

Bolshevik leaders because of the low level of literacy in the country and the strong 

visual traditions of Russian people.”23 Regarding Central Asia, the first concern is 

certainly valid, while the second needs to be considered with caution: while it was 

certainly true that Russians had a long-standing and well established visual tradition, 

                                                
16 Lane, The Rites of Rulers, p. 19. 
17 Ibid., p. 24. 
18 Ibid., p. 37. 
19 Ibid., p. 39. 
20 Ibid., p. 1. 
21 Ibid., p. 41. 
22 Ibid., p. 61. 
23 Bonnell, Iconography of Power, p. 3. 
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this was not the case for Muslims in former Turkestan, where the representation of 

images followed specific patterns and rules, since local Islam prohibited the 

iconographic representation of living beings. As one sees, the posters targeting the 

region are both aesthetically similar to those featured in European Russia – underlining 

that the artists had common cultural and formational backgrounds – and thematically 

dissimilar because of the central presence of women and Central Asian cultural 

landscape.   

In Central Asia, the gradual melding of the old Muslim-based customs with the 

new socialist-based customs is evident during the 1920s, and the posters, on which this 

part of the thesis focuses, bear vivid testimony to this process. Through an analysis of 

posters mainly dealing with women and the hujum (unveiling campaign) from the 

Izoizdanie Department – the Department of Graphic-Decorative Editions at the Russian 

State Library in Moscow – this part deals with the Soviets’ sovietization campaign 

through visual images, which have already been identified as constituting an appropriate 

means for reaching the “illiterate, backward” population of Central Asia. Mostly 

through a graphic juxtaposition of similarities and differences between the two cultures 

– the Central Asian and the Russian –, a message of the latter’s superiority is spread 

through these ideological posters.  

Some pictures from Moscow archives (RGAKFD) concerning daily life in the 

1920s are also distributed throughout this part to provide further evidence of agitation or 

propaganda, to the extent that some of them seem to indicate an extended period of 

coexistence: elements of staryi byt (old way of life) and novyi byt (new way of life) are 

found side by side, thus creating a unique hybrid. In the perpetuation of conventions, 

such as the wearing of traditional clothes, the indigenous people retained their 

respective identities. For this reason, the Soviets were displeased that the central 

authorities in these countries failed to bring about rapid social change and that the 

transition period from the old to the new extended throughout the 1920s and beyond. 

 

The Soviets tested various strategies to mould Central Asian society and change 

the consciousness and “Oriental” values of the indigenous people, to make them more 

“cultured” and “less backward.”24 Of these strategies, ideological publicity campaigns 

                                                
24 “For them [the Bolsheviks] culture was the opposite of backwardness, a combination of a certain 
economic well-being, industrial and technical accomplishments, modern attitudes to the problems of 
existence, and certain very basic intellectual accomplishments” (Peter Kenez, The Birth of the 
Propaganda State. Soviet Methods of Mass Mobilization, 1917-1929, Cambridge and New York, 
Cambridge University Press, 1985, p. 70). 
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through agitation25 and propaganda were among the most frequently applied, mostly 

because they contributed to the establishment of rituals. Among the different means for 

diffusing their ideology, the Soviets also introduced Red chaikhana (Communist tea 

houses), agittrains (agitational trains), and the radio to optimize their agenda. As 

William Husband writes,  
 
by presenting science and technology in this manner, materialist propaganda merged medium 
with message. ‘Radio is not only a measure of cultural enlightenment, but also serves as a 
weapon in our socialist construction on all fronts,’ wrote Radio v derevne [Radio in the village], 
‘and in the hands of the proletariat it is a long-range weapon which helps the bedniak-
seredniak26 masses in the class struggle.’ … Radio technology itself would demonstrate the 
benefits of materialist-scientific thinking to the audience. In the Bolshevik view, the forces of 
religion recognized all this and reflexively opposed radio.27 
 

  
Figure 1: Picture of nomads in front of an iurta (Andizhan, 1929).28 

 

The photo shows nomads from the Andizhan district in Uzbekistan in 1929. 

Seated in front of their iurta,29 the three kochevniki30-Uzbeks in traditional clothes and 

tubeteiki31 were listening to the radio, an important disseminator of socialist 

propaganda. In this side-by-side positioning of staryi byt – represented by the iurta and 
                                                
25 See below for the explanation of this concept. 
26 Bedniak: pauper (peasant of low means). Seredniak: peasant of average means (classified as 
intermediate between kulak and bedniak). [See the Oxford Russian Dictionary, Third Edition, 2000]. 
27 William B. Husband, “Godless Communists.” Atheism and Society in Soviet Russia, 1917-1932 
(DeKalb-IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 2000), pp. 74-75.  
28 Source: RGAKFD, 2-78007. 
29 Iurta: typical Central Asian tent used by nomads. 
30 Kochevniki: nomads. 
31 Tubeteika: typical Uzbek hats for men. 
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traditional clothing – and novyi byt – represented by the radio –, the Uzbeks were caught 

in a clash of cultures, traditions, and values, which was being waged through means 

which, in this case, traveled invisibly through the ether. 

 

One indication of how important agitation and propaganda were to the Soviets is 

the founding of a section of the Organizational Bureau in the summer of 1920 named 

Agitprop.32 This Department of Agitation and Propaganda, which was ubiquitous in 

Soviet politics during the 1920s and throughout Soviet history, represented the first 

level of soft-line bureaucracy whose task was to disseminate socialist ideas and 

principles within Soviet society. The distinction between the first level of soft-line 

bureaucracy, embodied by Agitprop and by policies of agitation and propaganda with 

cultural ends, and the second level, identified by the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, 

resided in the nature of those institutions: while Agitprop was a party creation fully 

immersed in its ideology with almost no sign of coercive policies, the latter were front 

organizations bonded to the Red Army, whose link made it a further evolution of soft-

line control. 

 

Detailed historical analyses of institutionally organized Soviet political 

propaganda are provided by Peter Kenez and Matthew Lenoe.33 Apart from analyzing 

the effectiveness of these strategies, Kenez and Lenoe34 take a closer look at the 

dynamics and the institutions used for propaganda, as well as the resulting mobilization 

of the masses.  

Despite having been written without recourse to archival material, Kenez’s book 

presents a competent study of the functioning of a propaganda state such as the former 

USSR. His definition of propaganda, which can be easily applied in the Central Asian 

case, includes the ideology it serves: “Propaganda is nothing more than the attempt to 

transmit social and political values in the hope of affecting people’s thinking, emotions, 

and thereby behavior.”35 Propaganda is effective because it addresses the masses 

directly, and in fact the posters here considered were a way of connecting directly to the 

local populations through immediate and effective visual arts.  

                                                
32 Regarding the history of the Agitprop, the contraction version of Agitation and Propaganda, see Kenez, 
The Birth of the Propaganda State, pp. 123-126. 
33 Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State; Matthew Lenoe, Closer to the Masses. Stalinist Culture, 
Social Revolution, and Soviet Newspapers (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 2004). 
34 Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State; Lenoe, Closer to the Masses. 
35 Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State, p. 4.  
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Among the means used by the party-state “to bring enlightenment [right] to the 

masses, create the new socialist man, instill class consciousness among the workers and 

peasants,”36 Kenez identifies trade unions,37 agitational trains,38 likpunkty39 (centers 

teaching reading and writing skills), kluby40 (meeting places), posters,41 and wall 

newspapers,42 which align with the soft-line institutions discussed in our analysis. 

 

 
Figure 2: A group of Uzbek men at a meeting (Tashkent, 1927).43 

 

Figure 2 shows a group of Uzbek men at a meeting in the city of Tashkent in 

1927. All had long beards, wore traditional caftans and shoes, and their heads were 

covered mostly by turbans or tubeteiki. They could be students of the Koran, aspiring 

mullahs, imams, or tabibs.44 Most of them held a piece of paper in their hands, perhaps 

a proclamation or a manifesto, but it is unclear whether they were reading it. The man 

on the right was probably reading from a book. The meeting was taking place in front of 

a train wagon decorated with a life-sized mural, namely an agittrain (agitational train). 

A pair of legs in modern western-style boots extended from the right side of the mural. 

Folders, books, and papers strewn about indicated that these boots belonged to a 
                                                
36 Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State, pp. 8-9. 
37 Ibid., pp. 57-58, 82, 149-151. 
38 Ibid., pp. 58-69. See also Gian Piero Piretto, Il radioso avvenire. Mitologie culturali sovietiche (Turin: 
Einaudi, 2001), pp. 9-10. 
39 Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State, p. 75. 
40 Ibid., p. 135. 
41 Ibid., pp. 111-118. 
42 Ibid., pp. 139, 237-239. About wall newspapers in the Red Crescent context, see the second part of this 
thesis. 
43 Source: RGAKFD, 3-2928. 
44 Tabib: traditional healer. 
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fictional activist who had arrived on the train. The two wheels on the left seem to be 

those of a plow, clearly meant to address the peasantry. The writings in the center, 

which appear to be Russian in Cyrillic, and Uzbek in Arabic script, are too small to 

decipher. Before 1928, the Uzbek writing system, as a Turkic language, was written in 

Arabic script, from 1928 to 1940 in Latin script, from 1940 to 1992 in Cyrillic script, 

and afterward in Latin script again. Some of the archival documents from the 1920s 

sometimes presented two versions, the Uzbek in Arabic and the Russian one.  

The ingenious manner of dispersing ideological propaganda through agitational 

trains was part of the mobile propaganda drive that started during the Civil War and 

continued thereafter.45 With their painted wagons, agittrains served as “moving 

posters”46 parading throughout the USSR, with some reaching as far as Central Asia,47 

as proven by this photo. Though the local population could be suspicious of these 

means, they represented also an attraction because of their colors and images.  

Agitprop may have been the principal organizer of the Soviet publicity 

campaign, yet not always explicitly, meaning that the campaigns did not always bear its 

signature. Those working as propagandists were expected to be loyal to the party-state 

and, above all, to be convincing. Kenez points out that propagandists “usually were the 

first to become victims of their own propaganda. There is no better method of 

convincing someone than by asking him or her to convince others.”48 In fact, acting on 

this very insight, the Soviets tried to recruit propagandists from among the native 

population as well: in fact, as communicators and perpetrators of change, these 

individuals could work from within society and were uniquely well suited for creating 

and upholding the ties between the party-state and the indigenous population. 

Unfortunately, there is no precise information about Central Asian propagandists, 

namely who they were, what they did, or how long they were affiliated to the 

Communist Party or to other associations. 

In any case, in its search for insiders, the party sought to further those 

individuals’ aptitude for “modernizing” and “sovietizing” Central Asian people through 

voluntary organizations such as the Komsomol or the Zhenotdel, which were tightly 

                                                
45 Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State, pp. 58-69. 
46 “To enhance the festive atmosphere, the trains were brightly decorated. At first they were covered with 
modernist paintings, but this was clearly a mistake, for the peasants did not care for abstract art. The 
Bolsheviks soon learned the lesson and repainted the trains with pictures of heroic soldiers, peasants, and 
workers and bright slogans. The trains themselves, as moving posters, were instruments of propaganda” 
(Ibid., p. 60). 
47 For instance, “Krasnyi vostok (Red east) spent the first half of 1920 in Turkestan, and it had on board a 
special group of agitators capable of dealing with Central Asian and Muslim affairs” (Ibid., pp. 61-62). 
48 Ibid., p. 85. 
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connected to the party itself. Those people were to be imbued with a sense of their own 

importance: “one of the strengths of the Party was its elitism. It motivated important 

cadres by giving them the conviction that they were more important, better, and 

therefore more powerful than the average citizen.”49 The main purpose of mass 

propaganda was to convince people that the new socialist course was the best way to 

progress, and that the party itself was a maternal figure that would grant protection and 

aid. Kenez also examines the organizations that mobilized the youth and adolescents,50 

such as the Pioneers51 and especially the Komsomol because of their importance for 

molding the society from the roots upward.  

 

 Considering other fields closely related to agitation and propaganda, Matthew 

Lenoe, in his study, focuses on Soviet newspapers and mass journalism. The scholar 

divides the 1920s into two periods: the NEP period with the “enlightenment” and 

formation of the New Soviet Man, and the Great Break (1928-1929) with its 

“mobilization” campaign. Following Lenoe’s assumptions, the formation of the ‘New 

Soviet Man’ (Homo Sovieticus) out of the ‘Old Muslim Man’ (Homo Islamicus) was 

particularly evident during the Great Break and even later in the 1930s.  

Lenoe differentiates between ‘propaganda’ and ‘agitation,’ the former being an 

educational process and the latter a process for motivating people to become active.52 

Following Lenoe’s basic description of the two activities of Agitprop, this part of the 

thesis concentrates on propaganda, while the Red Cross and Red Crescent organizations 

and the hujum are more exemplary of agitational activity. As Lenoe explains,53 those 

forms of mass mobilization were linked to the Cultural Revolution, a central argument 

of the third part of the thesis. 

 

Among major works within the literature on Soviet propaganda paralleling and 

completing Lane’s study, which mostly focused on later Soviet times, is that by Richard 

Stites that analyzes the basic rituals and symbols used for transforming a society living 

in a pre-revolutionary system into a new socialist society.54 Stites observes people’s 

                                                
49 Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State, p. 167. 
50 Because of the paucity of studies exclusively dedicated to this Soviet Youth organization, Kenez’s 
analysis is an important contribution in the Soviet discipline. 
51 Regarding Pioneers, see the part on the Red Cross and the Red Crescent.  
52 Lenoe, Closer to the Masses, p. 28. 
53 Ibid., p. 148. 
54 “[Stites’s] book is about revolutionary dreams, utopianism in fancy, in programs and designs, and in 
behavior. … [The] emphasis is on the feelings, words, thoughts, and actions that express, evoke, or 
symbolize what has been called ‘the utopian propensity’” (Richard Stites, Revolutionary Dreams. 
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attitudes as their circumstances changed in the “laboratory of revolution, a theater of 

future life,”55 where the Soviet citizens lead their lives as if on a stage. The symbolism 

of rituals and the concept of utopianism can also be applied to the field of propaganda, 

which in our case represents a means for creating the New Soviet Man and a new 

society. Stites broaches many aspects of the ideological publicity campaign and 

examines them from different perspectives. The “proletarian morality,”56 as he calls the 

ethics of the New Soviet Man, had to be instilled in all, including the meshchanskii 

(Philistine, bourgeois, narrow-minded) and the khuliganskii (hooligans),57 who can be 

equated with other “backward” Central Asian figures like the imam, tabib, Basmachi, 

and mullah,58 who was particularly frowned upon by the Soviets as the upholder of 

Muslim traditionalism. 

The “proletarian morality” of the Soviets pervaded every aspect of social life, 

dictating the proper attitudes and behavior for loyal workers and loyal Communists. For 

example, even though the native population already abstained from alcohol for religious 

reasons, access to alcoholic beverages was further controlled because the New Man was 

expected to be temperate in the intake of alcohol and especially vodka. When alcohol 

consumption started to be considered as “a violation of our class, proletarian, 

communist morality” – in the words of two Komsomolets (1927)59 – and excesses were 

identified as counterrevolutionary behavior to be combated, this became a divisive issue 

in the new society. In fact, alcohol abuse was one of the main motivations behind the 

purges of 1929-1930, even in Central Asia. To understand the significance of the 

problem, one must know that indigenous Central Asians were not habitually heavy 

drinkers:60 before the Russian take-over in the 1860s they might have indulged in an 

occasional sip of wine – though forbidden by their religion, the local population never 

viewed such bans as completely prohibitive – and it was only after the Russian 

colonizers introduced vodka that they acquired a taste for that strong liquor. One can 

imagine that vodka was particularly common among Russian party activists, who likely 

                                                                                                                                          
Utopian Vision and Experimental Life in the Russian Revolution, New York, Oxford University Press, 
1989, p. 3). 
55 Ibid., p. 8. 
56 Ibid., pp. 115-119. 
57 Ibid., p. 117. 
58 As for meshchanstvo (from meshchanskii) as quoted by Stites, in some Soviet literature and archival 
documents related to Central Asia, terms such as tabibstvo (from tabib) and basmachestvo/bachebastvo 
(from Basmachi) are quoted, indicating non-revolutionary people strongly attached to traditions and old 
habits. 
59 Stites, Revolutionary Dreams, p. 117. 
60 Regarding drinking habits of Central Asians, see Elizabeth E. Bacon, Central Asians under Russian 
Rule. A Study in Culture Change (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1980), pp. 88-89, 160, 
182-183. 
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swayed local activists into joining them in their drinking excesses. Thus, in one of the 

posters (see figure 6), and for propaganda purposes, alcoholism is depicted as a vice of 

backward people and part of the old life-style.  

Anti-alcohol propaganda was certainly important to the Soviet agenda, but it 

was not the only issue that was being constantly restated and reinforced: anti-religious 

propaganda was another prong of the new morality campaign. There was no room for 

God in the life of a good Communist, and anti-religious propaganda,61 as espoused by 

Emel’ian Iaroslavskii,62 the founder of the League of the Militant Godless,63 is a further 

subject of Stites’ study. 

Beyond simply advocating atheism, anti-Muslim propaganda in Central Asia 

was another crucial focus of action for the party and the state.64 Understanding this 

properly requires a discussion of how Sunni Islam was performed in the region, along 

with its beliefs, practices, and institutions at the time the Bolsheviks took the power in 

1917.65 In Central Asia, the more spiritual Sufism was at the basis of many religious 

orders such as the Naqshbandiya, while Muslim clergy66 also represented a fundamental 

reference point for the population. Because religious leaders could be cultural mediators 

between the establishment and the local population, in the 1920s and beyond the Soviets 

went so far as to involve some of them in the party.  
                                                
61 See also Piretto, Il radioso avvenire, pp. 12-13. Regarding Central Asia in the 1920s, see Materialy po 
antireligioznoi propagande. Vypusk I (Tashkent: Publisher unknown, 1928). 
62 Emelian Iaroslavskii (Minei Izrailovich Gubelman) also figures in the third and in the fourth parts of 
the thesis. 
63 Stites, Revolutionary Dreams, pp. 105-109. About this League, see also Daniel Peris, “The 1929 
Congress of the Godless,” Soviet Studies, 43/4 (1991), pp. 711-732; William B. Husband, “Soviet Atheism 
and Russian Orthodox Strategies of Resistance, 1917-1932,” The Journal of Modern History, 70/1 (March 
1998), pp. 74-107; Husband, “Godless Communists.” 
64 See Shoshana Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca. The Soviet Campaign against Islam in Central Asia, 
1917-1941 (Westport-CT and London: Praeger, 2001); Ro’I, “The Task of Creating the New Soviet 
Man,” pp. 26-27. 
65 Regarding Muslim religion in Central Asia as performed over times, see Sergei P. Poliakov, Everyday 
Islam. Religion and Tradition in Rural Central Asia (Armonk, New York, and London: M. E. Sharpe, 
1992); Devin DeWeese, Islamization and Native Religion in the Golden Horde. Baba Tükles and 
Conversion to Islam in Historical and Epic Tradition (University Park-PA: The Pennsylvania State 
University, 1994); Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca; Galina M. Yemelianova, Russia and Islam. A 
Historical Survey (New York: Palgrave, 2002).  
66 “There were several levels of Muslim clergy in Turkestan, although they were not organized into a 
hierarchy like that of the Christian clerics. The most highly educated were the ulama, or scholars, who 
had been trained in the great madrasas of Bukhara and Samarkand or elsewhere in the Middle East. Most 
clergy were called mulla or imam and displayed widely varying levels of education. Their primary tasks 
were to lead Friday prayers and preside over circumcisions and funerals. They often acted as counselors, 
mediators, and leaders in their villages. Clerics’ wives, called mulliki, performed the same functions for 
women. There was also a class of learned women called otins, who taught basic literacy and religious 
knowledge to girls. Some imams and mullas were highly skilled and knowledgeable. Others were 
illiterate and knew only enough Arabic to lead the basic prayers. The remaining group of clergy were the 
leaders of the mystical Sufi tariqalar, or orders, grouped around a charismatic leader who fulfilled a 
function similar to that of Hindu gurus or Hasidic rebbes. Several of the Sufi orders originated in central 
Asia (notably, the Naqshbandiya) and over time became more prominent there than they were in much of 
the rest of the Muslim world” (Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca, p. 11). 
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On the eve of the October revolution, everyday life, education, cultural customs, 

and law had strong religious connotations mediated by local customs, with many 

practices being regulated by sharia itself, namely the Islamic law based on the Koran (in 

Central Asia, there were sharia courts, mostly employed by sedentary population), while 

people were asked to respect the five pillars of Islam (belief-Shahada, the practice of 

praying five times a day, zakat namely alms-giving, the ritual of Ramadam-Uraza in 

Uzbek, and pilgrimage to Mecca or to other holy places67). Waqf endowment (which 

designated certain lands and buildings as the inalienable property of certain religious 

orders) was another Islamic institution spread in Central Asia, while mosques68 attended 

during Friday prayers and tombs of saints (mazar) visited by pilgrims were important 

sites for the believers. Those who could afford the pilgrimage to Mecca were strongly 

persuaded to do so, but most could not travel that far and substituted it with the Sufi 

practice of making pilgrimages to mazars. 

Education was administered in Muslim schools such as maktab and madrasa, 

attended by boys and young men,69 while girls were educated at home by otins.70 

Muslim traditions interacted very often with local cultural habits creating hybrid 

cultural practices (see marriage71 and divorce72).73 After the takeover of 1917, the 

                                                
67 Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca, p. 64. 
68 “Until the Russian conquest of Central Asia in the second half of nineteenth century, state power and 
religious authority were closely intertwined. … After the tsarist conquest, most Islamic institutions such 
as mosques, religious schools, and courts were placed under the control of the Russian government, while 
others such as waqf endowment and alms giving (zakat) were banned” (Chiara De Santi, “Religious 
Associations. Central Asia,” in EWIC-Encyclopedia of Women and Islamic Cultures, Vol. 2, Leiden and 
Boston, Brill Academic Publishers, 2005, p. 705). 
69 “The Muslim educational system consisted of two levels: the maktab, or primary school, where 
students learned the basics of reading Arabic and the Quran, Turkic poetry and some arithmetic; and the 
madrasa or secondary school, which taught students more Muslim texts and prayers and prepared them to 
be clergy with widely varying levels of intellectual ability” (Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca, p. 14). 
70 On the otins, see Habiba H. Fathi, “Otines. The Unknown Women Clerics of Central Asian Islam,” 
Central Asian Survey, 16-1 (1997), pp. 27-43; Ol’ga V. Gorshunova, “Otynchka,” Etnograficheskoe 
Obozrenie, 3 (2001), pp. 135-137. 
71 “Marriage is at the base of the Central Asian traditional extended patrilineal and patrilocal family. In 
spite of some differences in the marriage customs of the republics of Central Asia because of the nomad, 
semi-nomad and sedentary origin of peoples, it is possible to speak about a ‘Central Asian marriage’ that 
follows traditional rules even during the Soviet period, when the Communist regime tried to undermine 
religious marriages. Before the Russian Revolution, Shari’a and adat (the customary law of nomad 
peoples) furnished rules regulating marriage rites. Polygyny was admitted: a man could have up to four 
wives, but it depended on his financial means, because for each wife he had to pay a bride-price (kalym) 
to the bride’s family, and the family of the bride-to-be had to establish the amount of the bridal gift 
(mahr) that the groom would pay directly to the bride. The kalym could be paid in the form of money, 
livestock, goods, or work (the groom worked for the father-in-law until the bride-price was paid off). In 
the case of kalym paid in installments, marriage could be postponed until payment was complete or, after 
the wedding, the bride came back to her family for a waiting period (gaytarma) until the price was fully 
paid, during which she could finish her trousseau: this period could be weeks, months, or even several 
years. During gaytarma, most widespread among Turkmens, the newlyweds could not meet each other. 
The value of kalym depended on the status of the woman and her family. Because of the payment of 
bride-price, only the richest men could married at an early age, while the poorest were often obliged to 
postpone marriage or not to marry at all. Marriage was very often arranged by the family at the moment 
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Bolsheviks introduced the civil Red Weddings and the ZAGS (department for the 

registration of civil acts), which had the aims of displacing old rituals and making the 

society more Soviet. 

In a patriarchal society as in Central Asia, women occupied a subordinate role. 

Polygamy was widespread among wealthier people who had the means to pay multiple 

kalyms. Women’s segregation (in Russian, zatvornichestvo) was further manifest by the 

designation of certain areas of the house where they lived apart from men, while 

paranja (veiling cloak) and chachvan (face veil)74 represented the main symbols of this 

closure to the world. It must be kept in mind that among the Turkmens,75 the Kyrgyz, or 

the Kazakhs, the veil was only seen rarely, and that semi-nomadic women in general 

enjoyed more freedom than their sedentary urban Uzbek and Tajik counterparts. 

Curiously, it seems that paranja and chachvan had come into greater usage after the 

Russian take-over in the second half of the XIX century to re-affirm local ethnicity, 

especially their Uzbekness.76  

                                                                                                                                          
of birth and the brides frequently married older men who had other wives. For a valid marriage, bride and 
groom had to agree to it (a relative could give consent on her behalf); the shar’i ages had to be respected 
(bride were often obliged to marry before nine); the marriage contract – including  kalym and mahr – had 
to be confirmed by valid documents; the unity of religion had to be respected (a Muslim man could marry 
only a Muslim woman or, at least, a Christian or Jewish woman on condition that she converted to the 
Muslim religion; a Muslim woman could only marry a Muslim man); there could be no kinship between 
the couple (in spite of this, cousin marriages were widespread); and the social class of bride and groom 
had to be equal and their mental health had to be established. While the Shari’a forbade marriage up to 
the third generation, Central Asian Muslims generally banned marriage only up to the second generation. 
Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Turkmens admitted endogamous marriage between (first) cousins. After a husband’s 
death, a woman was very often obliged to marry one of the husband’s brothers (levirate); in case of a 
wife’s death, the husband could marry one of the wife’s sisters’ (sororate). Levirate and sororate were 
more frequent among nomad peoples (Kazakhs), and applied not only to those already married, but 
sometimes even to prospective spouses. A widow could come back to her family only in case there were 
not children or not alive husband’s relatives. Among nomad peoples, kidnapping was widespread: a 
woman could be abducted to oblige her to get married without her agreement, but there could be an 
agreement between the two families to avoid the payment of bride-price or the high costs of a wedding. 
Within the pre-revolutionary legislation, it is interesting to note the custom of marriage rights to land and 
water (nika-su): the custom law established that only a married man could have the right to water and 
land. The access to these resources changed with the number of wives: the wealthy always had more 
access to resources, while the poor remained often without land, water, and wives. The refusal to 
celebrate a wedding at a fixed date was followed by the return of the kalym and sometimes by blood 
vengeance (kun)” (Chiara De Santi, “Marriage Practices. Central Asia,” in EWIC-Encyclopedia of Women 
and Islamic Cultures, Vol. 3, Leiden and Boston, Brill Academic Publishers, 2006, p. 255)  
72 A divorce became effective after pronouncing the word three times, as per sharia law. 
73 See also Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca, pp. 64-67. 
74 The paranja was a vestment, which covered women from head to foot, similar to the Afghan burqa; the 
chachvan was a horsehair veil that covered the face. Among scholars, the term “veil” and the term 
“paranja” are used interchangeably to mean both paranja and chachvan. 
75 Turkmen women wore a veil called yashmak, but only on certain occasions. See Adrienne L. Edgar, 
“Emancipation of the Unveiled. Turkmen Women under Soviet Rule, 1924-29,” The Russian Review, 62 
(January 2003), pp. 137-138; Adrienne L. Edgar, Tribal Nation. The Making of Soviet Turkmenistan 
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004), pp. 236-238. 
76 Douglas T. Northrop, Veiled Empire. Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 2004), p. 19. 
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Generally, Central Asian families were extended, while among nomadic 

population (for instance, among Turkmens) clans were at the core of the society. In 

Uzbekistan, the mahalla (neighborhood) played a great role, in particular the elders, 

who, as aksakal, namely “white beard,” were the head of the mahalla.  

 

 
Figure 3: Group of aksakal in pre-revolutionary Uzbekistan (Tashkent).  
 

In the 1920s, the Soviets mobilized on two fronts against Islam77 and the 

customs deriving from it: first, anti-religious propaganda and second, the establishment 

of categories of crimes based on custom (bytovye prestupleniia) that were considered 

not to conform with the new Soviet order.78 Crimes based on custom could also served 

as tools helping to construct the notion of “enemy of the people” by the Soviet 

authority: activity contradicting class ideology was considered anti-Soviet and criminal. 

Regarding anti-religious and atheistic propaganda, the major problem was structural. As 

Shoshana Keller explains regarding the beginning of the 1920s,  

 
some of the strongest objections to anti-Islamic propaganda came from Communist Turkestanis, 
which may at first be surprising, but the uncomfortable truth was that many if not most native 

                                                
77 The study by Keller (To Moscow, Not Mecca) is an extraordinary account on the Soviet policy towards 
religion in Central Asia in the 1920s and in the 1930s that should be consulted to understand the 
relationship between the atheistic Soviets and Islam. 
78 Bytovye prestupleniia include all the offenses that the Soviet authorities considered to be based on 
custom.  One does not know when they appeared for the first time in the Russian vocabulary, but it can be 
envisaged that attacking them the Soviets wanted to attack the institutions that these traditions embodied.  
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party members considered themselves Muslim. The party itself, with its ambiguous public 
stance on religion, had contributed to a general misunderstanding that one could be both a 
Communist and a Muslim. Russian Communists also did not comprehend that for most 
Turkestanis “Muslim” was an ineradicable part of their identity. Islam puts more emphasis on 
orthopraxy (right action) than orthodoxy (right belief). It creates a community of believers 
(umma) through common actions… Not participating in these actions [the five pillars of Islam] 
would cut one off from the community, something that very few Turkestanis were willing to 
risk.79  
 

Crimes based on custom, generally identified with underage, forced, and 

arranged marriage, bride-price or dowry (kalym), polygamy, and so one, were more 

associated with traditional culture than Islam per se, and it was against this hybrid 

system that the Soviets mobilized. For instance, during the general purges at the end of 

the 1920s, members were expelled from the party for bytovye prestupleniia, polygamy, 

and also for fulfillment of religious rites. In fact, there was anti-religious propaganda, 

with the League of the Godless being present in Central Asia.80 Nevertheless, the sharia 

courts paralleled the people’s courts throughout the 1920s, and like the other Islamic 

institutions went through periods of suppression and re-establishment.81  

 

As mentioned previously, the posters analyzed in this part of the thesis also 

confront – beyond excessive drinking – religious practices and old traditions especially 

related to the women’s ambit within the new Communist morality: in many instances, a 

caricature of the old lifestyle of the natives was contrasted with an idealized vision of 

the present and the future, mimicking the contrast between the profane and the holy as 

illustrated within Russian religious tradition.82 Ideological indoctrination could proceed 

with the help of these visual images, even if the local people did not know Russian or 

were illiterate in the different scripts of their own language (Arabic or Latin). 

 Together with the works by Bonnell, Lane, Stites, Kenez, and Lenoe, another 

study dealing with the ideological party line is Gian Piero Piretto’s analysis of 

propaganda via visual images and symbols as employed by the Soviets to mould a new 

                                                
79 Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca, p. 64. 
80 Ibid., p. 99. 
81 Regarding Soviet policy towards sharia courts, see Keller (To Moscow, Not Mecca). 
82 “By 1920, Bolshevik artists had generated distinctive images that incorporated elements from various 
traditions but were also unmistakably expressive of the Bolshevik ethos. These were the new icons – 
standardized images that depicted heroes (saints) and enemies (the devil and his accomplices) according 
to a fixed pattern (the so-called podlinnik in church art). The icons of Soviet political art did not reflect 
the social institutions and relations of the society. Rather, they were part of a system of signs imposed by 
the authorities in an effort to transform mass consciousness. Like other ‘invented traditions,’ these 
iconographic images were consistent and incessantly repeated, and they resonated strongly with 
mythologies from the Russian past” (Bonnell, Iconography of Power, pp. 7-8). 
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society and raise its political consciousness.83 At the heart of the new experiment, 

Piretto recognizes the rejection of the old, pre-revolutionary traditions. As in Lenoe’s 

case, the Italian scholar divides the history of the former Soviet Union into time periods, 

attributing to each a unique artistic and propagandistic momentum. Thus the time span 

from the October revolution to the end of the Civil War (1917-1921) is defined as the 

period of the revolutionary iconoclasm,84 while the period of the monumental’naia 

propaganda (monumental propaganda)85 and the period of NEP (New Economic 

Policy) coincided with the transition from the revolutsionnyi (revolutionary) to the 

sovetskii (Soviet) time.86 Finally, the period of the First Five-Year Plan is characterized 

by “organization and hierarchization”87 on the part of the new “Stalinist byt,”88 as well 

as by the fight against alcoholism (p’ianstvo),89 as already evidenced regarding Central 

Asia. According to Piretto, the new “proletarian” that was expected to emerge from the 

First Five-Year Plan was to be forged on the basis of  “three basic concepts: ideinost’ 

(sense of ideological responsibility), partiinost’ (fidelity to the party soul), and 

narodnost’ (fidelity to the national-popular soul).”90 Piretto’s analysis lacks the fourth 

principle, namely the klassovost’ (sense of class and fidelity to the class): in fact, class 

was particularly important in Marxist-Leninist ideology, even if the principle was 

particularly hard to apply to the Central Asian case. In this region there was almost no 

proletariat, and the idea of class had to be manufactured with the sovietization campaign 

contributing to its formation. In this ambit, Central Asian women had to contribute to 

the formation of the proletarian class, themselves becoming its surrogate.91 In this 

context, propaganda directed at women and at their emancipation was particularly 

important, also because their ‘liberation’ from Central Asian customs could not only 

undermine gender relations, but also traditional habits that were kept largely by women. 

                                                
83 Piretto, Il radioso avvenire. 
84 “The destruction of the hatred past and the opening of ways for the future” (Ibid., p. 5). 
85 Ibid., p. 17. 
86 Katerina Clark, “The ‘Quiet Revolution’ in Soviet Intellectual Life,” in Sheila Fitzpatrick, Alexander 
Rabinowitch, and Richard Stites (eds.), Russia in the Era of NEP. Explorations in Soviet Society and 
Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), p. 211; Piretto, Il radioso avvenire, p. 30. 
87 Piretto, Il radioso avvenire, p. 79. 
88 Ibid., pp. 85, 92-98. Almost, the entire chapter four of Piretto’s book is devoted to byt and culture, and 
it covers the years from 1928 to 1930. 
89 “Vodka is an enemy of culture, slowing down the cultural growth of the proletarian and peasant 
families. But now, the proletarian society has declared war upon vodka, war to the alcoholic loafers, to 
the alcoholic hooligans and foul-mouthed people” (Ibid., p. 80). Translated from Italian. Taken from 
Rabochaia radiogazeta (“Leningrad ob’iavil pokhod protiv p’ianstva, 4 avgusta 1928 goda,” in Istoriia, 
1991, p. 128). 
90 Piretto, Il radioso avvenire, p. 89. Translated from Italian. 
91 Gregory J. Massell (The Surrogate Proletariat. Moslem Women and Revolutionary Strategies in Soviet 
Central Asia, 1919-1929, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1974) is the first scholar to theorize it. A 
larger historiographical analysis on this matter is offered in the third part of the thesis. 
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One should also take into consideration that already from the 1860s onward women’s 

emancipation was one of the main concerns of radical Russian intellectuals such as 

Nikolai Chernyshevskii, while Moscow’s policy toward Central Asian women was part 

of the broader policy applied throughout the Soviet Union during the 1920s. From the 

moment the Soviets took power, they have always placed great emphasis on women’s 

emancipation, gender, and family issues. The debates emerging after 1917 relating to 

the “woman question,” the family codes of 1918 and 1926, and the institution of 

Zhenotdel in 1919 attested to a strong preexisting interest in these issues. 

It is quite important that in his study on ideological propaganda Piretto also 

addresses the chistka (purge) of 1929, which was directed at “cleansing the party of 

socially alien elements”92 and features the February 1929 cover of the satirical paper 

Krokodil – founded in 192193 – showing a party member and bureaucrat in tears as he 

had to return his membership card during the course of the purges.  

 
Figure 4: Krokodil, “O chistke” (n. 8, February 1928, Moscow).94 

                                                
92 Piretto, Il radioso avvenire, p. 90. 
93 Ibid., p. 30. 
94 Krokodil: O chistke [On the purge] (N. 8, February 1929, Moscow). Source: Piretto, Il radioso 
avvenire, image 8.   
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The figure was “speaking to his party membership card: “Good bye, my 

comrade, my faithful servant. The time of separation has come…”95 (words on bottom 

right). Losing one’s membership card was a heavy blow because it meant the loss of 

access to many of the most exclusive benefits that the Soviet party-state provided. The 

sarcasm in Krokodil focused on the despair of losing the card, rather than the pain 

associated with the purges. 

 

Due to their large size, vivid colors, and short, fiery slogans, posters were 

extremely effective means for capturing people’s attention and transmitting messages 

precisely because this type of propaganda even reached the illiterate or those who could 

not read and speak Russian, which obviously was the main idiom of the establishment 

and subsequently of the ideological propaganda itself. The language of the posters was 

direct and obvious, subtly modeled in accordance with the specific properties of the 

populace addressed.  

With regard to political propaganda posters,96 Ulf Abel notes certain similarities 

with medieval religious icons: both addressed a “major subject … framed by a series of 

commentatory lateral pictures.”97  These traits are most obvious in posters 7, 8, 9, and 

10, which epitomized propaganda through the use of the symbolic force of icons. 

Echoing Bonnell’s argument that “color symbolism in political posters also 

resonated with religious art [and] the color red98 served in religious icons to identify the 

sacred (black was the color of evil),”99 Abel points out the preponderance of the color 

red (krasnyi) – which in Russian shares the same etymological root as beautiful 

(krasivyi) – in both medieval icons and those used in the modern propaganda posters: 

while the red color in the former stood for blood, in the latter, as Kandinskii stated, “the 

red is a vigorous, vivacious, stimulating color … but in its energy and intensity it 

manifests a definite tone of almost mechanical and extraordinary force. These latter 

                                                
95 Piretto, Il radioso avvenire, image 8. 
96 See Ulf Abel, “Icons and Soviet Art,” in Claes Arvidsson and Lars Eric Blomqvist (eds.), Symbols of 
Power. The Esthetics of Political Legitimation in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe (Stockholm: 
Almqvist and Wiksell International, 1987), pp. 141-171. 
97 Ibid., p. 150. 
98 “People accustomed to viewing icons knew that red was a holy color, used in connection with figures 
worthy of veneration. When Bolshevik artists used red to represent workers, they were invoking a long-
standing convention in color symbolism familiar to most Russians. Of course, red had also been 
associated with revolution since 1792, when the Jacobins raised a red flag as a symbol of rebellion” 
(Bonnell, Iconography of Power, p.13). 
99 Ibid., p. 32. 
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qualities are appropriate for posters, both spiritual and political,”100 concludes Abel. The 

intense red color in the posters evoked not only political associations with the 

Communist Party, but also the lingering spirituality of the traditional icons, somehow 

infusing the posters with a kind of “socialist spirituality” confirming the political 

religion of Marxist-Leninist ideology.  

 Shoshana Keller’s article101 on propaganda in Central Asia during the 1920s, 

underlines the importance of Marxist-Leninist ideology. Echoing Bonnell, Abel, and 

Lane’s theory of a spirituality of political dimension, Keller regards ideological 

propaganda as a “religion” with its “Bolshevik missionaries, whose goal it was to make 

their audience embrace an entirely new way of living and thinking, which meant 

abandoning traditions of dress, family life, and calendar observances, as well as a host 

of other customs undergirded by religion.”102 Since Keller mainly deals with anti-

religious propaganda, her idea has a certain appeal, yet this analysis adopts the view of 

propagandists as agitators that were unleashed throughout the USSR, rather than 

Bolshevik missionaries.  

Theorizing the use of propaganda, Keller differentiates between two methods: 

“Marxist-Leninists used constructive as well as destructive methods for making 

converts. The constructive method used images for the perfection of scientific socialist 

society and the new Muslim who inhabited it, however that perfection was defined at 

the time; the destructive method consisted of antireligious propaganda, which focused 

on destroying people’s beliefs in their own traditions.”103 When looking at the posters 

presented below, I would argue that they exemplified the constructive method, while the 

hujum was clearly a destructive method that sought to eradicate the old to make room 

for the new.  

In her article, Keller analyzes how the two methods were applied in Central Asia 

and mainly in Uzbekistan during the 1920s. With the help of antireligious propaganda 

policies,104 the Soviets sought to forge the “new Muslim, who was a hard-headed 

skeptic, free from superstition and no longer beholden to the clergy [the scary mullah], 

but at the same time fiercely loyal to the Soviet state and ready to give it instant 

                                                
100 Abel, “Icons and Soviet Art,” p. 153. 
101 Shoshana Keller, “Conversion to the New Faith. Marxism-Leninism and Muslims in the Soviet 
Empire,” in Rober P. Geraci and Michael Khodarkovsky (eds.), Of Religion and Empire. Missions, 
Conversion, and Tolerance in Tsarist Russia (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2001), pp. 
311-334. 
102 Ibid., p. 312. 
103 Ibid., p. 317. 
104 See again Materialy po antireligioznoi propagande. Vypusk I. 
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obedience. Political posters gave striking illustrations of this new Muslim.”105 Keller’s 

assessment of the Soviet anti-religious propaganda drive among Muslims is that almost 

no one became a loyal Marxist-Leninist.106 While this research cannot confirm whether 

or not and how many Central Asians were transformed into loyal Marxist-Leninists in 

the wake of propaganda campaigns, but it is beyond debate that the party purges of the 

late 1920s aimed at identifying and then expelling those party members and candidates 

who were judged as not behaving in accordance with the proletarian morality.  

 

Since ideological propaganda through the medium of posters in Central Asia 

often had the objective of inspiring activity among activists, it is difficult to determine 

their effectiveness and reception, much less whether they offered the basis for greater 

resistance on the part of the indigenous population. What Bonnell writes about reception 

holds equally true for the posters analyzed here, underlining the limits and the 

difficulties of researching visual propaganda. She asks: “what about the reception of 

posters and other visual propaganda by ordinary people? The content of images can be 

described and analyzed, but this tells us little, if anything, about the way contemporaries 

may have interpreted what they saw. Unfortunately, the evidence concerning 

contemporary reactions to posters is quite limited.”107 One can assume that the 

ideological propaganda embodied in iconoclastic posters did not aim to convert people 

to the Soviet cause, as much as gaining greater acceptance for the new authority and to 

garner legitimacy. With a public sphere being dominated by an authoritarian control 

with no tolerance for dissent, ideological propaganda helped establish taboos and to 

construct and simultaneously denigrate enemies. The effectiveness of the posters can be 

evaluated mainly through the lens of change, meaning whether new habits corresponded 

to the novyi byt as displayed by the establishment in the images. Obviously, propaganda 

is least effective when changes do not occur or occur only in the extremely long term, as 

it was the case in Central Asia. The emphasis on women’s rights, health care, and also 

new technology and industrialization so tightly linked to the push for modernization, 

could only produce a “cognitive dissonance” between what people experienced and 

what the authorities transmitted through (visual) messages: in Central Asia, the gap can 

                                                
105 Keller, “Conversion to the New Faith,” p. 325. 
106 “From the standpoint of Party doctrine, substituting Communism for Islam was not as dangerous as 
combining the two, as did the many Muslim Communists for whom Marxism-Leninism could never 
supplant their traditional rituals and beliefs. These Muslim Communists learned to be quite adept at 
repeating the appropriate condemnations of religious belief, and even calling themselves ‘Muslim 
atheists,’ while continuing to celebrate their sons’ circumcisions and making sure there was always a 
mullah present at their funerals” (Ibid., p. 330). 
107 Bonnell, Iconography of Power, p. 12. 
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be easily identified by the clash between staryi byt and novy byt, which at least in the 

1920s was almost entirely refused by the local population that continued to behave as 

always.108 The Soviets, who wanted to create a new self-aware politicized population, 

were confronted by a population that did not accept this effort and mostly subverted it. 

Instead of creating modern individuals, through the propaganda campaign the party-

state reinforced the concepts of “enemies of progress and modernization,” as propagated 

by posters themselves.  

 In this part of the thesis, the argument is that propaganda is a first level of soft-

line bureaucracy and a means for disseminating new moral values, attempting to create 

new Soviet identities to the exclusion of local ones, and affirming the Marxist-Leninist 

ideology in every social context with the help of visual appeals. Posters and pictures – 

and also wall newspapers in the third part of the thesis – were exemplary tools of Soviet 

propaganda offering fascinating insights into the machinations of the sovietization of 

Central Asia. 

                                                
108 Part three of the thesis illustrates the differences between conscious and unconscious resistance. 



2 THE SOVIETIZATION OF CENTRAL ASIA THROUGH THE 
USE OF POSTERS 
 
 

It is understandable that Soviet agitators were attracted to the poster. It was cheap: 
thousands could be reached with a relatively small investment of that scarce resource, 
paper. Furthermore, posters could respond quickly to the ever-changing military-
political situation. Although many of them became obsolete in a short time, they were 
efficient in channeling revolutionary energy where it was most needed. Since the 
graphic message of the posters often required no ability to read, they were an excellent 
means of reaching the uneducated. As the Bolsheviks understood very well, these 
people would have a determining influence on the outcome of the war [Civil War]. 
Finally, drawing posters is inherently a “committed” art. It ideally suited the expression 
of the Bolshevik mentality, which stressed conflict and simple juxtapositions: 
proletarian versus capitalist, progressive versus reactionary, good versus evil.1 

 

The posters here presented are selected especially because their depictions of 

Central Asian women2 – and portrayal of female-specific issues that did not replicate 

the male experience3 – are particularly well suited for studying the Soviet party-state 

ideology as it attempted to sovietize Central Asian society and for highlighting the 

centrality of women and gender issues over those of class4 within political propaganda. 

These posters also embodied the Russian binary model of antinomic construction and 

the mixture of Marxism and Russian culture, which was unlikely to be perceived by the 

Central Asian people who were ignorant of these distinctions. –  
 
In a well-known essay, “Binary Models in the Dynamics of Russian Culture,” Iurii Lotman and 
Boris Uspenskii argue that pre-nineteenth-century Russian culture was built around “a polarity 
expressed in the binary nature of its structure. The basic cultural values (ideological, political, 
and religious) of medieval Russia were distributed in a bipolar field and divided by a sharp 
boundary without an axiologically neutral zone.” In medieval Russia, this “accentuated duality” 
produced a set of binary opposites: heaven versus hell, holy versus sinful, divine versus 
diabolical, old versus new, Christianity versus paganism, Russia versus the West, and true faith 
versus false faith.” Many centuries later, the Bolsheviks came to power with a worldview that 
also relied on a binary model of thinking. For them, all societies consisted of two basic groups: 
the collective and individual heroes who advanced the march of history toward a classless 
society, and their adversaries, the villains or enemies – vragi – who tried to prevent the great 
march forward. The disposition to see the world in terms of dualism was reinforced by the Civil 
War. … The binary model that shaped the Bolsheviks’ structure of thinking came from two 
sources. The ideas of Marx and Engels, especially their rentless emphasis on the historical role 

                                                
1 Peter Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State. Soviet Methods of Mass Mobilization, 1917-1929 
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp. 112-113. 
2 In Soviet posters, women very often had allegorical and symbolic connotations. See Victoria E. Bonnell, 
Iconography of Power. Soviet Political Posters under Lenin and Stalin (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and 
London: University of California Press, 1997), pp. 67-74, 82-85. 
3 See Ibid., p. 77. 
4 “Class and gender provided the two principal coordinates of the new visual languages in Soviet Russia, 
interacting and reinforcing each other in ways unanticipated by those who created and disseminated 
political art. But it was class, rather than gender, that provided the fundamental conceptual framework for 
the Bolsheviks. In the context of Marxism-Leninism, gender distinctions occupied a distinctly secondary 
position” (Ibid., p. 84). 
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of class and class struggle, provided intellectual support for the basic dualism in Bolshevik 
ideology. But the Bolshevik outlook also owed a great deal to the bipolar orientation in 
traditional Russian culture. Like their medieval precursors, the Bolsheviks were deeply rooted 
in a framework of antinomies, and they organized their conception of the world around such 
diametric opposites as the bourgeoisie versus the proletariat, tsar versus people, kulak versus 
poor peasant, and White versus Red.5 
 
 

The posters in this part of the thesis faithfully reproduce these antinomies of old 

versus new and the proper people (the Soviets) versus the wrong ones (the enemies) 

within the framework of Russian culture. Regarding enemies, already 
 
in the weeks and months following the October Revolution, the Bolsheviks formulated harsh 
policies to deal with some of the groups in this general category [of enemy], who were 
described variously as klassovo-chuzhdye elementy, or class aliens, byvshie liudi, or has-beens 
(literally, ‘former people’), lishentsy, or disenfranchised individuals, or simply vragi, that is, 
enemies. … The internal class enemy in the 1920s had several components, depending on the 
point of view and the year. Throughout the decade, Bolsheviks generally continued to condemn 
the so-called byvshie liudi, a group that included all the old privileged classes and the clergy. … 
A review of posters produced by the Bolsheviks between 1921 and 1929 discloses a sharply 
reduced number of enemies identified by word or image. … Many of the posters featuring 
enemies appeared in the late 1920s, when the assault upon Nepmen and kulaks was gaining 
momentum. Artists paid relatively little attention to external enemies until the late 1920s, 
focusing instead on groups and individuals regarded as internal enemies.6  

 
 
In every poster analyzed there are references to the internal enemies – usually 

painted in darker shades of color7 – contrasting the “modernization” of Central Asia. In 

an oft-repeated pattern, these enemies generally are relegated to the base of the posters.  

With respect to the Russian cultural context, the lubok format,8 “with such 

characteristic conventions as contrasting panels showing ‘then and now’ and ‘we and 

they’,”9 was often used by the artists who painted the posters targeted for Central 

Asians. Unfortunately, the problem of reception among the indigenous people remains, 

and, for now, the thesis cannot provide more information than an analysis of the visual 

images contextualizing them within the main framework of the sovietization process.  

 

During the second half of the 1920s, most of these posters were printed and 

distributed with the Pravda Vostoka, which was the most widely distributed Russian-
                                                
5 Bonnell, Iconography of Power, pp. 187-188. 
6 Ibid., pp. 192, 207, 208. 
7 “Political artists in the 1920s drew on a traditional cultural repertoire. Color symbolism, established 
during the Civil War and based partly on religious icons, continued to predominate. Anything in the color 
red was by definition heroic; black and green had negative connotation and were generally applied to 
enemies” (Ibid., p. 209). 
8 “The before/after format was characteristic of the folk art style of the lubok [illustrated broadside], 
which had been popular among lower-class groups (both urban and rural) before the revolution” (Ibid., p. 
107). 
9 Ibid., p. 112. 
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language newspaper in that part of the Soviet realm. Some of the posters in the archives 

were one of 300 exemplars in circulation at that time, a number that contrasts with 

figures provided by Bonnell, who estimates that several thousands of copies of each 

were usually printed. While it is unclear where such posters were hung, their purpose 

was clear: to spread propaganda and send ideological messages to a mostly “backward 

and illiterate” population through powerful and mostly colorful visual means. However, 

a 1928 photo displaying such posters on the back wall of a Red chaikhana (Communist 

tea house) in the kishlak (village) of Kibrai seems to indicate that they were displayed in 

locales that enjoyed the support of the party-state, such as places used by Zhenotdel, 

Komsomol, Pioneers, and Party cells, as well as Red tea houses themselves.  

 

 
Figure 5: Group of Uzbek men at the Red chaikhana (tea house) of the kishlak (village) Kibrai 
(Uzbekistan, 1928).10 
 

On the back wall of the assembly room one sees a series of posters. The Uzbek 

words on the banner above are in Arabic script. At a desk below the poster, we also find 

a man with earphones adjusting a radio. Eight Uzbek men – most of them in the 

traditional long caftans and typical hats called tubeteika – sit on the floor, as is their 

habit, two of them drinking tea; all seem to be listening to the radio, which certainly 

represented new technology and modernization. 

 

                                                
10 Source: RGAKFD, 4-12773. 
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In general, poster designs varied, depending on whether aimed at sedentary 

(mostly Uzbek), or nomadic (mostly Turkmen) populations. Others directed at a broader 

Central Asian public combined both categories of people. Many scenes drew on 

particular moments in institutional life, such as delegates meetings, (re-)elections of 

soviets and delegates, and the ten-year commemoration of the sections of the 

Zhenotdel;11 others were inspired by the actual sovietization campaign in Central Asia, 

especially Uzbekistan, as engineered by the authorities in the form of hujum and in the 

fight against bytovye prestupleniia. As explained previously, such crimes mostly 

implicated women and gender relations, involving underage marriage, polygamy, or the 

kalym (bride-price or bride selling), and age-old Central Asian traditions that stood in 

stark contrast to Soviet law. However, beyond these practices centering on women, all 

customs and traditions that collided with the Soviet legal system fell under the umbrella 

of the term bytovye prestupleniia. The technique of juxtaposing staryi byt and novyi byt 

was often used in the Soviet posters here analyzed because this device lends itself for 

deprecating one while praising the other system.  

 
Figure 6: Poster on delegates’ meeting with women gathering and discussing politics.12 

                                                
11 “Mass political holidays and their ritual involve the whole of Soviet society and keep alive the memory 
of important transition in its life. Like the rites of transition and incorporation … , the ritual of these 
holidays also models by symbolic means exemplary relations between individuals and the collective and 
between leaders and led. Its foremost role is both demonstrate and consolidate the unity and strength of 
the whole society and to inspire future effort towards perfecting the social system. The rites performed 
during these mass holidays do not just focus on present strength, but they are what Durkheim called 
‘commemorative’ rites which present the past to the present and justify and strengthen the one by 
reference to the other” (Christel Lane, The Rites of Rulers. Ritual in Industrial Society. The Soviet Case, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1981, p. 153). 
12 Source: Izoizdanie Department, RGB-Russian State Library (Moscow).  
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The first poster (figure 6) deals with an aspect of institutional life in the form of 

a delegates’ meeting, yet it was quite radical in that it depicted women out in the public 

sphere engaging in political communication. It is vividly colored with slogans in Arabic 

script, yellow at the top and red at the bottom, in Russian as well as in Uzbek, in 

keeping with the goals of korenizatsiia, thereby endeavoring to avoid the impression of 

imperialism but rather to convince the Central Asian people that their different cultures 

and languages will be respected by the Soviets. The use of both languages assured that a 

wider cross-section of the population could be reached.13 

The top slogan read, “Delegates’ meetings help the party in the fight for the 

emancipation of women,” while the bottom one read, “Wives of bai,14 mullah, 

dostarkhan,15 otun-by,16 merchants – you must choose. These are enemies17 of the 

workers.” While the first phrase called for political involvement of people in delegates 

meetings as a way to emancipate Central Asian women, the second addressed women 

directly since they were considered politically and ideologically less educated and in 

need of encouragement to emancipate themselves. This second slogan was more 

conflictual in tone, asking for a clear break with the traditions of the indigenous people 

whose main bearers were identified by name: bai, mullah, dostarkhan, and otun-by. For 

the Soviets, the choice between themselves as modern progressives and the backward 

conservative Central Asians was obvious, but by taking this confrontational approach 

the establishment reinforced the rhetoric around the internal enemies of progress.  

The center of the poster is divided into three parts that represent the three phases 

of sovietization in Central Asia, as well as the three levels of consciousness of Central 

Asian people during the “building of socialism,” as USSR historians referred to the 

                                                
13 See the wall newspapers of the Red Crescent in the next part of the thesis. 
14 Bai: Central Asian landowner. 
15 Decorated tablecloth used during festivities or for celebrations. One can imagine the word referring to 
the traditional Central Asians. 
16 Central Asian women who read the Koran. 
17 “The theme of hidden enemies, whether ‘class enemies’ or ‘enemies of the people,’ was central to 
Stalinist culture from the First Five-Year Plan forward. Indeed, the master narrative of industrialization as 
heroic combat that stood at the center of Stalinist culture required enemies. This theme can be traced back 
to Marx’s theory of history as class warfare, but Soviet journalists and agitprop officials refashioned it 
during the NEP years for use as a tool of mass mobilization. Specifically, they learned that popular 
resentment of party privileges and stagnant living standards could be channeled by placing blame on 
corrupt officials and putative class enemies. They also found that rank-and-file activists, party and 
Komsomol, responded with enthusiasm to the denunciation of class enemies. Thus, the elaboration of the 
theme of hidden enemies during the NEP years and after developed from fundamental tenet of Bolshevik 
ideology (history as class warfare) but was elaborated in response to the moods and deep cultural 
assumptions of the populace. The moods and reactions of Communist activists to central propaganda were 
important in driving this elaboration” (Matthew Lenoe, Closer to the Masses. Stalinist Culture, Social 
Revolution, and Soviet Newspapers, Cambridge and London, Harvard University Press, 2004, pp. 78-79). 
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decade after the Civil War. The poster seems to underline the fact that the transition 

from Homo Islamicus speaking Muslim to the Homo Sovieticus speaking Bolshevik18 

occurred in three phases, mostly exemplified by three different categories of people. 

In the bottom row, nine stereotypes of “backward” people (enemies) are painted 

in faded dark colors expressing the Soviets’ perception of Central Asians in contrast to 

the vividly colored “builders of socialism.” As Abel suggests, there is a similarity to 

medieval triptychs, which used bright colors in their representations of heaven, to 

differentiate from the dark and colorless depictions of hell or earth when humans 

behaved in a depraved manner. As caricatures of the old opposition, namely the most 

conservative and backward section of the population, the nine figures were among the 

clearest representations of political satire.19 All nine Homini Islamici wore traditional 

headdresses (a turban, tubeteika, or veil), had ugly facial features, and their “diabolical” 

eyes indicate perfidy. They can be further differentiated according to their head 

coverings: the nomadic Turkmens and Kazakhs, the semi-nomadic Kyrgyzes, and the 

sedentary Uzbeks and Tajiks. From the sharpness of the facial features it can be 

assumed that the artists were familiar with the work of the ethnographers of the 1920s, 

who tried to identify the different phenotypes of the various populations inside the 

USSR.20  

 Several of the nine caricatures exhibit vices that the Soviets were sworn to 

eradicate21 through their propaganda campaigns and the purges of the late 1920s. One of 

those was the influence of the mullahs, one of whom we see in the first figure from the 

right. This mullah with his long white beard is probably saying something traditional or 

counter-revolutionary to the woman next to him, who listens attentively, trusting in the 

words of the old man. The Soviet attitude towards indigenous women was marked by a 

sense of duplicity: from one side, they were the focus of modernizing campaigns as 

surrogates of the lacking proletariat, but from the other they still represented the keepers 

of old traditions and for this reason they were also targets of politically-motivated 

attacks. 

                                                
18 The general terms Homo Islamicus and Homo Sovieticus are also used to indicate the Domina Islamica 
and the Domina Sovietica without making further distinctions.  
19 “Themes, relying on political satire, directed against internal and external enemies of the new society, 
increased markedly during this period [1922-1927]. The targets of satirical attacks during the years from 
1922-7 remained fairly constant. … The internal enemies, besides the remaining capitalists, the Church 
and the White Terror, comprised a colorful assortment of undesirable social types, such as the bourgeois, 
the bureaucrat, the kulak, the speculator, the shirker or truant, the drunkard, the loafer and the 
‘eyewasher’” (Lane, The Rites of Rulers, p. 153). 
20 See Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations. Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union 
(Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2005). 
21 Concerning the eradication of alcoholism, see Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State, p. 153. 
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The vice of alcoholism22 was represented by the bottle in the hand of the third 

man from the left, who as a drunkard was one of the targets of the satire. The vice of 

smoking23 was alluded to by the cigarette in the hand of the next man, whose emaciated 

red cheeks might also be an indication of tuberculosis. Curiously, the Koran’s stance 

against alcohol opened the door for the use of drugs such as opium or cannabis,24 

something that the Russians had seen as an even greater evil. 

What the woman in the middle represented is not clear; she might simply be 

unhappy, evil, lazy, or imprisoned by her old traditions (alluded to by her large 

indigenous head covering), however she embodied what the Soviets wanted to 

dismantle. Next to her, a man wearing glasses and a long white beard that identify him 

as belonging to the local intelligentsia, was engrossed in reading something that could 

be anti-Soviet or simply religious, such as the Koran or the books of the sharia. As to 

the last three people, they embodied the old traditions and customs. The woman in the 

middle wore her paranja (the chachvan was pulled over her head), while the person to 

the far right held a paper in his hand, which might possibly be money (the vice of 

greed?), a ticket (the vice of gambling?), or a letter (the agreement of the kalym?). 

The bottom part with these social types from the local population was the stage 

that had to be subverted. The nine people seem the incarnation of the bytovye 

prestupleniia, which were under attack during the general purges of 1929-1930. 

The mid-section of the poster illustrates the building of socialism and the path 

toward “modernization,” which is embodied by the top part of the poster with Homo 

Sovieticus in the center. A large crowd of women attends a rally, with some applauding 

the speakers, while others listen passively. While a few of them wore the Soviet red 

headscarves – an indication that they were already emancipated – most sported the 

typical nomad caps, which were mostly white: red versus white recalled the opposition 

of Red and White Armies during the Civil War and might underline the fight between 

the forces of progress and those of tradition. However, the colors were bright, with the 

dominant color being white in which was inserted some red, indicating advancement 

toward the socialist ideology. If the color red “does not symbolize a bundle of 

significata but is merely used to signal an ideological direction,”25 to have only a few of 

them wearing it means that while women were moving in the direction of Soviet 

modernization, work remained to be done before reaching complete emancipation. The 
                                                
22 Concerning the eradication of alcoholism, see Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State, p. 153. 
23 A picture in the second chapter shows men in a Red chaikhana smoking cigarettes and nargile. 
24 Cassandra M. Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology: Medicine and Power in Russian and Soviet 
Central Asia, 1868-1934,” PhD diss., Columbia University, 2001, p. 51. 
25 Lane, The Rites of Rulers, p. 201. 
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absence of women in paranja and chachvan showed that they began to be somewhat 

emancipated and had entered the building phase of socialism.  

The top of the poster illustrates the highest level of sovietization where Homo 

Islamicus, reaching the apex of his or her evolution, gave way to the Homo Sovieticus 

speaking the language of “modernization.” The seven women at the table on the 

platform were clearly indigenous, embodying different national groups (their caps, 

dresses, and facial features evidenced their origin), yet also were meant to indicate that 

women could reach emancipation and be respected by the party: the fact that these 

seven women were sitting at the top of the modernization path, at the same time 

becoming part of the party-state itself and preserving their traditional dress (except 

paranja and chachvan), had to be indicative of the respect granted by the Soviets, and it 

was a clear expression of being national in form, though socialist in content. These 

women were up on a bright red platform, and about to join them were three women 

from below – on the left, right, and in the center – eager to also reach their goal: each 

woman was a stereotype of a different population (in the center was an Uzbek). On the 

back wall, one  saw the following slogan in Russian and in Uzbek, in Arabic script: 

“Women workers from the city and from the kishlak, all come to the elections of the 

delegates!” This call and the Soviets’ plan to mobilize women as the vanguard of the 

proletariat clashed with a reality in which there were next to no “women workers” in the 

Soviet sense. Red flags and banners contributed to increase the symbolism of signs by 

aligning it with the ideology of Communism, with its prevalent use of this color and 

such objects. 

In a powerful example of juxtaposition tactics, to the left of the platform a group 

of women working in a modern factory showed the face of urban industrialization at the 

highest level of sovietization, while to the right of the platform the group of women 

field workers from the kishlak represented the old traditional life prior to the onset of 

sovietization. Women working in modern factories again symbolized Soviet designs for 

using women as a surrogate of the proletariat. 
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Figure 7: Poster on the re-elections of the soviets.26 

 

This poster (figure 7) deals with another aspect of Soviet institutional life, 

namely the election process. As in the previous example, this poster featured two main 

                                                
26 Source: Izoizdanie Department, RGB-Russian State Library (Moscow). A similar poster can be found 
in Bonnell, Iconography of Power, figure 1.5. 
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slogans. The one at the top was in bigger letters and translates into, “All working 

women of the East come to the re-elections of the Soviets!” while the one at the bottom 

translates into, “Let’s rid the Soviets of kulaks, manaps,27 and servants of religion28 – all 

are enemies of the workers.” Again, the first call went out to women, requesting their 

participation in politics, while the second solicited an action, namely getting rid of 

indigenous conservatives because they were internal enemies of the workers. The 

similar rhetoric provided evidence that these posters were conceived within the same 

propagandistic framework that reaffirmed binary oppositional differences between novyi 

byt and staryi byt.  

The large Central Asian man in traditional clothes and hat (but wearing Russian 

boots) in the forefront was holding a book by Lenin and it may be assumed that was 

teaching about Marxist-Leninist ideology. This local personification of Soviet authority 

restated Stalin’s formula of being national in form and socialist in content. 

Like some of the other posters, this colorful sample is to be interpreted from 

bottom to top: below were repellent images of the old way of life represented on the 

right by three gloomy-looking figures in brown – a kulak, a manap, and a mullah – and 

five small figures rolling about in the dust, crushed, as it were, by the boots of the big 

man personifying Soviet authority.  

A sketch in the right top corner celebrated the unveiling campaign, namely the 

hujum. Four women had already thrown off their paranja: two of the three paranja were 

floating in the air, while one was being held up triumphantly. The women wore red hats 

yet also long traditional dresses, again a mixture of Soviet and Central Asian traits. 

The poster is subdivided into four tiers with slogans celebrating the Soviets and 

their achievements. From bottom to top, the colors of the background proceeded from 

pale to bright red, with the lighter shades indicating lesser degrees of sovietization. The 

different intensity of colors signified the different goals of the Soviets, who wanted first 

to improve women’s conditions, second to educate them, third to ensure them 

employment, and fourth to ensure their legal rights. The yellow color of the background 

might be signaling the advent of a “bright future.”  

The first slogan on the bottom of this electoral poster read: “The soviets improve 

the byt of women.” The example offered was a scene from a hospital where nurses in 

their white uniforms cared for infants and older children, while Western toys were 

spread on the floor. This display of amenities in a neat and clean Westernized-

                                                
27 Manap: Kyrgyz landlord. 
28 Mullah and imam. 
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Europeanized-Russianized hospital and daycare was obviously designed to woo women. 

This image was reminiscent of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent with their 

dissemination of European knowledge and improvement of health conditions, with 

Soviet ideological propaganda penetrating into the local healthcare sector where 

conditions were vastly inferior. There were no native women in their traditional bright 

dresses or in paranja and chachvan, but the nurses or daycare workers possibly were 

indigenous (the veil as well as pants underneath the dress as per the Uzbek tradition 

could be an indication of their identity). This transformation of women working outside 

their house was presented as especially attractive, because rhetorically the Soviets were 

concerned that women must ensure that the new generation was no longer raised in the 

traditional way, especially the newborn or the very young.  

Following this train of thought, the second tier from the bottom showed women 

that this could be achieved by receiving an education29 in the classroom. The slogan 

read,  “The Soviets enlighten women.” While the women attended classes, their children 

were in daycare centers playing with Western toys. None of the women wore a paranja 

or chachvan, and their dress looked Western. 

In their electoral campaign, the Soviets did not forget the legal rights of women. 

Thus, the slogan under the third tier read: “The Soviets gave women the right to the land 

and free work.” The scene showed women and children in their traditional dresses and 

hats in the field with their animals. The “right to the land” was granted to women in the 

water and land reform of the mid-1920s,30 while the “right to work” was part of the 

Soviet rhetorical agenda, in which women were expected to strengthen their country and 

advance their own emancipation through work.  

The slogan at the top continued the emphasis on women’s rights: “The Soviets 

defend the rights of women,” and in a dramatization of this affirmation, one saw a 

woman, with two children clinging to her skirt, denouncing her husband – the one being 

restrained by two men – in an office, possibly of a legal advisor or of the Zhenotdel. 

The denouncement of wayward husbands and the right to divorce were legal rights that 

                                                
29 “The success of the literacy drive was limited because most of the illiterates lived in precisely those 
areas where the Party was weakest. Bringing literacy and expanding the rule of the Party over the 
countryside were parts of the same process. Both problems, illiteracy and the weakness of the Party 
among the peasantry, were to be resolved by the same revolution: collectivization of agriculture” (Kenez, 
The Birth of the Propaganda State, p. 160). 
30 Water and land reform mainly involved Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. For Western scholarship on 
women and land reform, see Alexander G. Park, Bolshevism in Turkestan, 1917-1937 (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1957), pp. 321-352; Gregory J. Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat. Moslem 
Women and Revolutionary Strategies in Soviet Central Asia, 1919-1929 (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1974), pp. 77-78; Elizabeth E. Bacon, Central Asians under Russian Rule. A Study in Culture 
Change (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1980), pp. 118, 154. 
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the Soviets were trying to inculcate into Central Asian women through repetitive 

campaigns. The issue of women’s rights was included in the electoral campaign because 

it was considered a necessary adjunct to women’s journey towards emancipation. 

Above the top tier, a crowd of Central Asians – identified as such by their caps 

and headscarves – were listening to the main figure. The slogans in this part of the 

poster were surrounded by flags reading “Through the Soviets (and with the help of the 

Soviets) toward the actual emancipation of working women,” and “More field workers 

[batraks] and peasants [bedniaks] in the Soviets,” again calling for cooperation and 

involvement.  

There was no writing in Uzbek on this poster, so it was probably meant for 

Russians residing in Central Asia or Central Asians with knowledge of the Russian 

language. This could reflect that the Soviet party-state – in contrast to its widely 

proclaimed policy of korenizatsiia – preferred Russians and well-educated Central 

Asians in its political organizations.  

 

 
Figure 8: Poster on the re-election of women delegates.31 

 

This poster (figure 8) deals with a further event in Soviet institutional life, in that 

it celebrated the re-election of women delegates. The writing on this poster was in 

                                                
31 Source: Izoizdanie Department, RGB-Russian State Library (Moscow). A similar poster can be found 
in Bonnell, Iconography of Power, figure 3.7. 
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Russian and Uzbek in Arabic script. The very bottom read: “All come to the elections of 

the delegates,” while the center triangle said: “Through the meetings of delegates in the 

party to social work, to the new byt.” The new lifestyle (byt) offered by the Soviets as a 

corollary of modernization was part of the rhetoric and was a constant in the documents 

of the 1920s.  

The big female figure in the red dress on the right had taken off the paranja and 

chachvan and instead sported a red headscarf Soviet-style and a blouse of typical Soviet 

design, both ideological signs. Her facial features were no longer those of a native 

Central Asian, instead she looked more Russian. This could be interpreted as the 

promise to Central Asian women that, if only they followed her example and took off 

their traditional coverings, they would attain freedom like their Russian sisters.   

As in most of the other posters, the scenes progressed from the old “backward” 

way of life (staryi byt) at the bottom to the new “modern” way of life (novyi byt) higher 

above in the painting, reinforcing the idea of a journey from backwardness to 

modernization.  

Against a black background and running from left to right, the old life was 

depicted in scenes of violence against women, subordination to the head of the family, 

the clan, and the mahalla (Uzbek neighborhood), life inside the home or the iurta, and 

unconditional trust in mullahs, all examples designed to show those women in paranja 

and chachvan how miserable their lives were. In fact, the woman in blue paranja and 

chachvan who had been looking on from the outside finally joined the long “military 

march” in a religious-style procession (see also figure 9)32 of freed women waving the 

USSR flag and singing the praises of the Communist Party and the Soviet Union. As if 

in slow motion, these women were taking off their paranja and chachvan along the 

way. The atmosphere was one of elation, an obvious attempt to reach the hearts of 

Central Asian women. 

Above the triangle, in the center of the poster, one saw the typical Soviet sun 

shining down on modern factories in cities and machinery in the fields, while unveiled 

women picked cotton in a large field. The image symbolized the idea that the future 

offered by the Soviets would be bright, even in Central Asia and in particular in 

Uzbekistan, where cotton was the primary raw material. In this example, sovietization 

consisted of the industrialization of the region together with women’s emancipation and 
                                                
32 “Military modes of action, such as marching, parading, carrying banners, saluting, awarding medals, 
giving an oath and calling people to attention through bugle fanfares, are a basic ingredient of the ritual of 
the mass holidays and of the initiation rituals into social and political collectives and occur even in the 
less political and public familial rites and popular holidays. Ritual movement is often organized in exactly 
the same precise and detailed way as military movement” (Lane, The Rites of Rulers, p. 224). 
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the improvement of their lives as displayed by the frames at the top of the poster, while 

at the same time preserving cotton’s role as an important economic resource.  

The little frames at the top showed seven scenes in the daily lives of women who 

were still wearing their traditional clothes but had shed paranja and chachvan. From 

left to right were depicted activities in a likbez (school for elimination of illiteracy), a 

zhenskii klub (female club), a state-run nursery, a hospital, a garden, and a factory. 

Below each frame runs an Arabic script caption33 in both Russian and Uzbek. These 

frames were excellent representations of the sovietization of the Central Asian society, 

while the rest of the poster arranged the same progressive elements seen in poster 6, 

from bottom to top, from darkness to light in a crescendo towards “perfection.” 

 

 
Figure 9: Poster on the commemoration of ten years of the Zhenotdel.34 

 

The last poster (figure 9), dating back to 1929, again presented a political-

institutional event, commemorating ten years of the Zhenotdel. In front of a green 

background, the bright red dress of a woman in the center caught the eye. This time, the 

scenes were arranged in a circular fashion, beginning on the bottom right and 

continuing in a clock-wise direction. The young woman in the modern red dress with 

white stripes, who still wore the traditional red cap, pointed toward the various scenes. 

                                                
33 Unfortunately, the text is undecipherable. 
34 Source: Izoizdanie Department, RGB-Russian State Library (Moscow). A similar poster can be found 
in Bonnell, Iconography of Power, figures 1.5, 4.9. 
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Her hair was done in Central-Asian style, yet her facial features were Russian. Though 

her red dress bore a typically Soviet design, her identity was a combination of socialist 

ideology and Central-Asian nationality: she was national in form and socialist in 

content, to use Stalin’s statement. Unfortunately, due to the poor quality of the print, 

some captions in this poster are illegible. 

The first set of scenes on the bottom right addressed the “backwardness” of 

Central Asia as conceived by the Soviets: women barred from the good life through 

paranja and chachvan (on the left); negotiations over kalym (the price a prospective 

husband must pay for his bride) by which women were forced or sold into marriage by 

their relatives (the group on the carpet); a woman being beaten by her husband (on the 

right); and a woman in shackles (at the bottom). These scenes depicted what the Soviets 

wanted to eradicate most, namely zatvornichestvo (seclusion) and mnogozhenstvo 

(polygamy), as expressed in a caption.  

The scene in the bottom-center showed women lighting a fire to burn paranja 

and chachvan, the symbolic act of hujum and the fight against the staryi byt. Since 

Moscow and the party-state considered unveiling as the first step toward “emancipation 

on the road of modernization,” the scene was strategically located, between the feet of 

the imposing woman in red, while the bonfires retained their powerful significance: 

“Fire, in the form of figurative fireworks, bonfires and torches, has been used to express 

both the destructive and the creative force of revolution as well as the continuity of the 

revolutionary endeavor and its dynamic property.”35 

The scene on the bottom left showed a class in session, as indicated by the 

caption on the right and the globe on the desk. However, one might also think of party 

activities taking place around a desk, and so the man on the right could be either a 

teacher or activist, given that school was an optimal location for teaching party 

ideology. On the wall behind the group, there was a small propaganda poster similar to 

those analyzed here.  

In the scene above, a nomadic iurta had been “conquered and changed in its 

purpose by the revolution:” the red Soviet flag has been hoisted at its entrance. Outside 

the iurta, nomadic women were assembled. The text explained: “Women’s Red 

moving-mobile iurty (Zhenskie krasnye peredvizhnye iurty).” The Red mobile iurta was 

a way to reach and teach nomadic women, a component of the Zhenotdel’s propaganda 

campaign for the emancipation of women.  

                                                
35 Lane, The Rites of Rulers, p. 200. 
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Further along the path towards modernization, women worked in zhenskie kluby 

i ugolki36 (female clubs and corners),37 other typical institutions founded by the 

Zhenotdel in Central Asia. A portrait of Lenin adorned the far wall, showing that 

despite Muslim attitudes against the depiction of humans, there was no reluctance to 

display Soviet leaders. In the top left corner, one saw another portrait of Lenin38 in a 

circular frame, the circle being a symbol of perfection, while the number 10 below 

indicates that this was a commemoration of the first ten years of the Zhenotdel.  

The “military march” of women, similar to a religious procession in this 

organized manifestation or rally, winding through the entire poster like a life-giving 

river, was approaching its destination as flags and banners rose from the front rows. 

These “Delegates of the East” were emancipated indigenous women following 

exhortations to develop higher political consciousness and work in and for the party. 

Serving as a measure of an advanced stage of modernization, there was a total absence 

of paranja and chachvan in this poster. 

The four portraits in circular frames in the right top corner were probably those 

of important activists of the Zhenotdel in Central Asia during the 1920s. Their facial 

features indicated that the second and fourth from the left were of Central-Asian origin, 

while the other two were from Russia, but the names and slogans are undecipherable. 

The next scene below showed women at work in a factory. The “forced 

industrialization” of the USSR and Central Asia was an important task of the First Five-

Year Plan39 launched after the XVI party conference in April 1929, along with the 

general purges, the dekulakization campaign, and the collectivization40 of agriculture. 

To the Soviets, industrialization was an integral part of the modernization process and, 

consequently, of the overall sovietization of the region. 

                                                
36 “The creation of Lenin Corners – a variant on the Red Corner (krasnyi ugolok) first introduced by the 
Red Army in 1921 – provides another notable example of religious appropriation by the Bolsheviks. 
These corners were modeled after the krasnyi ugol that could be founding every Russian Orthodox home, 
the place where the icon was kept. Like its prototype, the krasnyi ugolok consisted of a room or part of a 
room with sacred pictures and writings – in this case of Bolsheviks” (Bonnell, Iconography of Power, p. 
148). 
37 “Kluby (clubs), krasnye ugolki (red corners), izba chital’nia (reading room), and chaikana (Central 
Asian tea house) were used to spread propaganda: “the regime used the club in the cities and the reading 
room or hut (izba chitalnia) in the village as major instruments of political education” (Kenez, The Birth 
of the Propaganda State, p. 60). 
38 Regarding the images of Communist leaders, see Bonnell, Iconography of Power, pp. 136-185. 
39 Among the sizeable literature on the First Five-Year Plan, see Robert C. Tucker, Stalin in Power. The 
Revolution from above, 1928-1941 (New York and London: Norton, 19901, 1992), pp. 69-145; Lynne 
Viola, Peasant Rebels under Stalin. Collectivization and the Culture of Peasant Resistance (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1996). 
40 “Collectivization coincided with a vigorous campaign against institutionalized religion, and the 
establishment of the new farms often coincided with the closing of churches and suppression of religious 
activity in the coubtryside” (Bonnell, Iconography of Power, p. 108). 
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Finally, there were four women in traditional dress and the head coverings of the 

nomadic Central Asians proudly displaying a beautiful carpet. This suggested that not 

only work in the factories and the fields, but also the continuation of this age-old 

tradition of producing carpets, were considered acceptable ways for women to attain 

emancipation, not to mention the economic profit that could be derived by the Soviet 

authorities from this valuable skill.   

 
Figure 10: Poster on the unveiling campaign.41 

 

                                                
41 Source: Izoizdanie Department, RGB-Russian State Library (Moscow). A similar poster can be found 
in Bonnell, Iconography of Power, figure 3.7. 
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This first (figure 10) of three posters addressing sovietization glorified the 

unveiling campaign, which was easily the most eye-catching step in the modernization 

of Central-Asia. As in the other set of posters, here too the ideas progressed from 

bottom to top. Two slogans in two languages and three scripts (Russian, Uzbek in 

Arabic script, and Uzbek in Latin script) ensured a full understanding by Central Asians 

and addressed the idea of korenizatsiia: the top one read “Take off paranja and 

chachvan!” while the bottom one read “Paranja and bishik42 keep you and your child in 

the [-illegible-] of ignorance and slavery.” These calls for unveiling, which stemmed 

from the hujum, stood out clearly in the poster. As one could see here, the authorities 

were trying to reach the broadest spectrum of Central Asian women and strengthen their 

sense of inclusiveness further through images that also appealed to the illiterate. The 

words chosen were strong and even threatening to those women mired in what was seen 

by the establishment as a “centuries-old state of ignorance and slavery”. 

In the top tier, a Soviet nurse in her white uniform pointed at the slogans written 

in the common two language/three script configuration: “Let the stary byt with its 

slavery die! Ahead, a new life is waiting for you!” Following the nurse’s invitation, the 

woman on the left removed the paranja and chachvan, unveiling herself. Both women 

were bathed in the rays of the sun, the Soviet symbol for a bright future featured in 

many posters. This slogan aligned well with the other two: all three deprecated the old 

way of life, another example of the Soviets’ pitting the staryi byt versus the novyi byt, 

Homo Islamicus versus Homo Sovieticus. 

The bottom tier was reserved for the lowest stage, the stary byt. The old lifestyle 

was represented by two women in paranja and chachvan, with one on the left holding a 

naked child and another in the center who hovered over two men in shackles, probably 

those responsible for her misery, and now – rhetorically, thanks to the new Soviet law – 

in prison for the perpetration of bytovye prestupleniia (crimes based on custom).43 The 

bishik at the woman’s feet held a baby tightly bound in the traditional manner. The 

message was clear: this traditional cradle symbolized the imprisonment of children just 

as the paranja symbolized the imprisonment of women and mothers. The figures in the 

half-moon shaped window were clearly imputed to be in conditions of slavery.  

The right and left tiers were structured to oppose one another. In the left tier, 

another traditional woman in paranja and chachvan clutched a naked infant that looked 

at the world with fearful eyes: to the Soviets’ eyes, this was justifiable, since the mother 

                                                
42 Cradle used in Central Asia 
43 Regarding bytovye prestupleniia, see also the third and fourth parts of the thesis. 
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appeared ignorant of the basic hygiene for nursing and childcare, thus perpetuating the 

backwardness of their condition. This was not the case of the woman in modern dress 

on the right who wore a light white veil that did not hide her face: this mother looked 

happy as she held a well cared-for, smiling child in her arms. Though clad in Western 

(European) attire, this mother and her child had identifiably indigenous facial features. 

The light veil sent the message that the Soviets were willing to humor traditional 

women by allowing them to continue covering their heads, in keeping with 

korenizatsiia.  

In the central tier, six frames illustrated the progress and the improvement in 

everyday life attributable to the Soviet presence, but unfortunately, the slogans are 

undecipherable. The three scenes on the left illustrated moments from staryi byt, while 

the scenes on the right offered examples of novyi byt, and the whole sequence was built 

through juxtaposition.  

In the first scene on the bottom left, a woman in a large windowless room of an 

impoverished traditional house took care of her baby in a bishik. The older children 

were playing with their traditional toys. The next scene to the right demonstrated the 

“correct Soviet way” of child care: in a new well-lit clean house with windows, a 

mother sat in a chair – not on the floor like the traditional woman – breast-feeding a 

baby that had been sleeping in a proper baby crib. The two women wore the same dress 

and the same headdress (a light white veil covering only hair) suggesting that there were 

few impediments preventing the indigenous woman from choosing the Soviet path of 

modernization. The visual campaign cleverly used children to win over their mothers. 

The center frames dealt with childbirth. In the left scene, a woman was giving 

birth in the “backward” manner, that is, lying on the floor of an old traditional house 

without windows, with other women assisting her in multiple ways. In the opposing 

frame, a woman gave birth in a modern hospital room with professionally trained nurses 

and doctors at her bedside. The room was clean, bright, almost sterile, and the patient 

received special care to avoid complications to the mother and infant. Drawing attention 

to the unsanitary conditions in the first scene and trumpeting the appeal of a modern 

childbirth in the second was supposed to curry female support for the Soviets in their 

efforts to eradicate what they considered to be primitive conditions. 

The last two scenes at the top left were work-related. On the left, three women 

were working in their typical Central-Asian home, while the husband pursued leisure 

activities. One could assume that this was a condemnation of polygamy, which was 

forbidden by Soviet law. The other frame on the top right showed women in a 
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classroom where nurses instructed them in the basics of hygiene. Outside, a woman in 

paranja and chachvan was invited to enter. The message sent here was clearly that the 

women should leave their life of slavery behind and receive an education that would 

prepare them for a new life. 

 

The last two posters, depicting court scenes, addressed bytovye prestupleniia and 

showed how soft-line propaganda could also bear a clear hard line message in that they 

were backed up by hard line institutions such as the courts, police, army, or secret 

police. Again, both inscriptions on the banners running along the top and the bottom 

were in two languages and three scripts. The first was aimed at Uzbeks as sedentary 

people, while the second targets the Turkmens as nomadic people, as the traditional 

dresses in each poster demonstrated. 

 

 
Figure 11: Poster on bytovye prestupleniia, I.44 

 

In poster 11, the message in the red banner at the top translates, “The Soviet 

power punishes the murder of activist women as a counter-revolutionary crime with 

execution by firing squad;” and the slogan in the yellow banner at the bottom said, 

“Female workers and peasants, mercilessly unmask kalym, the sale of the under-aged, 

                                                
44 Source: Izoizdanie Department, RGB-Russian State Library (Moscow). 
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murderers, and instigators of all crimes against female emancipation!” The first was 

more than a slogan, it was a legal threat directed against those who, even immediately 

before and during the hujum,45 murdered and were accomplices to the assassination of 

women activists.46 The formulation that the murders of women activists would be 

prosecuted as counter-revolutionary acts meant that this type of crime was subject to 

articles of the Civil Code that foresaw death by firing squad as the maximum 

punishment. This ominous threat was intended to reach every person in Central Asia, 

effectuated by the use of the two languages and three scripts. 

The words on the bottom banner made an urgent appeal to female workers and 

peasants of Central Asia to turn over to the Soviet authorities those of their countrymen 

who were still committing crimes such as the payment of kalym. Directing this message 

toward members of the working class and peasantry was intended to help strengthen the 

indigenous class-consciousness. Considering that the poster stemmed from the time of 

the dekulakization campaign at the end of the 1920s, it was probably addressed most of 

all toward female peasants because at that time there were more peasants than workers 

in Central Asia, and certainly more female peasants than female workers, so the use of 

the word “working” was just rhetoric. It made an appeal to women to become 

“informers” against those who continued to commit crimes based on custom in the 

realm of women’s emancipation and thereby to assist the Soviet authorities in 

establishing the public order that was vital if modernization were to proceed. 

 

                                                
45 The third part of the thesis deals with this particular aspect more in depth.  
46 The first woman activist was murdered in 1925. 
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Figure 12: Poster on bytovye prestupleniia, II.47 

 

In poster 12, the message in the yellow banner on top read, “The Soviet 

authority punishes as criminal offences kalym, forced marriage of women, gaitarma48 

forced marriage of the under-aged, and polygamy with a prison sentence of up to three 

years;” while the red banner at the bottom urged, “Female workers and peasants! 

Ruthlessly unmask kalym, the sale of the under-aged, and the instigators of murders and 

all crimes against female emancipation.” Like on the previous poster, the message at the 

top contained a threat, while the message at the bottom was an appeal to become 

informers, with only the colors of the banners inverted. In those years, the crimes 

related to marriage were forced marriage of women, forced marriage of under-age 

individuals (boys and girls), polygamy, and the sale of young women through kalym. 

With gaitarma being practiced only in Turkmenistan, one can assume that this poster 

was targeted at that republic. As opposed to the murder of female activists, which was 

considered as a counter-revolutionary crime, all these bytovye prestupleniia were 

prosecuted as criminal offenses since 1924 and punishable by imprisonment, with 

sentences of up to three years of prison. The message on the second banner was 

identical to the second message in the previous poster. 
                                                
47 Source: Izoizdanie Department, RGB-Russian State Library (Moscow). 
48 “European communists also condemned the custom of gaitarma, which required a new bride to return 
to her parents’ home for an extended period after her wedding” (Adrienne L. Edgar, Tribal Nation. The 
Making of Soviet Turkmenistan, Princeton and Oxford, Princeton University Press, 2004, p. 253). 
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On both posters, the middle scenes showed examples of crimes based on 

custom: in a courtroom, a visibly angry woman denounced the men seated on a bench to 

the left. While the woman in poster 12 wore the typical red Soviet headscarf, the yellow 

headscarf with a red pattern worn by the woman in poster 11 was a more traditional 

Central Asian head covering. Both women were likely party activists, the bearers of a 

new ideology, so their eyes were made to burn with revolutionary zeal and their facial 

bone structure was stark. Their features appeared to be intended as Central Asian, but 

the artist was not convincing. Their attire was a mix between traditional and modern.  

As to the accused, the men in poster 12 were Turkmen – two of them wore the 

traditional Turkmen hats – while those in the other poster were dressed in the Uzbek 

tradition, and one was clearly a mullah. Behind them, two Red Army guards (they were 

wearing the budenovka, the typical Red Army cap) were supervising the trial in their 

capacity as representatives of the Soviet party-state and of its coercive power, the 

executive branch of the hard-line bureaucracy, expected to exert control and keep order.  

In both posters, beneath the outstretched arms of the two women, three judges, a 

woman and two men, from the indigenous community were interrogating the accused. 

They wore the respective traditional clothes, as did the accused. The judges had 

probably been appointed by the Soviets to serve in the administration, as per the 

korenizatsiia apparata.  

The public in both courtrooms looked just as angry as the women who were in 

the act of denouncing. Again, the attire of the audience indicated that poster 12 was 

meant for sedentary populations such as the Uzbek, because, although the women had 

their heads covered with less traditional light veils and scarves, the men still wore the 

tubeteika. In the second poster, the men in the audience wore the traditional big furry 

hats and the women the traditional cylindrical headdresses, indicating that this poster 

was meant for nomadic populations such as the Turkmen. 

Considering the similarities in structure and message in both posters, one can 

safely assume that they were produced at the same time and by the same artists. 

However, the poster intended for a Turkmen audience had one additional element: it 

clarified the exact crime being adjudicated. Under the outstretched arm of the central 

woman figure, one could see the three accused back at home in their iurta engaged in 

what seems to be the “sale” for kalym of the scared young woman who was being 

hugged reassuringly by her mother in the bottom right corner of the drawing.  

These educational posters explaining the new Soviet legal system to the Central 

Asian population, were considered part of the first level in the soft-line propaganda 
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bureaucracy, where the party-state was directly involved in communicating with the 

people and in molding society via the subtle and suggestive rhetoric of visual images. 

Even if the involvement of Agitprop was not overt, the posters were obviously the 

responsibility of the party since they were distributed through Pravda Vostoka, one of 

the official newspapers of the party-state. 

 

As to the artwork of the posters, it was clearly an application of Soviet 

iconography and adapted to the needs of Central Asia regions. The avant-garde artists 

used contrasting vivid colors to attract attention and heighten the affective quality, while 

the messages were crisp and clear and – in order to reach as many people as possible  – 

often presented in two languages and three scripts. 

Another feature common to these posters was the arrangement of the messages 

from bottom to top to illustrate the evolution that the Central Asian populations were 

expected to make in order to ascend from stary byt toward novyi byt, from 

backwardness to modernity in the form of Soviet socialism. Clearly, the Soviet party-

state wanted the new states to jump forward from their pre-industrial stage, as Lenin 

claimed, directly to the socialist stage, thus bypassing the capitalist one.  

The posters serve as an example of the fact that ideology was the driving force 

of Soviet policy, an excellent means to assist “Muslim-speaking” Central Asians to turn 

into “Bolshevik-speaking” populations and thus successfully complete the passage from 

Homo Islamicus to Homo Sovieticus. This was what occurred under the banner of 

sovietization.



 

3 CONCLUSION 
 

If visual images were a powerful means to reach both literate and illiterate 

population using well-know cultural patterns, propaganda was an extremely important 

mechanism within the Soviet endeavor to instill a sense of the proper political language 

and behavior expected among those they governed. As Peter Kenez states,  
 
the people came to speak a strange idiom and adopt the behavior patterns expected of them, and 
only then did the inherent ideological message seep in. The process of convincing proceeded not 
from inside out but from outside in. That is, people came to behave properly, from the point of 
view of the regime, not because they believed its slogans but because by repeating the slogans 
they gradually acquired a ‘proper consciousness.’1  

 

The repetition of slogans and symbolic visual elements was crystallized in 

posters as well. Women, who in the posters were mostly dressed in traditional garb (but 

not in paranja and chachvan, because such severe clothing was viewed as unpardonably 

backwards) or in quasi-Western (European) dress, were the protagonists of the posters, 

while men were mostly portrayed as enemies, though they occasionally figured as 

activists ready to help women along the path toward emancipation.  

In almost all posters, the representation of internal enemies contrasting the 

process of sovietization generally occupied a minor scene at the bottom: these enemies 

were embodied by indigenous people wearing traditional clothes and were generally 

painted with dark colors, while their faces bore negative expressions. The image of the 

enemies contributed to the binary model of opposition, so that they were contrasted with 

the Soviets or with those indigenous people supporting the Soviet’s modernization 

agenda. The binary system was used in almost all of the posters to contrast the old 

everyday life and the new one offered by the Soviets. All posters used vivid colors with 

a particularly ubiquitous and ideology-tinged role reserved for red. The long lines of 

women in figures 8 and 9 resembled religious processions as part of the ideological 

manipulation endeavored of the Soviet authority. Painted during different times and for 

different purposes, all the posters presented similar patterns, which were yet 

thematically dissimilar from the posters studied by Victoria Bonnell, confirming that 

diverse methods were used for regions such as Central Asia. The importance given to 

                                                
1 Peter Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State. Soviet Methods of Mass Mobilization, 1917-1929 
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985), p. 255. 
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women also conflicted with Bonnell’s assumptions that in the 1920s women were not 

portrayed in ideological posters and that class was more important than gender. These 

posters demonstrate that, at least in Central Asia, this relation was inverted and women 

as a surrogate of the proletarian class participated to the construction of the Homo 

Sovieticus.  

In effect, the Soviets in Central Asia carried out this strategy of repeated and 

constant bombardment of what they considered to be proper behavior through the help 

of powerful images of the creation of the New Soviet Man and Woman. This new 

person was supposed to feel attracted by the modern European lifestyle, to welcome the 

intrusions of the party-state into his private sphere via radio, to appreciate the symbols 

of modernization, such as trains and airplanes, as well as Western medicine, and to 

congregate with other “New Soviet Man in the making” in such novel institutions as the 

Red tea houses.  

 
Figure 13: A chaikhana in Tashkent in the 1920s.2 

 

Photo 13 shows Uzbek men spending their leisure time in a typical Soviet 

chaikhana in the city of Tashkent during the 1920s. Sitting on the floor, two were 

reading the newspaper, one was drinking tea, one was smoking a cigarette, and one the 

narghile. While all of them had retained the tubeteika, only a few wore the traditional 

caftan, and most were clad in Western clothes and shoes/boots. This mix was an 

indication that the (Westernizing-) sovietizing process was still a work in progress. 

                                                
2 Source: RGAKFD, 2-33901. 
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Instead of a radio, the intrusion of modernity was in the form of a gramophone. The 

portraits that hung from the ceiling featured indigenous as well as soviet politicians. The 

second was Faizulla Khodzhaev, important figure in Uzbekistan, while the portrait in 

the middle could be that of Iuldash Akhunbabaev, President of the TsIK of Uzbekistan, 

and the non-indigenous man on the right might be Isaak Zelenskii, Head of the 

Sredazbiuro at that time.  

With its mix of elements of staryi byt (tubeteika and narghile) and of novyi byt 

(Western clothing, the presence and perusal of newspapers, the gramophone, and the 

portraits) this photo is a vivid testament of the unfinished nature of sovietization. The 

portraits of party officials on the back wall were evidence of the advanced political 

consciousness and loyalty in the urban environment, where progress had been faster and 

where people were able to read newspapers such as Pravda Vostoka.  

The chaikhana provided a conveniently closed space where the Soviet party-

state could disseminate its ideology to the more educated through radio, music, photos, 

and newspapers, while the less educated people in the countryside, who were more 

entrenched in their traditions and rather impervious to external influences, were 

addressed in the outdoors through more blatant means such as lively parades, loud 

music, or colorful posters (as in figure 5). 

 

A favored means for trying to convince the indigenous people of the inferiority 

of their lifestyle was to place before them instances of their staryi byt and contrasting 

examples of the new Soviet lifestyle, namely the novyi byt. This thinking did not take 

into account that most Central Asians were particularly at ease with “old traditions” 

such as wearing paranja and chachvan, giving birth on the floor, or living in a 

polygamous household. Unable to fully appreciate the gulf between their common 

understandings, the Soviet authorities felt certain that this backward society would not 

only profit from modernization in the Soviet image, but that they would be quick to 

embrace its “benefits.” The various types of propaganda certainly did not experience 

immediate success, but these limited and delayed results instead motivated the Soviets 

to adopt more subtle yet invasive strategies through a front organization such as the Red 

Cross and the Red Crescent or more overt strategies, such the hujum or even the purges.  





 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

PART TWO 
 

The Role of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent in the 
Sovietization Process  





1 INTRODUCTION 
 

A further case of state-sponsored sovietization in Central Asia deals with the 

second level of soft-line bureaucracy, linking the state to the Red Cross and Red 

Crescent associations,1 which were surprisingly well represented in the territory of the 

USSR. After the October revolution other international organizations such as the Boy 

Scouts or the Salvation Army were forbidden, with the former outlawed as an 

imperialistic organization and the latter as a religious one. Instead, being humanitarian, 

neutral, and officially non-political, the Red Cross and the Red Crescent could more 

readily be used by the Soviets on the internal front to influence people: in fact, they had 

de facto control over the association, rendering it a useful “front organization” for their 

purposes. On the external front, the association also paid dividends by projecting the 

“good face” of the Soviets who, during the 1920s, were struggling to attain international 

recognition for their government within the world arena, so the Red Cross represented 

an ally in reaching this goal. 

The survival of the Red Cross in the Soviet Union after the October revolution 

paralleled the fortunes of other voluntary organizations present in the country at that 

time. Beyond the mass associations often linked to the Communist Party, representing 

trade unions, youth (e.g. Young Pioneers and Komsomol), women (e.g. Zhenotdel), and 

poor peasants (e.g. the association Koshchi in Central Asia), there were other mass 

organizations whose political role was less clearly defined. These included the so-called 

Kraevedenie organizations, aimed at promoting local knowledge of cultural history, and 
                                                
1 The Red Cross is an international humanitarian organization with centers in almost every country in the 
world. It was founded in October 1863, the brainchild of the Swiss Henry Dunant, who witnessed the lack 
of medical care and facilities following the battle of Solferino on 24 June, 1859, during the war of Italian 
unification. His experiences in a small town near the battlefield, where he witnessed the desperate 
conditions of the wounded soldiers were captured in his 1862 book A Memory of Solferino. In October 
1863, an international conference adopted ten resolutions to establish an organization to tend to wounded 
soldiers, which evolved into the Red Cross and subsequently also the Red Crescent. The first body of this 
organization was the International Committee. In August 1864, delegates of 16 states attending the 
previous year’s conference signed the Geneva Convention, the founding legal document of the Red Cross. 
This international humanitarian law was designed with the primary intention of assisting wounded 
soldiers during wartime. Since its foundation, the Red Cross was present in Russia, informally at first by 
means of a spontaneous voluntary organization of nurses. Later in 1867, Russian tsar Alexander II 
formally recognized the organization that was to become the Russian Society of the Red Cross (ROKK, 
Rossiiskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta) in 1879. During the First World War, the organization 
expanded its mission to include the protection of prisoners of war and private citizens. In 1919, in Paris, 
the International Federation of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent Societies was founded. (For a history 
of the Red Cross in the XIX Century, see Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta RSFSR-ROKK. Istoriia, 
konstruktsiia, deiatel’nost’, Moscow, Izdanie Sev.-Kavk. Kraev. Upravleniia O-va Krasnogo Kresta, 
1926, pp. 3-4; Lev G. Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, ego deiatel’nost’ i zadachi. 
Kratkii ocherk, Moscow and Leningrad, Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1930, pp. 17-20; 
Caroline Moorehead, Dunant’s Dream. War, Switzerland and the History of the Red Cross, New York, 
Carroll and Graf Publishers, 1999, pp. 231-232. 
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the self-defense organization, Osoaviakhim, which often acted in concert with the Red 

Army. Analysis of the activity of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent in Central Asia 

exposes that this international supposedly-neutral association not only had relations 

with the Osoaviakhim, but also with the Red Army itself, making it a soft-line 

institution with some nuances of hard-line elements. 

The support and impulse given by the state to all of these voluntary associations 

are essential in defining the Red Cross and the nature of the USSR itself. The Soviet 

establishment sought to involve ever more people in these non-governmental bodies 

with non-political ends (such as the Red Cross) to obtain legitimacy; internal and even 

external recognition. In this context, the Red Cross served very ably as a modernizing 

organ with the goals of improving health conditions, and in Central Asia, where most of 

the population still visited traditional healers such as the tabibs2 to receive care, the 

association was supposed to have even greater appeal specifically because it was 

bringing the “true European health system.” The analysis of the Red Cross and the Red 

Crescent in Central Asia plays an important role in understanding the strategies and the 

mechanisms realized by the Soviets to influence public opinion both internally and 

outside the country, and it also provides important insights on the sovietization drive 

itself, precisely because this front organization was seen as a tool to reach such a goal.  

In Central Asia, the Red Cross represented a ready-made means for reaching an 

indigenous population reluctant to embrace the successors of the tsars. If most of the 

native population – both the intelligentsia and the masses – was unwilling to accept the 

imposition of an external power without negotiating the terms of control, a neutral 

organ was seen as the best way to reach it without projecting an image of intrusion. It 

would have been natural for the Soviets to be attracted to this possibility after 

witnessing the Red Cross’s international system and its activity in European Russia, 

without considering that the Central Asian world was completely different from Europe, 

Moscow, or Leningrad, where the Red Cross’s mission was not completely unknown. 

Ironically, it seemed that most Central Asians had never heard about the association 

before the 1920s, and this explains why the association failed to assume a mass 

character and appeal in this region.  

 

In the field of Russian studies, the historiography providing a theoretical 

framework on health systems and medicine is quite limited and focused predominantly 

                                                
2 Regarding the tabib, see Cassandra M. Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology: Medicine and Power in 
Russian and Soviet Central Asia, 1868-1934,” PhD diss., Columbia University, 2001, pp. 67-79. 
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on Imperial Russia. The most important works are those by Nancy Frieden, who 

published Russian Physicians in an Era of Reform and Revolution (1981),3 and John 

Hutchinson, who published Politics and Public Health in Revolutionary Russia (1990),4 

with the former constituting the seminal study in the field.  

Frieden’s study deals with physicians in imperial Russia, illustrating how their 

professionalization changed over time from being more autonomous to becoming more 

“statized.” The strong presence of the state in medical education and the medical 

profession was part of the zemstvo (local government in imperial Russia and later, 

Soviet) projects that are instrumental in framing the interference of the state in the 

public and semi-public health domain. Hutchinson links himself to Frieden’s work to 

the point that his work can be seen as a continuation of the latter, even if there are 

differences between the two studies: while Frieden recognizes that the autocracy and 

imperial bureaucracy played a great role in obscuring the physicians’ 

professionalization process, Hutchinson discovers a more vivid and open atmosphere on 

the part of the imperial administration.5 Hutchinson considers issues such as the 

increasing specialization of physicians, the minor importance of zemstvo medicine on 

the eve of the First World War, and even the project of creating a Ministry of Public 

Health, that would only be realized under the Bolsheviks. The emphasis on the 

“statization” of medicine is quite strongly underlined in Hutchinson’s work, and in this 

context, references to the Russian Red Cross show how the organization was drawn 

ever closer to the State. For instance, in 1913, Nicholas II appointed his cousin, Prince 

Alexander Ol’denburg, who was the Head of the Russian Red Cross, as Supreme Head 

of the Sanitary and Evacuation Section, signifying the interconnection between the 

spheres of the Red Cross and the imperial state and foreshadowing the situation 

following the October revolution.  

Members of the imperial family were also particularly involved in philanthropic 

activity and also entertained close relationships with the Red Cross, as Hutchinson’s 

later work on the Red Cross brings out convincingly. In this ambit, one would point out 

the involvement of imperial family members in the 1902 Red Cross convention in St. 

Petersburg and the positive image of Russia as presented to the Americans at the 

beginning of XX century: 

                                                
3 Nancy M. Frieden, Russian Physicians in an Era of Reform and Revolution, 1856-1905 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1981). 
4 John F. Hutchinson, Champions of Charity. War and the Rise of the Red Cross (Boulder-CO and 
Oxford: Westview Press, 1996). 
5 John F. Hutchinson, Politics and Public Health in Revolutionary Russia, 1890-1918 (Baltimore and 
London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990), pp. XIX-XX. 
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More than a hundred delegates attended this conference [the Seventh Red Cross conference held 
in St. Petersburg in 1902], which lasted for a full week. The Russian imperial family entertained 
the delegates twice at glittering palace receptions. … On this occasion, for example, the 
Russians succeeded in making a very favorable impression on the president of the Red Cross 
(ARC), Clara Barton, who wrote to her niece – with more enthusiasm than accuracy – that “in 
Russia everything is Red Cross, all hospital work, all emergency work, nearly all relief work of 
all kinds, care of children, orphans, foundlings: the women are educated to this work.” Given 
the rudimentary nature of the Red Cross activity in America, where disaster relief had been its 
exclusive preoccupation for two decades, Barton was understandably impressed by the Russian 
society’s more extensive role; in any case, she was disposed to think well of what she saw after 
receiving two decorations for her relief work during the Russian famine of 1891-1892. 
Obviously, international conferences also provided a splendid opportunity for the host nation 
and society to recognize and reward their friends from abroad.6 

 

The co-edited volume by Susan Gross Solomon and John Hutchinson, Health 

and Society in Revolutionary Russia (1990),7 offers another valuable contribution to 

studies on Russian and Soviet medicine. The importance of this collection is to further 

isolate the link between public health and the imperial (an later, Soviet) state. In fact, 

making Russia a healthier country was an issue promoted by the government and one 

taken up with greater vigor following dramatic occurrences of famine and cholera. 

Richard Robbins’s work on the 1891-1892 famine in Russia (1975)8 underlines this 

exact aspect as well as the heavy presence of the state in health affairs.  

However, if studies focusing on medicine in Russia and the former Soviet Union 

are limited in number, those dealing with Central Asia are even fewer. Paula A. 

Michaels’s book, Curative Powers. Medicine and Empire in Stalin’s Central Asia,9 and 

the doctoral dissertation by Cassandra M. Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology: 

Medicine and Power in Russian and Soviet Central Asia, 1868-1934,”10 are the sole 

studies focusing on the 1920s with retrospectives on imperial Russia. Both have similar 

theoretical frameworks, viewing medicine as an imperial and colonial tool11 and 

comparing this with European empires.12 Claiming that “the Soviet government used 

the medical and public health systems to reshape the function, self-perception, and 

practices of individuals, both patients and practitioners … and like other European 
                                                
6 Hutchinson, Champions of Charity, pp. 186-187. 
7 Susan Gross Solomon and John F. Hutchinson (eds.), Health and Society in Revolutionary Russia 
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1990). 
8 Richard G. Robbins, Famine in Russia, 1891-1892. The Imperial Government Responds to a Crisis 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1975). 
9 Paula A. Michaels, Curative Powers. Medicine and Empire in Stalin’s Central Asia (Pittsburgh: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2003). 
10 Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology.” 
11 Michaels, Curative Powers, p. 11. 
12 “At the heart of the Soviet state’s complex nationality policy lay the desire to exploit the periphery 
economically, a feature common to all empires. This bent toward economic exploitation makes 
comparison to other European empire particularly obvious and justifiable” (Ibid., p. 7). 
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empires, the regime mobilized biomedicine in order to facilitate the economic 

exploitation of the region and to create a loyal, productive polity,”13 Paula Michaels 

paves the basis for understanding the use of medicine in Central Asia and contributes to 

this theoretical framework, seeing it as a “question of power and control”14 and a tool to 

attack the local culture: 

 

In Soviet Central Asia, biomedicine played an essential role in this attack on the indigenous 
culture. The expansion of biomedicine facilitated the Soviet government’s modernization 
project in two ways. First, new biomedical cadres contributed to keeping workers healthy and 
on the job as the economy was expanding rapidly. Second, these new medical professionals, 
especially those drawn from the indigenous Central Asian population, served as representative 
for the state, transmitting the center’s ideology to the periphery. Newly trained physicians, 
nurses, midwives, and other medical personnel were the foot soldiers in this cultural revolution, 
armed with a worldview that saw social and economic organization in hierarchical terms.15 
 

Following this argument and in a broader context than merely the state health 

system, the physicians, nurses, and midwives of the Red Cross became the 

representatives of the state in Central Asia, which helped sovietize16 the region, making 

it more “modern.” While the Red Cross personnel may have been unaware of the role it 

was playing for the Soviet authorities, it still represented the “armed” vanguard charged 

with bringing about Cultural Revolution.17 

Cassandra Cavanaugh’s dissertation uses the same framework as Michaels, and 

it is a precise and parallel account of medicine in Central Asia from the Russian 

conquest in the XIX century up to 1934, when the Soviets were already in power: “By 

tracing the parallel evolution of medical institutions of Russian and Soviet policies 

towards indigenous Central Asians for the establishment of the Imperial colony through 

the early 1930s, it will show how closely the two were linked. It will examine medicine 

as a form of knowledge production and social organization, and demonstrate that 

medicine was a primary means of structuring the encounter between ruler and ruled, and 

their mutual (and self-)perceptions.”18 In Cavanaugh’s view, even if the indigenous 

                                                
13 Michaels, Curative Powers, p. 3. 
14 Ibid., p. 4. 
15 Ibid., p. 47. 
16 Paula Michaels does not use the term “sovietization” throughout her book, even if the word is listed in 
the index. The historian favors the concept of modernization over sovietization. 
17 In 1929, it was said that the Red Cross, which was still providing support to the Red Army, helped the 
proletarian population in the domain of the “great cultural revolution.” See “Compte-rendu de la Société 
de la Croix-Rouge de la RSFSR (1928-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du 
Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires 
Etrangères, 1930), p. 41. 
18 Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology,” p. 2. 
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medical personnel (Russian-trained doctors, folk healers, or party leaders19) directly 

participated and shaped the exchange between rulers and ruled, medicine was used as a 

colonizing force in Foucauldian terms.20 

Unfortunately, neither scholar makes reference to the presence of the Red Cross 

and the Red Crescent in Central Asia. Moreover, the lack of studies by Soviet history 

scholars on the Red Cross and the Red Crescent in the USSR leads this part to be based 

predominantly on Russian literature published during the 1920s and archival documents 

from the Moscow archives (GARF). Furthermore, the dearth of comprehensive works 

on the general history of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent further complicates 

generating a theoretical framework on this matter. As John Hutchinson explained in 

1996,  
 
professional historians of medicine, war, and philanthropy seem to have ignored the Red Cross; 
one suspects that like their fellow citizens they have largely taken it for granted. Consequently, 
the vast majority of the hundreds of books about it fall into two categories: laudatory and 
didactic biographies of Henry Dunant, and self-serving institutional histories written to describe 
and record the charitable work of the Red Cross in this or that war disaster.21  

 

Among the books on the Red Cross, two central texts are those by John 

Hutchinson22 and Caroline Moorehead.23 While the former, an historian specialized in 

Russian history, analyzes the Red Cross movement from 1863 (first Geneva conference) 

to 1921 (year of the its Tenth conference) based on non-archival documents to publish 

an unauthorized history,24 the latter, a weekly columnist of The Independent, 

investigates a longer history starting from Dunant and going through the XX Century. 

Moorehead’s authorized history is based on documents from the archives of the Red 

Cross, which was opened to a larger public in January 1996. While Hutchinson adopts a 

singularly academic perspective, the book by Moorehead can be described as a popular 

history and is more laudatory, viewing Henry Dunant and the Red Cross association 

through a more positive and less critical lens. Instead, Hutchinson sees the Red Cross 

as,  
 

                                                
19 Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology,” p. 3. 
20 Ibid., p. 4. 
21 Hutchinson, Champions of Charity, p. 2. 
22 Hutchinson, Champions of Charity. 
23 Moorehead, Dunant’s Dream. 
24 Notwithstanding that Hutchinson was not authorized to work in the ICRC archives, his work is 
professionally valid as it uses a methodical, critical approach and also provides a rich bibliography and an 
excellent body of footnotes. The study is a combination of war, philanthropy, medicine, and international 
relations history with no main focus on the Russian case, claiming that it is “a complex one that deserves 
separate treatment in another work” (Hutchinson, Champions of Charity, p. 256) 
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more than an international charity or welfare society: It is a movement that has aspirations for 
the future of humanity. Therefore it promotes particular ideas about voluntary service, 
neutrality, the prevention of war, and the law of nations. Like a religion, the Red Cross 
movement has its doctrines and dogmas, and their guardian is the ICRC’s Department of 
Principle, Law, and Relations with the movement.25  

 

With the participation of the Red Cross in caring for wounded and sick soldiers 

involved in wars and conflicts, the organization changed its face becoming more 

militarized. In fact, Hutchinson continues, 

 
with the advent of the new warfare, the great powers themselves became champions of charity 
toward the sick and wounded as they began to understand what a useful role these societies 
could play as mediators of the values of militarism and as promoters of what might be called a 
«discourse of sacrifice» that drew the entire civilian population into voluntary support for war. 
This deliberate militarization of charity provoked little opposition from within the Red Cross.26  

 
 

This militarization of the organization was paralleled within the development of 

the Russian Red Cross, together with the assumption of a more “statized” face. The lack 

of a deep and precise investigation of the Russian case in Hutchinson’s work reinforces 

the necessity for special studies on the subject, in particular to respond to the author’s 

claim that the Russian case regarding the Red Cross is special and also to his question 

“whether the Russian Red Cross – tsarist or Bolshevik … – was atypical in being tied so 

closely to the interests of the regime of the day.”27  

On this matter, a recent article by Caroline Reeves investigates the Chinese Red 

Cross, underlining the creation of a “global moral system”28 alongside the Red Cross 

organization. Reeves’ work draws attention to concepts such as civilization and nations: 

“Civilization was a critical term in the international society of the late nineteenth 

century. With it came many of the dominant European states’ assumptions of cultural, 

racial, religious, and moral superiority. Being civilized was the sine qua non of entry 

into the so-called family of nations.”29 As Reeves states, the conference of The Hague 

(1899) “was considered important not only in defining civilized behavior for states, but 

also a critical arbiter in determining which states were to be considered civilized.”30  

 Reeves’ reflections on The Hague conference and the Chinese Red Cross help 

frame analogous consideration relating to the Soviet case. Presenting itself under the 

                                                
25 Hutchinson, Champions of Charity, p. 4. 
26 Ibid., p. 350. 
27 Ibid., p. 2. 
28 Caroline Reeves, “From Red Crosses to Golden Arches. China, the Red Cross, and The Hague Peace 
Conference, 1899-1900,” in Jerry H. Bentley, Renate Bridenthal, and Anand A. Yang (eds.), Interactions. 
Transregional Perspectives on World History (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2005), p. 65. 
29 Ibid., p. 67. 
30 Ibid., p. 73. 
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flag of the Red Cross was a way to also be considered “civilized” and this is even more 

appropriate for Central Asia, where the Soviets intended to show themselves not as 

colonizers but as “civilized modernizers,” a goal in which they utilized European 

medicine. The Soviet party-state’s pursuit of legitimacy is not a rarity, since it is argued 

that “some states join international organizations not necessarily because of a 

confluence of values between the interested state and the organization, nor simply for 

the material assets membership confers, but instead to exploit the symbolic importance 

of belonging.”31 Taking advantage of the Red Cross to achieve political ends was a 

common practice among countries such as China and Russia, while the use of European 

medicines promoted through the association was the main argument for opposing 

traditional medical remedies and imposing an internal colonizing vision.  

 

While there are couple of studies on the Red Cross, it is considerably more 

difficult to find general texts dealing with the Red Crescent, whose symbol was first 

used by the Ottoman Empire during the Russo-Turkish war (1876-1878). During this 

war, Russians and Ottomans mutually respected their symbols, while the emblem of the 

red crescent was formally recognized by the ICRC (International Committee of the Red 

Cross) only in 1929.32 For the Soviet establishment, the use of the red crescent emblem 

in the USSR at the beginning of the 1920s – before its world recognition – was a way to 

solicit support from Muslim countries like Turkey and Egypt, where the emblem was 

already in use informally since 1878.33 Using this emblem in those Soviet republics 

with an established Muslim religion was a means for generating an anti-imperialist 

foreign policy, as it was declared by Moscow, perhaps to appeal to Muslim radicals and 

liberals abroad also to prevail over its international isolation. This plan certainly 

included the Soviets’ goal of being accepted by the League of Nations, which 

eventually took place in 1934. The international sphere of the Red Crescent is also 

demonstrated by one of the few works on it, namely the fairly recent book by Jonathan 
                                                
31 Reeves, “From Red Crosses to Golden Arches,” p. 85. 
32 “(1876-1878): During the war between Russia and Turkey, the Ottoman Empire declared that it would 
use the red crescent on a white background in place of the red cross. While respecting the red cross 
symbol, the Ottoman authorities believed that the red cross was, by its very nature, offensive to Muslim 
soldiers. The red crescent was temporarily accepted for the duration of this conflict. (1929): After the 
First World War, the 1929 Diplomatic Conference was called to revise the Geneva Conventions. The 
Turkish, Persian and Egyptian delegations requested that the red crescent and the red lion and sun be 
recognized. After lengthy discussions, the Conference agreed to recognize them as distinctive emblems in 
addition to the red cross; but in order to avoid any proliferation of emblems, it limited the authorization to 
the three countries that already used them. Today: The three distinctive emblems enjoy equal status under 
the Geneva Conventions. Today, 151 National Societies use the red cross and 32 the red crescent”  
(http://www.icrc.org/web/eng/siteeng0.nsf/html/emblem-history). 
33 After the Russo-Turkish war, in 1878, the possibility of using the red crescent emblem for protection 
purposes was offered to non-Christian countries. 
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Benthall and Jérôme Bellion-Jourdan, which underlines the political dimension of this 

humanitarian project.34 Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan’s book is centered more on the 

present-day Middle East, focusing more directly upon the Red Crescent organizations 

and NGO’s, though it makes few historical references which helps to frame the issues, 

even if it lacks information specific to the Central Asian case.  

 

Though Western scholarship is not so ample, Russians granted greater attention 

to the Red Cross and the Red Crescent especially in the 1920s, when many pamphlets 

and books were published under the aegis of the state or of the organization itself. One 

of the main topics treated was the history of the association and its aims, as shown by 

the book entitled The Association of the Russian Red Cross (ROKK). History, 

Construction, Activity (1926),35 together with those by Evgenii Ivanovskii (What ROKK 

is)36 and by Lev G. Veber (History of the Red Cross Movement ROKK: Its Activity and 

Goals. Short Essay),37 which were respectively published in 1928 and 1930. In this type 

of publications, the aspects linked to war and famine situations, which normally are the 

main targets of the international Red Cross organization, were thoroughly investigated 

together with data and information on the association itself. These pamphlets echoed 

others that were primarily political because of the emphasis on the Red Cross as an 

organization of workers (organizatsiia trudiashchikhsia).38 The support given by the 

government to the association, which in return also supported Narkomzdrav (Health 

People’s Commissariat) activity, was highlighted as an important fact, and it further 

supported the concept of substantial linkage between the Red Cross and the state. 

A later short publication (1974) purely focused on the history of the Red 

Crescent in the region of Samarkand from the 1920s onward,39 while a special edition 

from 1929 offered articles on the Soviet Red Cross and on the national branches, 

including Central Asia (Collection of the Union of the Association of the Red Cross and 

of the Red Crescent of the USSR), which is deeply analyzed in the next chapters.40  

                                                
34 Jonathan Benthall and Jérôme Bellion-Jourdan, The Charitable Crescent. Politics of Aid in the Muslim 
World (London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2003), p. 4. 
35 Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta RSFSR (ROKK). 
36 Evgenii I. Ivanovskii, Chto takoe R.O.K.K. (Moscow: Izdanie Tsentral’nogo Komiteta Obshchestva 
Krasnogo Kresta RSFSR, 1928). 
37 Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK. 
38 Ivanovskii, Chto takoe R.O.K.K., pp. 6-8. 
39 Istoriia organizatsii Obshchestva Krasnogo Polumesiatsa v Samarkandskoi oblasti (Tashkent: 
Izdatel’stvo Meditsina UzSSR, 1974). 
40 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1 (Moscow: 
Izdanie Ikrestpol, 1929). 
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Other books merely provided technical instructions mostly dedicated to 

Komsomolets and Young Pioneers, such as those on the Instructions on the Regulations 

of the Work of Primary Center for the Health of the Young Pioneers (1927)41 and The 

Manuals for Komsomol First Aid Circles (1931).42 In the instructions, the figure of the 

doctor was treated with special care, since it was considered an important role model for 

the youngest generations of party activists. Especially, the Instructions were addressed 

to the doctors working with Young Pioneers. The manual published in three issues was 

mainly descriptive, providing practical information on first aid provision. Many 

sketches and images were included to show how wounds should be cared for. Great 

importance was reserved to hygiene, recognizing that many volunteers worked in areas 

where there was little knowledge concerning this concept.43 

Three exemplary texts are Evgenii Ivanovskii’s Why a Worker Should Be a 

Member of the Red Cross (1929),44 S. O. El’sinovskii’s Kolkhoznik, Let’s Be Members 

of the Red Cross (ROKK)! (1930),45 and later, O. Baroian’s Soviet Red Cross at War for 

Socialist Humanism (1950).46 The three books exemplified the proximity between the 

Red Cross and the Soviets, with a central objective of persuading party members and 

candidates to enroll in the Red Cross (for in so doing, they contribute to socialism as 

well). According to Ivanovskii, workers should be members of the Red Cross because 

the association contributed to the “socialist construction” (sotsialisticheskoe 

stroitel’stvo),47 to the Cultural Revolution,48 to the defense of the country and of the 

youth, because the association cared for the Young Pioneers through special centers 

serving the younger generations (such as Artek, a camp for young people). El’sinovskii 

approximated Ivanovskii’s choice of topics and tone of rhetoric. His pamphlet disclosed 

that the Red Cross, in aiding the Soviet Union,49 maintained a presence in the kolkhozes 

                                                
41 Instruktsiia k polozheniiu o rabote pervichnogo punkta sluzhby zdorov’ia iunykh pionerov (Moscow: 
Molodaia Gvardiia, 1927). 
42 Rukovodstvo dlia komsomol’skikh kruzhkov pervoi pomoshchi. Vypusk pervyi (Moscow and Leningrad: 
Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1931); Rukovodstvo dlia komsomol’skikh kruzhkov pervoi 
pomoshchi. Vypusk vtoroi (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1931); 
Rukovodstvo dlia komsomol’skikh kruzhkov pervoi pomoshchi. Vypusk tretii (Moscow and Leningrad: 
Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1931). 
43 References to Uzbeks are provided in Rukovodstvo dlia komsomol’skikh kruzhkov pervoi pomoshchi. 
Vypusk tretii, p. 51. 
44 Evgenii I. Ivanovskii, Pochemu rabochii dolzhen byt’ chlenom Obshchestva Krasnogo Kresta (Moscow 
and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929). 
45 S. O. El’sinovskii, Kolkhoznik, vstupai v chleny O-va Krasnogo Kresta (ROKK)! (Moscow and 
Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1930). 
46 O. Baroian, Sovetskii Krasnyi Krest v bor’be za sotsialisticheskii gumanizm (Moscow: 
Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo Meditsinskoi Literatury, 1950). 
47 Ivanovskii, Pochemu rabochii dolzhen byt’ chlenom, pp. 15-17. 
48 Ibid., pp. 17-18. 
49 El’sinovskii, Kolkhoznik, vstupai, p. 11. 
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to teach the kolkhozniks hygienic principles and sanitary care. Finally, Baroian’s book, 

though written in a later era than the previous works, was still fully suffused with a 

Marxist-Leninist ideology, and further suggested that a politicized Red Cross 

represented the state in importing European medicine and health care to those areas 

where the Soviet aimed to civilize, modernize, and most importantly, sovietize the local 

populations. 

 

Having established European medicine as the science of “saving lives” and 

having identified health care and medicine as being among the most vulnerable 

elements of Central Asian society, the Soviets challenged the positions of tabib and 

mullah, attacking the “old” everyday life, indigenous medicine based on sorcery and 

religion, and the Muslim religion itself, while emphasizing their own liberating face. To 

accomplish such a plan and sovietize the region, Moscow needed to approach the native 

population to instill in them its new Soviet dogma. To do so the Soviet authority 

employed multiple means, strategies, and actors, but they tended to attack those areas 

considered to manifest obvious weaknesses – in other words areas where they believed 

that the indigenous population might already be critical of the existing conditions. The 

Red Cross and the Red Crescent, as neutral supranational humanitarian international 

organizations, were seen by Moscow as ideal “communicators” for moulding society 

into a socialist, Soviet form, while simultaneously projecting the face of freedom and 

legitimacy at the international level.  

Since one of the primary tasks of the Red Crescent in Uzbekistan was to support 

women, children, and the youth, it was a natural target for such a project. The Soviets 

hoped that such organizations were perceived as more legitimate in the eyes of the 

Central Asians, who might view the Soviets as colonizers and usurpers. Through the 

Red Cross and the Red Crescent, the Soviet establishment believed it could penetrate 

Central Asian society, control it, and garner support for the Soviet cause. The political 

end assumed precedence over the humanitarian for the USSR, but the establishment did 

not take into consideration that an indigenous population unfamiliar with the Red Cross 

and the Red Crescent might not be prepared to become involved in their activities. The 

state-sponsored strategy of involving the native population collided with reality 

exemplified by a lack of support from party and government organs, scant participation 

(workers and peasants, women and children, doctors and nurses, natives and Russians), 

and a small number of institutes and centers disseminated throughout the region. At 

least during the 1920s, Soviet intentions to use the Red Cross and the Red Crescent 
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often remained hypothetical, but these plans foreshadowed the dynamics of the latter 

full-blown sovietization campaign. 

 

This part,50 dedicated to the Red Cross and to the Red Crescent, serves two 

important functions: first of all, the questions and the theory presented in this 

introduction provide a basis for broadening the debate regarding sovietization, the 

construction of the Homo Sovieticus, and the legitimacy of the Soviets – mainly in 

Central Asia – through the political use of a humanitarian organization that became a 

“front organization;” second, it deals with a topic almost completely ignored in Russian 

and Soviet studies: the Red Cross. Considering the importance of the discourse over 

health and hygienic within the ideological domain of propaganda, this part also 

constitutes a pioneer study for future works, which can further explore this particular 

theme.  

The two chapters in which this part is subdivided follow chronologically, with 

the first covering the period between the October revolution and 1925, and the second 

from 1925 up to roughly 1930. The year 1925 was a watershed since the Uzbek Red 

Crescent was established that December. Though  the Red Cross operated in the region 

earlier, at the end of that year, the Uzbek Red Crescent was founded signaling a new 

phase in the history of the organization. The founding of the Red Crescent testified to a 

growing sensitivity toward the cultural environment: the image of a red cross on a white 

background was bound to transmit a tacit support of Christianity, whereas a red crescent 

evoked Islam in a manner that almost suggested that the organization enjoyed overt 

religious sanction. 

                                                
50 For this part of the thesis, the references are mostly Russian, with some literature in French (Compte-
rendu de la Société du Croissant-Rouge de l’Uzbékistan, Moscow, Imprimerie du Commissariat du 
Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1928; Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant 
Rouges de l’URSS, Moscow, Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), 
and unpublished archival documents from GARF (GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 32). Tables with data on the 
Red Cross in Central Asia during 1925, when the Red Cross was still active in Central Asia, are furnished 
in the appendix. 



 

2 THE RED CROSS AND THE RED CRESCENT IN CENTRAL 
ASIA UP TO 1925 

 

A full understanding of the importance of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent in 

Central Asia in a context of sovietization requires an investigation of the organization 

and its manipulation at the hands of the Bolsheviks after the October revolution and 

during the first half of the 1920s. Though the thesis is not on the Red Cross and the Red 

Crescent, a general overview of the chronological phases of the organization in parallel 

with the main Russia and the Soviet Union historical events at that time helps to frame 

the main discourse and to avoid treating the Central Asian case in isolation from 

developments in the Soviet core. Moreover, the transformation of the association at the 

hands of the Soviets since 1917 powerfully illustrates the changes that occurred during 

the decade and explains its deployment in Central Asia in the second half of the 1920s. 

 

Chronologically, in the first years after 1917 the history of the Red Cross is 

generally divided into four main stages.1 The first covers the years 1918-1919 and is 

related to the inception of the Civil War (grazhdanskaia voina). In that period, the Red 

Cross mostly helped the Red Army to face health issues arising from the Civil War  

itself fulfilling the duties for which it was founded in the XIX century, namely to help 

the wounded during conflicts and wars. The Russian literature on the history of the 

association does not mention helps provided to the White Army so confirming that the 

Red Cross was mainly used by the Bolsheviks on their front.  

The second stage covers 1919-1921, when typhoid epidemics raged amongst the 

troops of the Red Army still engaged on the front of the Civil War. In this period, as in 

the previous one, the organization offered its help in treating both soldiers and civilians.  

The third stage commences with the end of the Civil War in 1921 and together 

with the decree launching the NEP, and in this phase the Red Cross shifted its attention 

to the front of famine, with civilians becoming its main focus.  

Finally, the fourth phase begins in 1922 with the institution of the USSR, when 

the ROKK (the Red Cross of the RSFSR) broadened its attention to children, the care of 

maternity and infancy, social diseases (including, venereal diseases and tuberculosis), 

and the foundation of such institutions as first aid centers and centers for anti-malaria 
                                                
1 Regarding the four stages, see Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta RSFSR (ROKK). Istoriia, konstruktsiia, 
deiatel’nost’ (Moscow: Izdanie Sev.-Kavk. Kraev. Upravleniia O-va Krasnogo Kresta, 1926), pp. 6-16. 
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prophylactics. Certainly, the rhetoric motivating the association was also based on the 

idea that European medicine was the only acceptable means for adminstering health 

care even in those regions further away from the center. With this mentality and with 

political and sanitary aims in mind, the Red Cross was fully involved in the construction 

of the country. In fact, from 1922 onward, the Red Cross participated to the construction 

of the USSR not only in Russia, but also in those regions which were about to become 

formally part of the Soviet Union, such as Central Asia, whose regionalization took 

place in 1924 and where, in the previous years, the Basmachi resistance to the 

Bolsheviks was powerful. The main focus of this section is on the fourth period, when 

the association was mostly concentrated at stemming or even solving social and sanitary 

problems. In this period, the Red Cross and the Red Crescent were clearly being used as 

front organizations to build a “modern”  Soviet-based society, and the case of Central 

Asia and especially Uzbekistan traced this path explicitly. In the light of the paucity of 

academic studies on the Russian Red Cross and Red Crescent in non-Russian languages, 

this thesis also performs the task of furnishing basic information on these organization 

and the processes, even if the discussion does stray somewhat from the thesis’ main 

argument concerning the sovietization process. 

 

2.1 The Red Cross and the Red Crescent in the USSR 
 
 

After the October revolution, one would have expected the Bolsheviks to 

dismantle an international organization such as the Red Cross,2 but instead they simply 

refurbished the association, which was obviously implicated along with some of the 

other central changes affecting the whole country. Chronologically, the first step taken 

toward the Red Cross by the new government dates back to a 6 January 1918 decree 

issued by the Sovnarkom (Council of People’s Commissars) concerning the reversion of 

the property and capital of the Red Cross to the state (following the decrees on land and 

the abolition of private property issued after the October revolution), the liquidation of 

the main board of the Red Cross, and the founding of the Committee for the 

Reorganization of Society in its stead.  

                                                
2 Regarding the history of the ROKK, see Evgenii I. Ivanovskii, Chto takoe R.O.K.K. (Moscow: Izdanie 
Tsentral’nogo Komiteta Obshchestva Krasnogo Kresta RSFSR, 1928); Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv 
Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1 (Moscow: Izdanie Ikrestpol, 1929), pp. 24-
25; Lev G. Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, ego deiatel’nost’ i zadachi. Kratkii ocherk 
(Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1930), pp. 20-23.   
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In May 1918, a resolution of Sovnarkom recognized the Geneva Convention, 

and implicitly recognized the Red Cross as an international organization. In August 

1918, Sovnarkom also decreed that the Red Cross was “autonomous concerning issues 

regarding its organization and participation in governmental and social events,”3 but it 

was placed under the regulatory control of Narkomzdrav (People’s Commissariat of 

Health), meaning that the association depended directly on Narkomzdrav (e.g. on the 

government) for funding and directives, though it was still considered a 

samostoiatel’noe iuridicheskoe litso (independent juridical person). Factually, the Red 

Cross was considered an association in the service of the proletarian revolution. For 

these reasons, the Red Cross could be rightly considered a front organization, which 

formally bore an apolitical and philantropic face while remaining subordinate to the 

state and its government. As one sees, in Central Asia, as in other parts of the USSR, the 

association was used to carry out state goals including the sovietization of the region 

using the modern European medicine. 

On 20-23 November 1918, the first general meeting of the members of the 

ROKK (Rossiiskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta – Russian Association of the Red 

Cross) met formally as a congress, which selected the Central Committee of the ROKK 

and adopted the statutes of the association.4 While the Central Committee was the 

highest body of the association, which maintained relations with Narkomzdrav, the 

other important organ was the Executive Committee (Ispolkom, Ispolnitel’nyi komitet), 

which represented the link between the Central Committee and the various branches of 

the association spread throughout the RSFSR. The first congress of the ROKK was 

attended by 259 members from forty-eight branches of the association and was 

considered a success in generating interest in the organization.  

Notwitstanding its clear links to the government, the attitude of the Soviets 

toward the Red Cross was in flux, shifting from trust to suspicion in the period between 

the October revolution and 1921. Both initially and throughout the 1920s, the ROKK 

was seen as a “proletarian organization”5 in the service of workers and consequently of 

revolution, but it was still an association with foreign origins leading the authorities to 

fear that foreign countries might manipulate the Russian Red Cross to spy on the 

                                                
3 Decree of 7 August 1918 (point 4). See also Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo 
Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 12. See also Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, p. 21. 
For the entire text of the decree, see Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, pp. 62-63. 
4 “Compte-rendu de la Société de la Croix-Rouge de la RSFSR (1928-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des 
Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple 
pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), p. 41. 
5 Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, p. 30. 
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Soviets. During the 1921 famine, these fears certainly influenced international relations 

as well as foreign aid (see the stance of the American Red Cross later in this chapter). 

Internal problems also emerged in the first two years (1918-1919), when the 

ROKK went through a schism6 that developed into two factions paralleling the double 

fronts of the Civil War and embodying the binary system referenced by Bonnell: the 

“White Russians” and the “Red Russians,” mirroring the distinction between Red and 

White. The White faction was exiled to Western Europe, from where it launched 

critiques against the “Bolshevik Red Cross” for its disorganization and malfeasance, 

and claimed that the latter acted as a puppet of the establishment, thereby betraying the 

true aims of the association.7 The rhetorical use of the term “Bolshevik” referring to the 

Red Cross lent a political connotation otherwise missing in the Russian lexicon, in 

which the post-October establishment did not label the Red Cross with the adjective 

“Bolshevik.” It is worth noting the rhetoric issued from Europe, where Russian exiles 

and refugees could influence the different positions of European countries towards 

Russia and the Russian Red Cross itself. 

During the same period, a couple of national branches8 were founded in other 

republics of the former tsarist empire, namely in the Ukraine (UOKK, Ukrainskoe 

Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta – Ukrainian Association of the Red Cross)9 in 1918 and 

later, in 1921, in Belorussia (BOKK, Belorusskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta – 

Belorussian Association of the Red Cross),10 with other national divisions added later. 

During the years of the Civil War the ROKK experienced an expansion of its 

competences through the administration of medical air vanguards and specialized 
                                                
6 Unfortunately, there is no detailed information available on the schism. See Francis Haller, “Secours en 
temps de paix: la famine en Russie,” Le Temps (Switzerland), 12 August 2003; John F. Hutchinson, 
Champions of Charity. War and the Rise of the Red Cross (Boulder-CO and Oxford: Westview Press, 
1996), p. 405/n76; Caroline Moorehead, Dunant’s Dream. War, Switzerland and the History of the Red 
Cross (New York: Carroll and Graf Publishers, 1999), p. 332. 
7 Unfortunately, no more information is available on this theme.  
8 For a brief historical outline of the Soviet Associations of Red Cross and Red Crescent, see Sbornik 
Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, pp. 24-31. 
9 Regarding the history of the UOKK, see Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo 
Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, pp. 25-27; “Compte-rendu de la Société de la Croix-Rouge Ukrainienne 
(1927-29),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: 
Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), pp. 69-74. It is interesting to 
note that in 1925-26, district sections of the Ukrainian Red Cross were ordered to assess the composition 
of their members (31% were workers, 45% peasants, 24% employees and working intelligentsiia) and 
committees, expelling those members and liquidating those committees which did not perform sufficient 
work. Clearly, the Red Cross was functioning similarly to the Communist Party. See Sbornik Soiuza 
Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 26. 
10 Regarding the activity of the BOKK among peasants, see Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta 
i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, pp. 22-23. Regarding the history of the BOKK, see Sbornik 
Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, pp. 27-28; “Compte-
rendu de la Société de la Croix-Rouge de la Russie Blanche (1928-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des 
Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple 
pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), pp. 51-54. 
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sanitary centers to care for the wounded. In this same period, the role and political 

identity of the Red Cross were also further clarified through a series of decrees, 

including one issued on 6 July 1920 by Sovnarkom “on the protection of the name and 

the symbol of the ROKK,” which stated that only ROKK staff and institutions could 

make use of the symbol of the Red Cross and use words such as “Red Cross” or 

“Geneva Cross.” The decree established a punishment of at least three months in prison 

for those making unauthorized use of the name and symbol of the ROKK, while also 

establishing that cases of violation fell under the jurisdiction of the People’s Courts 

(Narodnye Sudy). This decree highlighted the importance of controlling the use – or 

misuse – of the name or symbol of the Red Cross. Familiar symbols and words could 

easily serve ideological propaganda, and one sees how the Soviets kept the Red Cross 

symbols under their control to preclude their use by opponents. In the orthodox regions, 

the emblem of the organization, a cross, was one of the best means for evoking and 

somewhat placating a religion that was already persecuted by the Soviets. The future 

Homo Sovieticus could more easily accept the Communist dogma if it was subtly 

transmitted through a red cross on a white background. Moreover, the Soviet 

appropriation of the crescent as an emblem for the Muslim Soviet republics such as 

Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan, was a way to present themselves not as 

colonizers – a label that Moscow always wanted to avoid in keeping with the 

korenizatsiia – but as tolerant of Islam. In fact, in Central Asia the Soviets made the 

same use of the Red Crescent as they had in the rest of the USSR with the Red Cross, so 

that flags and emblems became an exceptionally attractive means of ideological 

propaganda and a way to parade a modern, charitable face. In this ambit, the Soviets 

also wanted to ensure the support of those Muslim countries which could help them to 

gain recognition in the international realm. Moreover, the preservation of the Red Cross 

and the Red Crescent and their emblems would help the Bolsheviks perform the role of 

a normal state committed to humanitarian aims. The emphasis on legitimate recognition 

during the 1920s was certainly influenced by the problems which the USSR was 

encountering at the international level.  

 

However, if some decrees were considered fundamental by the Soviets to gain 

total control over the organization, others helped them to face issues related to the Civil 

War, typhoid epidemics, or famine, which were among the main challenges encountered 

at the beginning of the 1920s. As mentioned above, especially during the 1921 famine, 

the Bolsheviks still faced problems of international recognition; achieving this would 
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certainly help the Soviet authority to present the association as neutral and 

internationally recognized to the population, which also would help the Soviets to 

operate throughout the country undisturbed through the use of the Red Cross itself. 

Ironically, during this same period Moscow viewed international relief organizations 

such as the Russian Red Cross11 itself or the American Red Cross (ARA12) with 

suspicion: under Soviet ideology, they could be “espionage organizations at the service 

of capitalistic countries.” Because of these fears, in the spring of 1921, Moscow refused 

all famine relief efforts from these organizations.13 Nevertheless, an American 

association other than the ARA did help starving Russia at that time. The American Red 

Star League, whose aim was “giving relief to members of the working class in acute 

need, everywhere in the world,”14 shared a similar ideology to the Soviets, focusing on 

women and children: “In every struggle between nations, in every industrial conflict, 

the women and children are the chief sufferers. It is to save the women and children of 

the working class that the American Red Star League will operate.”15 Irwin St. John 

Tucker, one of the organizers of the relief funds of the American Red Star League 

destined to Soviet Russia during the famine, severely criticized the “horrible action” of 

the American Red Cross in Soviet Russia, displaying a clear pro-Soviet attitude: “Seven 

hundred tons of medical supplies were burned by the American Red Cross, rather than 

to be used to feed and cloth the Red Armies of Russia! Ten million dollars’ worth of 

medical supplies, food and clothing was allowed to rot, rather than to be used to feed 

and clothe and heal the women and children of Soviet Russia. And this was done by the 

American Red Cross, at the order of the American State Department!”16 Tucker claimed 

that the American Red Cross and the State American Department helped the White 

faction during the Russian Civil War,17 which might be the reason why the Soviets 

refused to accept ARA aid during the famine, at least in the spring 1921. However once 

                                                
11 Anthony C. Sutton, Wall Street and the Bolshevik Revolution (2001), Ch. 5 (http://www.reformed-
theology.org/html/books/Bolshevik_revolution/chapter_05.htm). Regarding Soviet Russia and the Red 
Cross, see also Irwin St. John Tucker, Soviet Russia and the Red Cross, Chicago, 1921 
(http://debs.indstate.edu/t892s6_1921.pdf). 
12 Regarding the ARA in Soviet Russia, see Bertrand Patenaude, The Big Show in Bololand. The 
American Relief Expedition to Soviet Russia in the Famine of 1921 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2002). See also Moorehead, Dunant’s Dream, pp. 279-282. 
13 Haller, “Secours en temps de paix.” Regarding famine in Ukraine, ARA, and foreign relief, see “The 
first man-made famine in Soviet Ukraine, 1921-1923,” The Ukrainian Weekly, November 6, 1988, LVI/45. 
(http://www.ukrweekly.com/Archive/1988/458814.shtml).  
14 Tucker, Soviet Russia and the Red Cross, p. 3. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., p. 7. 
17 Ibid., p. 11. 
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the situation further degenerated, to help the area affected by the food shortage,18 later 

in August the Bolsheviks accepted aid from foreign countries and relief groups. As soon 

as it received authorization to intervene, the ICRC (International Committee of the Red 

Cross) and the congress held in Geneva voted to offer immediate assistance to the 

starving in Russia, and at the end of the month the first provisions - courtesy of the 

ARA - began to arrive in the affected areas.19 Meanwhile, on the internal front, on 22 

August 1921, the Presidium of the VTsIK decreed that the ROKK would be responsible 

for helping the starving by organizing medical-feeding facilities and accepting and 

managing international aid.20 The famine and related issues created the basis for a 

broader discourse over the recognition of the Bolshevik Red Cross, and consequently of 

the Bolshevik regime, with some European countries reticent to grant assistance, for 

fear of appearing to formally recognize the Russian Communist regime. On 15 October 

1921, the ROKK was informally recognized by the International Committee of the Red 

Cross, but, caught in the crossfire, the Russian Red Cross continued to seek recognition 

unsuccessfully at the international level throughout the 1920s.  

After the end of the Civil War and the normalization of the situation following 

the 1921 famine, the Russian Red Cross became even more integrated in the party-state 

and the government, at which time its focus was changed again.  

 

From 1922 onward, the Red Cross started broadening its spectrum of interest 

and activity, shifting from a focus on war (largely soldiers) and famine to a focus on 

childcare, maternity, infancy, and social diseases, which implied a closer relationship 

with civilians and therefore the opportunity to influence the population in a socialist 

direction. During this stage, attention was given to the foundation of further national 

branches of the association, mostly in the areas furthest from Moscow, considered to be 

the most “backward.” At the same time, other national branches were founded, in 

addition to those in the Ukraine and Belorussia.  

In 1922, the Red Cross was founded in Armenia (AOKK, Armianskoe 

Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta – Armenian Association of the Red Cross),21 and in 1923 

                                                
18 Concerning the famine in Russia and the Red Cross, see Haller, “Secours en temps de paix;” 
Moorehead, Dunant’s Dream, pp. 333-334. See also Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta RSFSR (ROKK), pp. 
7-12; Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, pp. 33-36. 
19 Regarding the ARA’s role, see Patenaude, The Big Show in Bololand. 
20 Moscow refused all international help during the spring of 1921. See also Ivanovskii, Chto takoe 
R.O.K.K, pp. 13-14; Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. 
N. 1, p. 12. 
21 Regarding the history of the AOKK, see Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo 
Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, pp. 28-29; “Compte-rendu de la Société de la Croix-Rouge Armenienne 
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in Georgia (GOKK, Gruzinskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta – Georgian Association 

of the Red Cross).22 When the first Red Crescent was established in Azerbaijan 

(AzOKP, Azerbaidzhanskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Polumesiatsa – Azerbaijani 

Association of the Red Crescent) in 1923,23 its aims, echoing those of the sister 

organizations, recalled the  Soviet ideological plans and the intentions of the American 

Red Star League: “[AzOKP’s objectives are] the spread of the ideas and principles of 

the Society and the maximum enrollment within its ranks of the working populace, 

medical-prophylactic work for the improvement of life conditions of the working 

classes, battle to ensure a new healthy generation called to replace the present 

generation, namely assistance to maternity and infancy, hygienic preparation of working 

classes (cadres’ preparations), strengthening of material conditions.”24 Indeed, the 

Azerbaijani Red Cross was founded during the fourth stage, when the USSR was 

nearing formation and the focus of the Red Cross had already shifted from the Civil 

War and famine to more social and sanitary problems, so the language was infused with 

Soviet-style rhetoric.  

Generally, all these national associations operated autonomously, though they 

were subject to an agreement to cooperate if necessary. The foundation of the national 

divisions proceeded from local initiatives and very often the tasks differed depending on 

regional conditions, while a plenipotentiary representing the Central Committee and the 

Ispolkom was always present in the various regions.  

If the establishment of national branches was important for the countries 

involved in the project, the Union of those associations represented a step forward in the 

history of the organization. In 1923, the presidents of the Red Cross of Russia, Ukraine, 

Belorussia, Armenia, Georgia, and the Red Crescent of Azerbaijan signed a declaration 

to found the Soviet Red Cross, namely the Union of the Associations of the Red Cross 

and Red Crescent SSSR (SOKK – Soiuz Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo 

                                                                                                                                          
(1928-1929),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: 
Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), pp. 15-19. 
22 Regarding the history of the GOKK, see Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo 
Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 29; “Compte-rendu de la Société de la Croix-Rouge de la Géorgie 
(1928-1929),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: 
Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), pp. 31-37. 
23 Regarding the history of the AzOKP, see Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo 
Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, pp. 29-30; “Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge de 
l’Azerbeidjan (1928-1929),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de 
l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), pp. 23-27. 
In 1928, the AzOKP had 30,745 members (Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta and Krasnogo 
Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 30). 
24 “Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge de l’Azerbeidjan (1928-1929),” p. 23. 
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Polumesiatsa25). The foundation of the SOKK was confirmed in September 192526 with 

a decree issued by the Sovnarkom: “The Union of the Association of the Red Cross and 

the Red Crescent of the Soviet Socialist Republics is formed for the representation of 

the interests of ‘republic’ national organizations of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent 

before the government of the USSR, for the coordination of their activities abroad, for 

the resolution of problems common to all members of the Union, and for the mutual 

cooperation in their work.”27 The SOKK was finally granted international recognition 

on 3 January 1928.28  

 

2.2 The Red Cross in Central Asia 
 

While the Caucasus was the site of the creation of national branches of the Red 

Cross in the first half of the 1920s, Central Asia became part of this flourishing system 

after its regionalization in the second half of the decade, even if the ROKK of the 

RSFSR was already active in those areas well before. The earliest information on this 

point dated back to a 16 October 1923 report29 signed by Plionkovskii30 (the ROKK 

Plenipotentiary in Turkestan) dealing with the public health conditions in Central Asia, 

clarifying that medical help (meditsinskaia pomoshch’) was organized by Zdravotdely 

(local offices of Narkomzdrav) primarily in the main cities, which left the more 

“backward” kishlaks and aul under the control of tabibs (traditional local healers)31 or 

the Red Cross. In particular, the management of kishlaks and aul intrigued Soviet 

authorities who lacked control over these villages, where they did not expect to find 

support for their cause and even expected groups of Basmachi to be sheltered and 

protected by the locals. The control over the countryside not only bolstered Soviet 

legitimacy, but was also a means to begin modernizing the area by breaking with 

                                                
25 ROKK refers to the Red Cross established in Russia (RSFSR), while SOKK was the Union of 
Associations of the Red Cross and Red Crescent. For the functioning of the SOKK, see Sbornik Soiuza 
Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, pp. 15-16. 
26 Though the SOKK formally began operating in October 1925, its international status remained unclear, 
while the ROKK – though deemed “Soviet” – was already recognized on 21 October 1921, on the basis of 
its formal recognition dating back to 1867. 
27 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 16.  
28 “Compte-rendu de la Société de la Croix-Rouge de la RSFSR (1928-1930),” p. 41. 
29 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 203, l. 6. 
30 Unfortunately, there is no biographical information for Plionkovskii or the other representatives of the 
Red Cross in Central Asia. 
31 Tabibs were stigmatized by the Soviets and physicians, but since the indigenous population relied on 
them, it was not easy for the authority to ban their profession, despite attempts during the 1920s. 
Regarding tabibs and the Soviet policy toward them during the 1920s, see Cassandra M. Cavanaugh 
(“Backwardness and Biology: Medicine and Power in Russian and Soviet Central Asia, 1868-1934,” PhD 
diss., Columbia University, 2001, pp. 67-79, 233-241). 
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traditions and even the guidance of the tabibs. This situation recalled the typical Soviet 

opposition between city and countryside reinforced at the end of the 1920s, when the 

First Five-Year Plan was launched together with the collectivization of agriculture, the 

industrialization drive, the dekulakization, and other programs that sought to transform 

Russia’s rural economy. 

In 1923, the Red Cross and government organs such as the Zdravotdely 

integrated their scope of activity to ensure that one would still maintain a presence 

where the other did not. In fact, Plionkovskii claimed that the ROKK generally tried to 

establish a presence in those kishlak where the Zdravotdely were absent: 

 
The medical centers (ambulatorii) of the Red Cross and its mobile brigades (letuchie otriady), 
penetrated the remotest kishlaks, where the Zdravotdely did not have any “local means,” due to 
the lack of tax revenue and impoverished populace. These shortcomings prevented the 
expansion of a medical network and left the task of disseminating medical knowledge among 
the native population to missionaries (missionery).32 

 

A later report dated 23 January 1924 reiterated Plionkovskii’s point, namely that 

“the ROKK organized its medical centers only where needed and not where there were 

already Narkomzdrav institutions.”33 With regard to medical centers, the Red Cross 

claimed to have supplied provisions (food, medicine, and health care) during the years 

of Civil War and famine in places where government institutions lacked their own 

centers or needed support. For instance, one report indicated that the ROKK only 

arrived in the Ferghana Valley34 to help famine victims late in the crisis, even if it was 

unclear when, while another report accounted extensively on the famine and the 

conditions of orphaned children in Ferghana,35 which echoed the problem of the 

besprizorniki (homeless children),36 one of the main focuses of the Red Cross not only 

in Central Asia, but throughout the USSR. To combat the plight of the orphans, the 

ROKK opened a center for homeless children on December 1923 in Tashkent, that also 

was attended by children from Ferghana.37 The network of services and centers helped 

                                                
32 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 203, l. 6. 
33 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 214, l. 6. 
34 Because the Ferghana Valley was an active center of the Basmachi resistance and the most 
conservative region of Uzbekistan, the authority encountered greater obstacles when sovietizing this 
enclave, which was physically difficult to reach and mould. The complexity of the situation in this region 
would require devoting of an entire thesis to its consideration. 
35 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, ll. 23-29. 
36 Besprizorniki are children abandoned by their families, who formed gangs that lived in the streets. 
Regarding the problem of besprizorniki, see Dorena Caroli, L’enfance abandonnée et délinquante dans la 
Russie Soviétique (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2004); Dorena Caroli, “Socialisme et protection sociale: une 
tautologie? L’enfance abandonnée en URSS (1917-1931),” Annales, 54/6 (November-December 1999), 
pp. 1291-1316. 
37 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 37. 
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the health care institutions to become more widespread in the area, and it was a 

successful means for generating greater visibility among the local population. 

Prior to the Red Cross’ arrival, the Zdravotdel was the only institution in the 

Ferghana Valley, apparently with a network of twelve hospitals and thirteen out-patient 

centers in the cities, and nine divisional hospitals, seventeen medical centers, and two 

Children Homes (Doma Mladentsa) in the kishlak districts.38 However, already on 1 

October 1923, there were medical-alimentary detachments stationed in Ferghana-

Skobelev, Margilan, Fedchenko, Assake, Shaarikhan,39 Kokand, Asht, and Serovo,40 a 

venereal center in Pishpek, as well as a dental and a children’s clinic in Tashkent.41 In 

the Ferghana region, the detachment in Shaarikhan had a nineteen-member staff 

(including the head and the assistant, doctors, charity sisters, a steward, clerk, inventory 

clerk, and a cook), while twenty-five people were stationed at the detachment in Serovo. 

The other centers (venereal, dentist, and surgery) were considerably smaller, numbering 

between three to four people each.42 It seems that, in 1925, with the end of the 

emergency and during the NEP, the number of Red Cross centers was already 

dwindling, and it is possible that Narkomzdrav funds, personal donations, and 

international humanitarian aid, more plentiful during the difficult years after the 

October revolution, were cut back once the need was less urgent, resulting in the 

shrinkage of the ROKK network.  

Certainly, medical centers and mobile brigades were means through which the 

Red Cross (and also Zdravotdely) attempted to reach villages and single households 

spread throughout the region, where missionaries were also present. Even if 

Plionkovskii’s quote was the sole reference to missionaries appearing in the GARF’s 

Red Cross documents, their mention harkened back to the “colonial context,” where 

missionaries were repositories of “Western knowledge” and of a “modernizing 

discourse,” which was then appropriated by the state through the Red Cross and the 

Zdravotdely. Therefore, the quote seems to refer to the presence of missionaries in 

Central Asia during tsarist times, a presence opposed by the Soviets, who obviously 

preferred the expansion of their Soviet medical network rather than the spread of 

medical-hygienic principles through religious missionaries. During the 1920s, atheistic 

propaganda was on the rise in the new USSR and religion and its missionaries were 

                                                
38 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, ll. 27-28. If the numbers are reliable, the network is impressive for the 
area, even if their condition was not optimal, as seen later in this chapter in a report on Khiva.  
39 Detachment n. 19. 
40 Detachment n. 20. 
41 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 20. 
42 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, ll. 21-22. 
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already considered influences to be countered. The periodization of atheistic 

propaganda in Central Asia appears to diverge from that usually considered for the rest 

of the Soviet Union.43 Following Shoshana Keller’s timeline, Soviet policy toward 

Islam see-sawed throughout the Twenties.44 The failed attempt to de-Islamize the 

indigenous people in Central Asia experienced a watershed in 1927 together with the 

hujum, that “was accompanied by the closure of Islamic social institutions, mass arrests 

of clergy, and attackes on mosques. ... This large-scale destruction was intended to ruin 

completely the power of Islam as a social and political force, so that the party could end 

Central Asian ‘backwardness’ (all Muslims were backward, according to Soviet cultural 

definitions) and put Muslims on the path to Communist enlightenment.”45 If 1927 can 

already be considered a turning point in Soviet policy towards Islam, 1929 can be seen 

as a further moment confirming the abrupt change in the strategy of sovietization 

toward a more militant line of de-Islamization. Especially the chistki and proverki – 

analyzed in the fourth part of the thesis – lend support to this manner of transformation 

in their powerful emphasis on the attack of traditional customs and the manifestation of 

local religious rites. 

What it is significant is that, following the October revolution, in Central Asia 

the ROKK emerged as a competitor to local Narkomzdrav centers, even if it sought to 

avoid antagonizing government institutions, and notwithstanding the fact that the Red 

Cross was officially under the supervision of Narkomzdrav itself regarding funding and 

organization. In her dissertation on medicine in Central Asia and on the Narkomzdrav, 

Cassandra Cavanaugh does not mention the Red Cross and the Red Crescent at all, only 

noting without comment that physicians of Narkomzdrav were “dressed in white coats 

with the Red Crescent armband, armed with stethoscopes and disinfectants, 

accompanied by comrade Murodov, the interpreter, [they] went from kibitka to kibitka, 

from house to house, hoping to carry out, besides questioning and examination of 

subjects, the preparation of cultures from skin ulcers and nasal mucous for further 
                                                
43 During the 1920s, in the USSR, the attack against religion was mostly cyclical, with a harsher initial 
phase lasting from 1917 to 1925, with some relaxation between 1925 and 1929, before a second 
sharpening of the policy after 1929. 
44 “Lenin pursued a paradoxical strategy regarding the non-Russian peoples, hoping to cajole them into 
joining the international Communist union by granting them limited cultural and political autonomy [and] 
this included promising free religious expression, even as Lenin’s government was doing its best to break 
the Russian Orthodox Church. In any case, the Bolsheviks’ hold on Turkestan was so fragile that they had 
no hope of making inroads against Islam regardless of what Communist ideology said. Even after Lenin’s 
death in 1924 the party proceeded cautiously regarding Islam, slowly encroaching on the power of 
Islamic social institutions while continuing to encourage cultural autonomy and promoting natives into 
the party and state bureaucratic as much as possible” (Shoshana Keller, To Moscow, not Mecca. The 
Soviet Campaign against Islam in Central Asia, 1917-1941, Westport-CT and London, Praeger, 2001, pp. 
XIV-XV). 
45 Ibid., p. XV. 



 121 

examination.”46 Even if related to the second half of the 1920s, this indicated a 

dissolving line of demarcation between nurses and physicians associated to 

Narkomzdrav or the Red Cross, to the extent that they probably shared the same 

uniforms, thereby further supporting the notion of the Red Cross as a front organization 

manipulated by state and government bodies to help it approach the “backward” 

indigenous population. 

 

Notwithstanding the ROKK’s dependence on Narkomzdrav, the archival 

documents render an image of competition emerging between the Red Cross and the 

Zdravotdely, which both wanted greater control over the health care, yet were obliged to 

tolerate each other and avoid interfering in each other’s areas of jurisdiction. The Red 

Cross, which was initially accustomed to its own independence, suffered from the 

limitations imposed upon the association and from a lack of financial and material 

resources, in large part because Narkomzdrav assigned less funding to the association 

than to the Zdravotdely and because of sparse voluntary donations.  

The previously mentioned Red Cross report,47 compiled in Tashkent on 23 

January 1924 documenting the activity of the Red Cross in Central Asia during 

November and December 1923, asserted that the ROKK received no help from the local 

government or the local population. While this might seem perplexing since the 

motivation behind Soviet efforts was precisely to reach the natives by administering 

health care, it bears remembering that the first half of the Twenties were still years of 

consolidation. The language used in the document suggests a suspicion of ROKK 

activities, even if it is quite possibile that the indigenous population could not 

differentiate between Narkomzdrav institutions, party institutions, or the Red Cross. 

Nonetheless, one can understand why the Red Cross was viewed with suspicion by each 

actor: Narkomzdrav in Central Asia saw the ROKK as a competitor within their 

purview of action and propaganda (even if the ROKK was officially under its 

supervision and control), while the native population was suspicious of the Red Cross 

(and, obviously, of the “new colonizers,” the Soviets) because it was an unknown entity 

that had colluded with the center during tsarist times.48 Tellingly, at that time, “the 

indigenous, who saw themselves as subjugated by foreigners within their own country, 

considered the old Red Cross as a satellite of the army, which helped keep Central 
                                                
46 Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology,” p. 221. 
47 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 214, ll. 6-7 and ob. 
48 From what one knows and because of the collusion with the state, one can imagine that the tsarist Red 
Cross also operated as a front organization, installed to generate trust among the Central Asian 
population. 
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Asian under the army’s yoke.”49 This is clearly to be connected to the period of tsarist 

colonization of the last decades of the XIX century, when the Red Cross was sent to 

Central Asia to support the army. This situation was then repeated during the Civil War, 

when the ROKK was detached to the front, first to tend to the wounded and 

subsequently to prevent typhoid epidemics from spreading among the troops. Due to 

these interconnections and analogies, the ROKK was readily associated with the Red 

Army and, subsequently, to the Soviets as a colonizing power by the local 

populations.50 As seen later, these kind of bonds highlighted the hard-line characteristic 

nuances of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, which made them a valid instrument of 

subtle military power. Certainly, because many people from the local populations 

supported the Basmachi armies, they were even less disposed to accept an association 

that helped the “enemy” (e.g. The Red Army) instead. Moreover, Central Asians 

considered the old tsarist Red Cross a “strange and unknown element”51 and seeing the 

Bolsheviks as mere substitutes of the old colonizers, it is likely that the Soviet Red 

Cross and the Red Crescent had to show to the natives a new face if they were to be 

effective allies in the sovietization drive. 

Overcoming their mutual suspicions, by the mid-1920s, Narkomzdrav and the 

Soviet authority recognized an opportunity to forge a tighter relationship with the Red 

Cross and subvert it to a political objective. To pursue this end, the Soviets had to 

convince the native populace and the elites who ruled the region in concert with the 

Soviets, that the Soviet Red Cross and the Red Crescent were different from their pro-

tsarist predecessor associations, and that they were not associated with conquering 

armies or the party-state, even though they in fact were. A ROKK report52 dated 1 

March 1924, about ROKK activity in Pishpek (future Kyrgyzstan) emphasizes the 

involvement of “Soviet and party circles” in the association activity, confirming the 

close relationship between the Red Cross and the party-state system. In this document, 

the ROKK employed the same rhetoric as the party in talking about the “low cultural 

level of the populace and the proliferation of sorcery (znakharstvo),”53 along with the 

usual lament that hygienic conditions were deplorable and backward.54 The Soviets 

                                                
49 Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant-Rouge de l’Uzbékistan (Moscow: Imprimerie du 
Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1928), p. 1. 
50 In the second half of the 1920s, the ties between the Red Crescent and the Red Army are especially 
evident in the Red Crescent wall-newspapers. 
51 Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant-Rouge de l’Uzbékistan, p. 1.  
52 GARF, f. 3341, op. 1, d. 233, ll. 39-39ob. 
53 GARF, f. 3341, op. 1, d. 233, l. 39ob. 
54 The only positive appreciation of Central Asian hygiene habits in a Soviet handbook from 1931 was a 
reference to the Eastern people and in particular to the Uzbeks, who rinsed their mouths after meals. 
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needed to cast doubts as to the associations’ connection to the central authority to use it 

more effectively, eventually making the ROKK a front organization. As one sees, the 

tight bond between the Red Army and the ROKK becomes evident from an examination 

of their staff, whose members were often members of both bodies. As a result, the 

attitude of Moscow towards Red Cross activity in Central Asia changed during the 

1920s from competition (until 1923) to support, cooperation, and surreptitious 

manipulation (from 1923 onward and following the regionalization of Central Asia in 

1924), with the NEP representing a watershed moment.  

  

After the formation of the USSR in 1922 and the regionalization of Central Asia 

two years later, the Soviet government became particularly interested in the Red Cross, 

recognizing the potential to maneuver the organization in advancement of its goals of 

sovietization. With this aim, a government inspector, Andrei Mumrienko, drew up a 

report55 on 20 November 1924 for the board of the Narkomat (Narodnyi Kommissariat) 

RKI (Raboche-Krest’ianskaia Inspektsia, which in Central Asia took the name of 

Raboche-Dekhkanskaia Inspektsia) of Turkestan, presenting the results of an 

investigation of the ROKK directorate56 in Central Asia. It documented the structure of 

the Red Cross, its staff, and its work in the region, contributing to our understanding of 

the logistics and organization of the national branches of the ROKK.  

The president of the Central Asian Red Cross was a Plenipotentiary 

(upolnomochennyi) appointed by the Central Committee of the ROKK in Moscow, to 

which he was directly subordinated. The office of the plenipotentiary was in Tashkent, 

and at the time of the report, the plenipotentiary was Plionkovskii (previously quoted). 

The main board consisted of four people (the plenipotentiary, his assistant, an 

accountant, and the president of the department of control and inspection), who also 

held other positions in the medical-army ambit, corroborating the proximity between the 

Red Cross and the Red Army. In fact, the plenipotentiary of the ROKK was also the 

Head of the Army-Medical directorate of the Turkfront (front of Turkestan), while the 

assistant (polupolnomochennyi) of the plenipotentiary at that time (Chernyshev) also 

served as assistant to the Head of the Army-Medical directorate of the Turkfront; the 

accountant (Pugilov) was also the accountant of the war hospital in Tashkent, while the 

                                                                                                                                          
Supposedly, this explained why they had “white and healthy teeth” (Rukovodstvo dlia komsomol’skikh 
kruzhkov pervoi pomoshchi. Vypusk tretii, Moscow and Leningrad, Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe 
Izdatel’stvo, 1931, p. 51). 
55 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, ll. 19-43. 
56 The ROKK had its own directorates and plenipotentiaries in charge of controlling local activities in the 
various areas of the USSR. 
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president of the department of control and inspection (kontrol’no-inspektorskii otdel) – 

Chirkov – was appointed by Moscow like the plenipotentiary.57 As expected 

considering the double role of those four people, the directorate of the ROKK in 

Tashkent was in the same building as the Army-Medical directorate of the Turkestani 

front, which also served as a storehouse for the provisions and medical supplies of the 

ROKK itself. This close link between the ROKK and military institutions in Central 

Asia derived from the Red Cross as an organization treating wounded soldiers (and 

civilians) in war time, and it also flowed from the concept of oborona strany (sanitary 

protection of the country), under which the Red Army and the Red Cross worked 

together, frequently with overlapping duties and representatives.  

If the sanitary protection of the country was an important issue, regionally 

“sanitary illiteracy” (sanitarnaia negramotnost’), which was attributed by Mumrienko 

as the cause of a series of illnesses spread throughout the region, was considered 

pervasive and worth being stemmed:  

 
The lack of culture [nekul’turnost’] of the indigenous population, the strong development of 
sorcery-tabibism [tabibstvo], and other peculiarities linked to everyday life and religious 
practices, have led to a total sanitary illiteracy of the populace [sanitarnaia negramotnost’]. 
Famine worsened the conditions, condemning people to die of hunger or from other diseases. 
Among the diseases traced to the social conditions of the indigenous people because of their 
lifestyles and practices, are mostly scabies, mange, eczema, maladies of the eyes and venereal 
diseases, foremost syphilis and gonorrhoea. A significant part of the population suffers from 
trachoma. In Ferghana, most people suffer from syphilis and gonorrhoea. Many indigenous 
women from the aul asked the doctors for means to prevent and cure sterility.58 
 
 

In the case of Central Asians, kul’turnost’ and nekul’turnost’ were extremely 

important issues to the Soviet agenda, because by evaluating them the authority could 

tailor its social modernization policy to these specific shortcomings. Moscow was 

obsessed with the “low” cultural level of the indigenous populations and their lack of 

hygiene and medical knowledge, not considering that the natives were quite accustomed 

to their living conditions. Moscow considered itself the bearer of knowledge, science, 

and modernization, with European medicine at the core of its “civilizing” campaign, and 

sovietization was a perfect driver for instilling such new values. The Soviets did not 

take into consideration the damage that the introduction of European medicine in 

Central Asia could unleash in bodies accustomed to other types of remedies and with 

                                                
57 It is unclear who appointed the assistant to the plenipotentiary and accountant, but one can suppose that 
they were appointed locally since a Moscow appointment was not emphasized, unlike in the other two 
cases. 
58 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, ll. 29-30. 
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unprepared immune systems. Probably because of these negative effects and due to their 

natural prejudices, the indigenous population distrusted European medicine, as 

Mumrienko pointed out. Still, he opined that this distrust and prejudice appeared to have 

slowly diminished, considering that, at least from his report, the local women asked to 

see a doctor more frequently than a tabib,59 even if they were reticent towards 

foreigners, especially men. Mumrienko claimed that, in the Ferghana Valley, in July 

1923, the medical centers (ambulatoriia) of the Red Cross registered 2,959 patients, 

while in August 1923, 6,147 people were treated by the Red Cross in the same centers.60 

Between 1 October 1923 and 1 August 1924, the centers of the Red Cross in the same 

area treated 14,715 people: 2,494 for malaria, 3,372 for skin and venereal diseases, 123 

for tuberculosis, and 8,726 for unspecified illness.61 The number of patients indicates a 

clear increasing trend, although it is unclear what proportion of all patients were 

indigenous or Russians.62  

The final contribution of Mumrienko’s report was to explicate the ties between 

Narkomzdrav, Detkomissiia (Children Commission),63 and the ROKK.64 Theirs was a 

working relationship requiring cooperation, even if a certain level of competition 

persisted. The Red Cross often provided Narkomzdrav centers with medicine (for 

instance, in Rishtam, Besh-Aryk, and Kanibadam), while the bond between the ROKK 

and the Detkomissia was of the same character as that between the ROKK and 

Narkomzdrav, namely cooperation and co-ordination, in particular regarding problems 

linked to besprizorniki (homeless children).  
 

Certainly, Central Asian hospitals and pharmacies were a milieu where 

Narkomzdrav and the ROKK met and where these bonds became tighter in the second 

half of the 1920s. The illustration of a city hospital and its connected pharmacy in 

Khiva (region of Urgench) in 1924 helps to delineate not only the sanitary conditions 

where doctors and nurses operated, but it helps one to imagine the general sanitary 

circumstances of every medical institution and hospital in Central Asia, and therefore 

offers a series of points for reflection on the Central Asian situation. First, in 1924, the 

                                                
59 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, ll. 30-31. 
60 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 31. 
61 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 35. 
62 Mumrienko does not specify the number of women treated in the centers, providing estimates instead. 
One might speculate that the compiler inflated the estimates to please the Soviet overseers, or that his 
information was simply imprecise.  
63 On Detkomissiia, see Wendy Z. Goldman, Women, the State, and Revolution. Soviet Family Policy and 
Social Life, 1917-1936 (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 75-76. 
64 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, ll. 39-40. Though it was his intention, Mumrienko does not elaborate on 
the ties between the ROKK and the Narkomsobes (People’s Commissariat of Social Security). 
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regionalization of Central Asia had taken place, and some republics were formed that 

year, leading Khiva and Bukhara to lose their status as autonomous republics and be 

subsumed under Uzbekistan. Therefore, the report of the commission investigating the 

sanitary conditions of the hospital and pharmacy was likely to have been the first 

following the regionalization. Second, the unpublished document from which the report 

is taken exposed the relationship of power between colonizers and colonized.  

During the end of August and the beginning of September 1924, a commission 

of the RKI/RDI of Khorezm headed by Vais65 had the task of inspecting the hospital 

and the pharmacy in Khiva.66 Vais was assigned to inspect the staff and the sanitary 

conditions of the hospital and the pharmacy, while the other commission members were 

responsible for auditing the finances of the hospital and the Zdravotdel. The control 

commission received the mandate67 on 20 August 1924, and began working the next 

day until 2 September. In his report on the hospital,68 Vais attested to a series of 

shortcomings including the extremely unhygienic conditions of the building. Vais noted 

that the local Zdravotdel committee in the hospital did not operate as intended, the 

administrative staff, mostly of Russian origin, was unskilled, and the president was 

“unfortunately” not a party member. The lack of professionalism was common 

throughout the region for several reasons: first, very few Russians accepted being 

stationed to Central Asia, so those who moved there were among the least skilled 

doctors, often without a completed education; second, the precarious conditions of the 

region and the difficulty in communicating with the non-Russian speaking indigenous 

people created the premises for more inaccuracy; third, the belief that these populations 

were backward and consequently inferior led the staff to view them with greater 

indifference. Finally, because of the importance of health care in Soviet ideology, it was 

necessary that those in control of medical institutions were connected with the Soviet 

authority, which is why Vais pointed out that the president was not a party member, a 

condition requiring rectification in his eyes.  

In his report, Vais also noted that copies of all paperwork were sent to a special 

department of the GPU (Gosudarstvennoe Politicheskoe Upravlenie), a practice that 

                                                
65 Unfortunately, there is no biographical information (such as first names) about Vais and the other 
members of the commission. 
66 The reports of the commission are stored in GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, ll. 45-45ob, 46-52 and ob, 55 
and ob, 56. 
67 From the Nazirat Raboche-Dekhkanskoi Inspektsii (RKI). 
68 GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, ll. 46-50 and ob, 51. 
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Vais considered abnormal (nenormal’nost’).69 This implied a lack of knowledge of 

GPU activities on the part of other government organs, but it also highlighted the 

imperative for the GPU to control various kinds of activity. While no more information 

was provided in the report on this matter, one can imagine that the hospital was 

supervised by the GPU, yet again evidencing hard-line elements of political control. 

Vais also noted further irregularities: “there is no work among women (rabota 

sredi zhenshchin otsutstvuet), there is no library in the hospital, and no cultural-

educational work is conducted by the local committee.”70 This implied that the 

government considered these practices vital to a hospital’s proper operation. It seems 

that Vais expected to find the hospital doubling as a party cell or, even better, as a 

zhenskii klub (woman’s club), housing libraries and educational activities,71 which 

would foster the bonds between the authority and the native population. Once again, the 

important relationship between women and medical-sanitary institutions was 

emphasized to underline women’s function as communicators of social change. In fact, 

Vais was looking for evidence of work conducted by party-state organs among Central 

Asians, and women in particular, to increase the cultural level of the “backward” society 

and to improve health conditions. To realize these goals, a high degree of cooperation 
                                                
69 “Pri posmotre perepiski mestkoma s razdichnymi uchrezhdeniiami i litsami nabliudaetsia 
sleduiushchaia nenormal’nost’, kak to: kazhdaia bumazhka imetsia s obiazatel’noi kopiei v Osobyi otdel 
GPU” (GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, ll. 46-46ob). 
70 GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, l. 46ob. 
71 On zhenskie kluby in Central Asia, see RGASPI f. 62, op. 2, d. 425, l. 142; RGASPI f. 62, op. 2, d. 808, 
ll. 73-80; RGASPI f. 62, op. 2, d. 808, l. 106; RGASPI f. 62, op. 2, d. 1704, ll. 14-22; Serafima T. 
Liubimova, “Rabota na Vostoke,” Kommunistka, 3-4 (March-April 1923), p. 27; Serafima T. Liubimova, 
“Pis’ma iz Turkestana,” Kommunistka, 1-2 (January-February 1924), pp. 40-41; Lidia Otmar-Shtein, 
“Kraevoi pokazatel’nyi klub imeni Krupskoi dlia musul’manskikh zhenshchin v starom Tashkente,” 
Kommunistka, 10 (October 1924), pp. 49-50; Serafima T. Liubimova, Kak zhivut i rabotaiut zhenshchiny 
Srednei Azii (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosizdat, 1925), pp. 23-24; N. Zavar’ian, “Rabota na Sovetskom 
Vostoke,” Kommunistka, 12 (December 1925), pp. 27-28; V. Kasparova, “Formy i metody massovoi 
raboty sredi zhenshchin vostochnykh narodnostei,” Kommunistka, 9 (September 1925), pp. 67-75; F. E. 
Niurina, “V Srednei Azii,” Kommunistka, 4 (April 1925), pp. 80-81; N. N., “Eshche odin zhenskii klub 
(Samarkand),” Rabotnitsa, 4 (February 1925), p. 20; Anna Nukhrat, “Soveshchanie rabotnikov zhenskikh 
klubov na Vostoke,” Krest’ianka, 23 (December 1926), pp. 12-13; R. Tsukervanik, “Uzbechki 
organizovali svoi zhenskii klub,” Krest’ianka (July 1926), p. 5; Zinaida Prishchepchik, “Opyt raboty 
klubov v Srednei Azii,” Kommunistka, 9 (September 1926), pp. 76-78; Z. Rakhimbabaeva, Zhenshchina 
Uzbekistana na puti k kommunizmu (Tashkent: Gosizdat UzSSR, 1949), pp. 23-24; Vasilia Sadykova, 
Svobodnaia zhenshchina Sovetskogo Uzbekistana (Tashkent: Kzyl Uzbekistan and Pravda Vostoka, 
1950), pp. 17-18; Serafima T. Liubimova, V pervye gody (Moscow: Gospolitizdat, 1958), p. 26; 
Khudzhuma S. Shukurova, Kommunisticheskaia partiia Uzbekistana v bor’be za raskreposhchenie 
zhenshchin (1924-1929 gg.) (Tashkent: Gosizdat UzSSR, 1961), p. 45; Zhenshchiny sovetskogo 
Uzbekistana (Tashkent: Gosizdat UzSSR, 1963), pp. 11-12; R. M. Madrakhimova, Raskreposhchenie 
zhenshchiny Uzbekistana i ee uchastie v kul’turnom stroitel’stve (1917-1939 gg.), Abstract diss. 
Candidate of Academy of Science, 1965, p. 11; M. V. Vagabov, Islam i zhenshchina (Moscow: Mysl’, 
1968), pp. 103-106; Khudzhuma S. Shukurova, Sotsializm i zhenshchina Uzbekistana (Tashkent: Fan, 
1970), pp. 125-129; Rakhima Kh. Aminova, Oktiabr’ i reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v Uzbekistane 
(Tashkent: Fan, 1975), pp. 319-323; P. M. Chirkov, Reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v SSSR (1917-1937 gg.) 
(Moscow: Mysl’, 1978), pp. 100-106; Islam i zhenshchiny Vostoka (Tashkent: Fan, 1990), pp. 56-57; 
Douglas T. Northrop, Veiled Empire. Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 2004), p. 324.  
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was certainly requested, while Vais also commented on the lack of cohesion between 

party institutions, such as party cells or the Komsomol, and the hospital, as well as the 

absence of RDI/RKI cells.  

As previously mentioned, hygienic conditions were rudimentary in comparison 

with Russian standards, and the food was meager. The hospital had insufficient stocks 

of the most elementary medicines such as laxatives, alcohol, and sleeping tablets, and 

its medical instruments were of inferior quality,72 while patients were forced to lie on 

the floor, chambers lacked washbasins, and there was a dearth of tables and linens.73 

The provisions were based on supplies from European Russia and were likely 

discontinuous and limited in quantity. It seems that maintaining a sufficient supply of 

medicine was a problem not only for the government, but also for the Red Cross. The 

road network from Moscow to Central Asia was not fully developed, while the train 

network74 only reached the region on an irregular basis and was overcrowded within the 

region, even at the end of the 1920s. Obviously, the railways75 were an important part of 

the Soviets’ policy of industrialization and “modernization” of the country, especially 

later during the First Five-Year Plan, when the train quickly became a vital means of 

transportation for people and goods, well suited for advancing the economy and 

society.76 

 

                                                
72 GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, ll. 46ob-47. 
73 GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, ll. 52-52ob. 
74 “In Russia at the time of the Revolution, the trains were still considered symbols of the new age. The 
Soviet regime, consciously or unconsciously, used this symbol” (Peter Kenez, The Birth of the 
Propaganda State. Soviet Methods of Mass Mobilization, 1917-1929, Cambridge and New York, 
Cambridge University Press, 1985, p. 60). 
75 Regarding this topic and the construction of Turksib, see Matthew J. Payne, Stalin’s Railroad. Turksib 
and the Building of Socialism (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2001); Matthew J. Payne, “The 
Forge of the Kazakh Proletariat? The Turksib, Nativization, and Industrialization during Stalin’s First Five-
Year Plan,” in Ronald G. Suny and Terry Martin (eds.), A State of Nations. Empire and Nation-Making in 
the Age of Lenin and Stalin (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 223-252. 
76 See Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State, p. 84. 



 129 

 
Figure 14: Kukushka train (Uzbekistan, 1930).77  

 

The medical staff was unqualified and in short supply. Few were native, and 

none were party members, yet most had served in the Red Army during the Civil War, 

after which they remained in Central Asia, such as the head of the hospital and a 

physician, who both served in the Red Army as doctors.78 It is here important to recall 

the tight link between the Red Cross and the Red Army, so it is unsurprising that many 

doctors served in the Red Army, from which they were demobilized. 

In the eyes of the Soviet authority, the constant interaction between doctors and 

patients was important to the modernization campaign since doctors could influence 

native perceptions regarding European medicine; if doctors were overwhelmed by 
                                                
77 Figure 14: RGAKFD, 248941. The figure shows an overcrowded wagon of the Kukushka train in 
Uzbekistan in 1930. Most passengers are male, but there is also a woman trying to board the train. Her 
dress and hairstyle identifies her as not being from Central Asia. 
78 The hospital was headed by Ul’manov, a doctor specializing in venereal diseases. Vais underlined the 
fact that he served in the Red Army as a doctor and was demobilized due to illness, that he was of peasant 
social origin, and that he was not a member of the party. With regard to the staff, Vais provided basic 
information: Mikail Borisovich Sul’povar (no party affiliation; born in 1893; unmarried; lower middle 
class [iz meshchan]; from Kiev, where he finished medical school in 1919; served in the Red Army; part 
of the venereal section of the hospital), Matskevich (from the Nizhegorod district; son of a worker; 
married; no party affiliation; completed medical school in Kazan’; served in the Red Army; head of 
surgery), Maria Petrovna Nizovtsevoi (born in 1887; no party affiliation; from a religious background; 
received the title of dentist in 1919; started working in Khiva in 1923), Makienko (born in 1896; no party 
affiliation; unmarried; lower middle class [iz meshchan]; appointed as a doctor of the out-patient center of 
the Khivan hospital immediately after medical school; inexperienced and prone to misdiagnosis). 
Matskevich was singled out by Vais, who criticized his lack of experience, which inhibited his ability to 
perform difficult surgeries, and his alcoholism, since he frequently arrived at the hospital drunk. At the 
time of the inspection, Matskevich was sick with malaria, and his work at the hospital was being covered 
by other doctors without surgical experience as well as by charity nurses. See GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, 
ll. 48ob, 49, 49ob. 
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immense workloads and could not speak the local languages, this would diminish the 

potential for using such physicians as mediators. In fact, even if former Red Army 

doctors were accustomed to difficult conditions, every day, in the hospital there were 

one hundred and sixty patients, factoring out to sixty patients per doctor,79 who were 

undermanned to treat such a number of patients on a steady basis. However, some help 

came from the sestra miloserdia (charity nurses),80 but the document did not clarify 

their associational affiliation, so they could be associated either to Narkomzdrav or to 

the ROKK.  

At the time of the report, 30% of the patients in the hospital were Red Army 

soldiers, while the rest were “white collars,” peasants (dekhkane), and merchants.81 

Unfortunately, the report did not offer more precise percentages. While Red Army 

soldiers who fought in the region during the Civil War were not natives, it is difficult to 

guess whether the others were locals or Russians who settled in Central Asia during 

tsarist times.  

One of the main challenges faced by the Soviets in Central Asia were the 

general medical and hygienic conditions. Syphilis82 (80% were affected83), scabies, and 

eye and skin diseases were the most common pathologies among Central Asians. 

Children often fell ill and frequently did not reach adulthood, and the Red Cross was 

particularly concerned with addressing these vulnerabilities. The lack of hygiene in 

dwellings (kibitka and iurta84), clothes, and of the body was one of the most common 

causes of disease. Soap was used mostly by non-natives, while the indigenous tended to 

use other traditional ways to wash and clean. Serafima Timofeevna Liubimova,85 head 

of the Central Asian Zhenotdel in the 1920s, stated that 35% of school children did not 

bathe regularly.86  

                                                
79 GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, l. 47. 
80 These were possibly ROKK members. There were not many different charity organizations at that time 
in Central Asia. 
81 GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, ll. 46ob-47. 
82 Syphilis was also present in the Caucasus, see “Compte-rendu de la Société de la Croix-Rouge 
Armenienne (1928-29),” p. 18.  
83 Serafima T. Liubimova, Kommunist! Esli ty ne khochesh’, chtoby narod vymiral, esli ty deistvitel’no 
zabotitsia o razvitii narodnogo khoziaistva i kul’tury, esli ty ne bai, ne mulla i ne podderzhivaesh’ mull i 
baev-ty dolzhen rabotat’ po raskreposhcheniiu zhenshchin (Tashkent: Izdanie Zhenotdela Sredazbiuro 
TsK RKP/b/, 1925), p. 4. 
84 Kibitka is a typical dwelling of Central Asia made of clay or raw bricks. Iurta is a light conical tent of 
white sheep’s kin draped over a wooden skeleton that is easily assembled and transported, and therefore a 
typical dwelling of nomadic peoples. See A. Kekilbaev, Kazakhstan (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Novosti, 
1987), p.18. 
85 For more biographical information on Liubimova, see the third part of this thesis. 
86 Liubimova, Kommunist! Esli ty ne khochesh’, p. 3. 
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However, most of the patients were admitted to the venereal and syphilis wards, 

as these social diseases87 were among the most widespread in the region receiving 

special attention. The ward designated for the treatment of venereal diseases had thirty-

three beds, an insufficient number to properly care for all patients. Vais voiced concern 

that since some sufferers of venereal diseases could not be treated in the hospital, this 

risked the further diffusion of the diseases, and he used imagery evoking that of being in 

the presence of plague diffusers. Though Vais did not share this opinion, the Soviet 

establishment imputed syphilis and its “diffusers” to polygamy, thereby constructing a 

basis for attacking this custom by showing that it led to a health risk. Instead, the head 

of RDI commission provided three reasons for the spread of venereal diseases: social 

conditions, the irregular systematization of drainage, and the low cultural level of the 

indigenous people. In fact, Vais only referred vaguely to “social conditions” (bytovye 

usloviia) and “low cultural level” (nizkii kul’turnyi uroven’),88 without explaining the 

connection to drainage problems. In any case, the fight against venereal diseases was 

also part of the program for the “emancipation of women,” who the party-state 

considered the first victims of this type of illness, which in its plans had to be eradicated 

together with polygamy. These projects were both part of the sovietization campaign as 

well as being important matters within the Red Cross association.  

Among venereal diseases, for instance, syphilis89 was considered a scourge 

(bich) for Khorezmians, mostly spread among peasants, who only visited a doctor once 

the disease was quite advanced. Vais remarked that, so far, no measures seemed to have 

been taken to limit such diseases, and he emphasized the importance of publicity 

campaigns focusing on precautionary measures to protect Central Asians from venereal 

diseases. Without directly addressing the concept, Vais criticized “customary 

medicine”90 as performed by the native tabib who the Soviets considered responsible 

for perpetuating traditional medicinal practices and squalor.  

Vais’s report also had an economic and social side with insights on Central 

Asian society and its habits. It resulted that the out-patient center of Khiva city hospital 

registered a huge influx of patients during market days, when people flocked to the city 

from the countryside. Women with children crowded the corridors of the hospital and 

the street in front of the main entrance waiting to be seen, and one can imagine them 

                                                
87 On syphilis, see Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology,” pp. 302-312. 
88 GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, l. 47ob. 
89 As noted previously, 80% of the population was affected. 
90 Regarding traditional medicine in a colonial context, see David Hardiman, “Origins and 
Transformations of the Devi,” in Ranajit Guha (ed.), A Subaltern Studies Reader, 1986-1995 
(Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), pp. 100-139. 
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visiting the city only on special occasions. Probably, indigenous peasants were willing 

to see the doctor only if they were not required to become hospital in-patients, which 

they wanted to avoid. The first step in approaching European medicine to the detriment 

of the tabibism was to visit the daily ambulatory and the pharmacy to accept one day the 

hospitalization.  

The description of a typical day at the ambulatory and pharmacy of the city 

hospital during a market occasion is worth reporting to offer a sense of the 

circumstances the Red Cross and later the Red Crescent faced in Central Asia. Upon 

meeting the doctor,91 those who asked for free medicine were redirected to the 

pharmacy for medications, where a further crowd gathered. It is unclear who was 

entitled to free medicine and which medicines were free, but it seems the people 

preferred to treat themselves at home. The pharmacy was part of the hospital and was 

headed by a Russian (Vinov).92 The commission report noted that the pharmacy did not 

maintain proper hygiene, and also lacked a suitable structure to store medicines. Every 

day, the pharmacy filled between one hundred twenty and one hundred fifty 

prescriptions,93 but it is unknown how many prescriptions were filled on market days. It 

is also unknown if patients actually took their medication when they returned home or 

to the village, and it is unknown what percentage were Russians or native customers, 

but it was considered a success nonetheless because people were requesting European 

medicine. The hostility of the Russians toward local medicine, considered under the 

control of sorcerers, magicians, and shamans, highlights the Orientalistic lens through 

which the Russians looked at their “colonies” and the Soviet search for legitimacy. 

Opposing Russian medicine to indigenous cures was a way for the colonizers to be 

recognized as superior and consequently legitimate.  

Vais also voiced several complaints about the doctor, Makienko, who seemed 

disinterested in the sick, failing to give them the attention they deserved. One of 

Makienko’s greatest shortcomings was his inability to speak any Central Asian 

language, rendering it extremely difficult for him to understand patients’ complaints and 

properly care for them.94 Moreover, the lack of communication due to lacking language 

facility decreased Makienko’s ability to perform the role of mediator, a situation that the 

korenizatsiia was intended to fix.  

                                                
91 Dr. Makienko in this case. 
92 Born in 1904; unmarried; worker origin; a Komsomol member since 1924; specialized as 
pharmaceutical chemist; head of the pharmacy since July 1924; inexperienced in operating a pharmacy. 
See GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, l. 55. 
93 GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, l. 55ob. 
94 GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, l. 49ob. 
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Concerning language problems, the hospital’s administration was conducted in 

Russian and Vais’ report did not clarify whether translators were present to 

communicate with the indigenous population, but it seems likely that there were few 

translators in Central Asian hospitals to help the indigenous people and doctors achieve 

mutual understanding. Most of the doctors were Russian-Europeans, likely with no 

knowledge of Uzbek, Turkmen, or Tajik. The lack of proficiency in the local languages 

was an enormous quandary for the health care system in Central Asia, and one can 

envisage that it plagued both governmental and non-governmental spheres. The Red 

Cross and Red Crescent literature of the 1920s, as well as archival documents made 

very few references to linguistic problems among doctors or nurses and indigenous 

people, yet these must have been confounding factors.  

 Upon Vais’ report, an RDI board met in Khiva on 16 September 1924, to 

evaluate the situation95 and subsequently issued proposals on how to improve the 

conditions and effectiveness of the hospital. The decision was made to request doctors 

from Tashkent, to train the indigenous population as medical staff, and to undertake 

“cultural work” about diseases, particularly syphilis, among the indigenous people.96 

Tashkent was considered the most advanced city in the region, where aid, supplies, and 

funds arrived from Moscow, and where people were better educated. The training of 

indigenous people echoed the korenizatsiia campaign in its training and advancement of 

natives together with the promotion of local languages. Unfortunately, the archives 

contain no documents on the outcome of the decisions of the RDI board and whether its 

agenda was actually realized, but the political ideology behind the proposals and their 

aim of raising the cultural level of the native population is strictly connected to similar 

intent as shown by the Red Cross and the Red Crescent.  
In fact, the Red Crescent’s work was designed with the hope of having a 

profound cultural impact on the population, whose level had to be raised from a 

condition of “backwardness” to a progressive and modernized one. As already shown, 

the Uzbek Red Crescent was used by the Soviets to reach the indigenous people more 

easily by presenting a new organization different from the tsarist Red Cross or the 

Zdravotdely, and this took place mostly in the second half of the 1920s, after the 

regionalization of the area. Trying to overcome local suspicions handed down for 

decades and to overcome local government competition toward the Red Cross, the 

Soviets wanted to transform the native society through non-Soviet elements. They 

                                                
95 GARF, f. 374, op. 4, d. 251, ll. 45-45ob. 
96 The documents do not follow up what happened afterward. 
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succeeded in making political use of a supposedly neutral organization, but they did not 

succeed in seeing the organization spread as widely or implementing Soviet policy to 

the degree they had envisioned. The Red Crescent was a means for mobilizing people 

and especially women, children, and the youth in the affirmation of a new socialist 

morality, but few people in the second half of the twenties embraced involvement in the 

state-sponsored plans as a result of their interactions with the Red Crescent.  

As Mumrienko’s report also illustrated, at the end of November 1924, the 

Soviets and the Red Cross had already started to work closer together, casting aside the 

initial suspicions that characterized their relationship. In December 1925, the Uzbek 

Red Crescent (UzOKP) was founded, and a new stage of Red Cross presence and 

activity in Central Asia could begin.  

 

 
Figure 15: Map of Central Asia with main locations of the Red Cross stations in 1925.97

                                                
97 Source: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/commonwealth/cis_central_asia_pol_95.jpg. Uzbekistan: 
Tashkent (on the right); Bukhara (on the left). Kirgyzstan: Pishpek (on the left); Tokmak (on 
the right); Kochkorka-Naryn Oblast’ (south of Pishpek and Tokmak). Tajikistan: Kuliab (south of 
Dushambe); Mumynabad-Viloyati Khatlon (same region as Kuliab). 



 

3 THE RED CROSS AND THE RED CRESCENT MEMBERSHIP 
 

The foundation of national branches of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent and 

the formation of the SOKK in 1923 draws attention to the issue of membership 

throughout the 1920s. Analyzing the growth curve of membership, one can imagine 

swelling Soviet interest toward the Red Cross and its members, who possessed the 

promise to become full Homo Sovieticus through the sovietization process. This chapter 

contributes to this by showing how the members of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent 

figured as cultural and sanitary mediators between the population and state-sponsored 

associations. 

 

ROKK (of the RSFSR) membership increased during the 1920s. According to 

data provided by Evgenii Ivanovskii1 and Lev G. Veber,2 in 1921, there were 71 

members; in 1924, 10,000; in 1925, roughly 58,270; in 1926, 194,759 (Ivanovskii’s 

calculations) or 194,795 (Veber’s calculations); in 1927, 226,325 (Ivanovskii’s 

calculations) and 214,450 (Veber’s calculations); in 1928, 371,769; and in 1929, 

732,075. Comparing the 1926-1927 data provided by Evgenii Ivanovskii3 to that from 

Lev Veber,4 the numbers were essentially the same for 1926 (respectively 194,759 vs. 

194,795), while in 1927 there was a greater discrepancy: respectively 226,325 vs. 

214,850. These differences should be ascribed to several factors, including sources 

accessed or different dates of reference. Nevertheless, as a rough percentage (between 

10% and 16%), growth fell within a similar range.  

As one sees from the chart below, a major growth spurt was registered between 

1928 and 1929, while between 1926 and 1927 there was only a minor increase. 

Certainly, many people participated in the work of the organization for altruistic, 

humanitarian reasons with the earnest desire to improve local health conditions,  and 

most likely most of them were oblivious or chose to ignore the relations of the Red 

Cross with the state organs. 

 

                                                
1 Evgenii I. Ivanovskii, Chto takoe R.O.K.K. (Moscow: Izdanie Tsentral’nogo Komiteta Obshchestva 
Krasnogo Kresta RSFSR, 1928), p. 17. 
2 Lev G. Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, ego deiatel’nost’ i zadachi. Kratkii ocherk 
(Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1930), pp. 44-45. 
3 By Ivanovskii’s calculations, in 1924-25, ROKK members numbered 58,270; in 1925-26, 194,759; and 
in 1926-27, 226,325. 
4 See first three columns from the left of the table 2. 
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Figure 16: Chart of the Red Cross membership during the 1920s. 

 
Legend regarding years: 1 (1921), 2 (1924), 3 (1925), 4 (1926), 5 (1927), 6 (1928), 7 (1929). 

 

The leap in membership between 1925 and 1926 while the NEP was declining 

has no historical explanation, even if it is likely that a publicity campaign to involve 

more people in the association was probably undertaken in anticipation of the second 

ROKK conference5 that took place in Moscow in 1927. However, another significant 

increase occurred after the conference itself, highlighting a major emphasis on enrolling 

ever more members. The leap in membership of the Red Cross of the RSFSR between 

1927 and 1928-1929 (see table 2) from little over two hundred thousand to over seven 

hundred thousand could be the product of another intensive publicity campaign after the 

second conference and the invitation to workers over 18 to join the organization, but it 

was probably also influenced by parallel events of the end of the 1920s with the general 

change of policy toward a Stalinist course, the attack on the Right deviationism, the 

First Five-Year Plan, the drive towards collectivization and dekulakization-debaization, 

and mostly the war scare of 1927-1928. In fact, because of this fear and with the 

subsequent central emphasis on the defense of the country in sanitary terms, it is likely 

that increasing numbers of people felt pushed to become members of the Red Cross to 

support an association which would become extremely important in war time, and even 

during times of peace, for several different purposes. 

                                                
5 The first conference was organized in 1918. 
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The second ROKK conference was certainly important because it established 

that membership would be open to all workers over 18, independent of their religion, 

gender, and nationality, principles that were formally recognized and supported by the 

Soviets at that time in various spheres of social, political, and economic life.6 Moreover, 

the address to workers showed a clear intention to involve more of the proletariat, which 

was a mechanism for making the association “class-based.” Even if it was strongly 

encouraged, it is unclear whether party members had to be members of the ROKK, but 

there was certainly even greater pressure on those workers who were also party 

members or activists. Regarding the social composition of the association, surveys were 

taken every year on October 1st, providing data as presented in table 1: 

 
Table 1: Social composition of the ROKK (1925-1929) in %. 
 
 
 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929 
Workers 10.0 11.5 15.3 19.8 22.9 
Peasants 54.0 26.1 31.6 23.0 23.7 
White collars 29.0 25.0 34.6 38.3 31.6 
Red Army (doctors and soldiers)  2.0 3.6 1.3 2.3 2.8 
Students 5.0 30.2 9.2 8.3 10.0 
TOTAL* 100.0 96.4 92.0 91.7 91.0 
Source: Lev G. Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, ego deiatel’nost’ i zadachi. Kratkii 
ocherk (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1930), p. 45. 
* Total calculated by the author. 
 
 

The table illustrates the inaccuracy of the total presented, as only in 1925 were 

100% of the different classes accounted for in the total. In the other years, it fluctuated 

between 91% and 96.4%, perhaps since certain members did not belong to any of the 

listed classes. Veber’s sole point of clarification related to the high percentage of 

peasants in 1925 (54%), which he attributed to the positive work of the ROKK in 

peasant regions such as Povolzh’e and Siberia. A decrease in peasants in the following 

years reflected an increase of ROKK activity in regions with greater worker populations 

and the increasing Soviet marginalization of peasants. While worker percentages 

increased constantly between 1925 and 1929, eventually doubling, the percentage of 

peasants was almost halved, so that by the end of the decade, peasant and worker 

numbers in the ROKK were almost equal (respectivley 23.7% and 22.9%). The 

membership of white collars, constituting the majority, fluctuated slightly, remaining 

fairly stable from 1925 to 1929. Similarly modest fluctuation was visible among Red 

Army students, while student numbers seldom fluctuated, apart from a sudden rise in 

1926. One can conclude that the fluctuations were due to major or minor recruitment 
                                                
6 Ivanovskii, Chto takoe R.O.K.K., p. 8.  
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among the social classes listed in table 1, even if it is hard to define which kind of 

activity was undertaken. 

 

The new membership rules as decreed by the second ROKK conference were 

extended to the other national branches of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent. The 

following table shows membership data for 1926, 1927, and 1928-1929 for the national 

Red Cross and the Red Crescent throughout the USSR, offering a broad overview of the 

changes in the second half of the 1920s: 

 

Table 2: Members of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent (1926-29). 
 
National Red 
Cross and Red 
Crescent 

Members 
in 1926 * 

Members 
in 1927 * 

Members in 
1928-1929 * 

Members in 
1928-1929 
** 

% between 1926 
and 1929 (Veber’s 
calculations)7 

RED CROSS  

Armenia 3,070 3,071 5,000♣ 15,000 + 62.9% 

Georgia 60,000 70,000 72,682♣ 100,000 + 21.1% 

RSFSR (Russia) 194,795 214,850 732,075♦ 732,075 + 275.8% 

Belorussia 5,610 7,000 42,000♦ 51,215 + 648.7% 

Ukraine 127,223 220,434 428, 758♦ 500,000 + 237.0% 

RED 

CRESCENT8 

 

Azerbaijan - 30,000 30,500♣ 23,000 - 1.6%9  

Turkmenistan - - 9,075♣ 10,00010 - 

Tajikistan - - - 11,000 - 

Uzbekistan 5,018 6,000 8,000♣ 26,636 + 59.4% 

Total 395,716 551,355 1,288,090 1,469,926 + 225.5% 

Sources:  
* Lev G. Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, ego deiatel’nost’ i zadachi. Kratkii ocherk 
(Moscow and Leningrad, 1930), p. 25. 
** “Compte-rendu du Comité Exécutif des Sociétés de l’Alliance de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de 
l’USSR, (1929-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’USSR 
(1929-1930) (Moscow, 1930), p. 10. 
Legend: 
♦ On October 1st, 1929.  
♣ On January 1st, 1929. 
  

                                                
7 Percentage are calculated by the author. 
8 Unfortunately, there is no data on the social and national composition of the Red Crescent Associations. 
9 Percentage considered between 1927 and 1929. 
10 Some data sources indicate that in 1930, roughly 18,000 members were affiliated with the Turkmen 
Red Crescent (TOKP), while in 1928, there were only 10,000. See “Compte-rendu de la Société du 
Croissant Rouge du Turkmenistan (1929-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du 
Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires 
Etrangères, 1930), p. 64. 
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Data from the Review of the Executive Committee of the Societies of the Alliance 

of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent of the USSR (Compte-rendu du Comité Exécutif 

des Sociétés de l’Alliance de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS) – in furthest 

right column of table 2 – related to the 1928-1929 membership in Armenia, Georgia, 

Ukraine, Azerbaijan,11 Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan seemed based on rough estimates 

and approximation (ending in zeros), while data for the RSFSR, Belorussia, and 

Uzbekistan furnished exact numbers, lending a greater sense of reliability. If one 

compares the two columns for 1928-1929 from Lev Veber and the Compte-rendu, 

discrepancies are evident. Regarding the Red Cross, only the ROKK of the RSFSR 

evidenced the same data in both sources (732,075), while Armenia showed a difference 

of 10,000 members, Georgia of 27,318, Belorussia of 9,215, and Ukraine of 71,242. 

With regard to the Red Crescent, only Turkmenistan displayed roughly the same 

numbers with a difference of just 925 members between the two sources. On the other 

hand, Azerbaijan presented a difference of 7,500 members, and Uzbekistan of 18,636. 

Considering that the Tajik Red Crescent was founded in 1930, the year after the creation 

of the Tajik republic,12 it is likely that the 11,000 members listed in the Compte-rendu 

were previously included in the count for the Uzbek Red Crescent station in Tajik 

territory. Though the data issued from published documents, it should be read with a 

grain of salt, keeping in mind the Soviet mania for achieving preset quotas in every 

sphere of activity. 

Finally, the last column on the right furnishes the percentage of growth between 

1926 and 1928-1929 as per Veber’s data, offering important insights on the increase of 

membership and popularity of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent throughout the 

Soviet Union. Russia, Belorussia, and Ukraine were the three republics where the Red 

Cross registered the greatest increase, while Armenia and Georgia experienced 

significantly less growth. Perhaps this is attributable to being located in the Caucasus 

where different traditions and culture might have created greater obstacles toward 

                                                
11 Illustrating the suspect nature of numbers, it seems that at the end of 1928, the Azerbaijani Red 
Crescent had 29,999 members, though on January 1st, 1930, its membership was 38,756. See “Compte-
rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge de l’Azerbeidjan (1928-1929),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés 
de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les 
Affaires Etrangères, 1930), pp. 23-24. 
12 “During the last two years on which this review is based, the Uzbek Red Crescent underwent several 
changes caused by a new distribution of the territories of Central Asia: thanks to the creation of a new 
republic (Tajikistan), a part of Uzbek territory passed to the new republic or the part of Uzbekistan 
previouly occupied by the autonomous republic of Tajikistan, which depended on the Uzbek government, 
and the district of Khodzhent reunited to the recently created republic” (“Compte-rendu de la Société du 
Croissant Rouge de l’Uzbékistan (1929-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du 
Croissant Rouges de l’URSS, Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires 
Etrangères, 1930, p. 77). 
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acceptance or evoked different strategies from Moscow, or there was minimal activity 

of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent in these territories.  

 

Looking at Central Asia, where the local population was almost entirely Islamic, 

one sees a situation similar to the Caucasus with only the Uzbek Red Crescent showing 

a significant growth almost paralleling that registered in Armenia over the same time 

period. Even if publicity campaigns were very likely less intense or even absent in areas 

further from the center, where those associations experienced difficulty in taking root 

among a less politicized population without knowledge of the Red Cross and of the Red 

Crescent, in Uzbekistan and in Armenia there was greater publicity regarding the 

organization. Tashkent was a bustling center with active Soviet offices and bodies 

realizing and supervising the establishment’s policies, and the Red Cross, until the end 

of 1925, and the Red Crescent, practically from the beginning of 1926, profited from 

this. 

Tables 1 through 12 in the appendix list the number of staff working in the 

various Red Cross institutions in 192513 – the last year prior to the foundation of the 

Uzbek Red Crescent (December 1925) – and also include membership data for the Red 

Cross, since at that time the UzOKP (the Uzbek Red Crescent) was not yet active. In 

February 1925, 248 individuals were members, while in February, thirty-four new 

members (plus one collective, perhaps an association) joined the organization. In 

March, thirty-five people joined; in April, seventy-five; in May, seventy-two; in June, 

124; in July, twenty; in August, sixty; in September, 453, and in October, 318. By the 

end of 1925, right before the foundation of the UzOKP, the national branch of the 

ROKK had 1,439 members in Central Asia, with major increases registered in 

September and October possibly due to a major post-summer efforts to involve more 

people within the association.  

Notwithstanding this information, data on UzOKP membership between 1926 

and 1930 display certain discrepancies: 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
13 After July 1925, a second number is reported in the tables regarding the staff. The original archival 
document does not explain what it represents, but it may differentiate between paid and voluntary 
workers.  
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Table 3: Members of the UzOKP (1926-30). 
 
192614 
*** 

192615 
* 

192716 
*** 

192717 
* 

192718 
*** 

1928-192919 
* 

1928-1929 
** 

1930**** 

654 5,018 5,016 6,000 20,461 8,000 26,636 27,636 

Sources:  
* Lev G. Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, ego deiatel’nost’ i zadachi. Kratkii ocherk 
(Moscow and Leningrad, 1930), p. 25. 
** “Compte-rendu du Comité Exécutif des Sociétés de l’Alliance de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de 
l’USSR, (1929-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’USSR 
(1929-1930) (Moscow, 1930), p. 10. 
*** Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta and Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1 
(Moscow, 1929), p. 30. 
**** “Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge de l’Uzbékistan, (1929-1930),” in Comptes-
rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’USSR (1929-1930) (Moscow, 1930), p. 78. 

 

With regard to 1926, one source20 counted 654 members (October), while 

another claimed that in 1926 they were 5,018.21 There was also a discrepancy between 

the two sources regarding 1927, so it is difficult to evaluate the exact numbers of 

members. It is highly probable that the 654 figure was incorrect (maybe it was 1,654) if 

one recalls that in 1925 there were at least 1,439 members (see above), but it also 

possible that after the foundation of the Uzbek Red Crescent some of the members 

remained with the ROKK (for instance, Kyrgyzstan remained under the ROKK during 

the 1920s) while others switched to the newly created UzOKP or joined the Turkmen 

Red Crescent, which was newly formed in 1926.  

The other discrepancy is related to 1928-1929 with two very different numbers: 

8,000 members from one source22 and 26,636 from the other.23 The first number seems 

unrealistic, if one believes that, at the end of 1927 and the beginning of 1928, 

membership was around 20,000, and by 1930 was 27,636. 

What it is significant is that between 1926 and 1927 the UzOKP membership 

increased from 5,000/6,000 members to 20,461.24 Notwithstanding major campaigns 

aimed at involving and attracting new members, this increase of roughly 15,000 
                                                
14 On October 1st, 1926. 
15 This data was probably calculated at the end of 1926. 
16 This data was probably calculated at the beginning of 1927. 
17 This data was probably calculated in the first months of 1927.  
18 This data was probably calculated at the end of 1927. 
19 On January 1st, 1929.  
20 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta and Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1 (Moscow: 
Izdanie Ikrestpol, 1929), p. 30. 
21 Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, p. 25. 
22 Ibid. 
23 “Compte-rendu du Comité Exécutif des Sociétés de l’Alliance de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de 
l’USSR (1929-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’USSR, p. 
10. 
24 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N.1, p. 30. In 
January 1929, the SOKK estimated roughly one million members in the entire Soviet Union (GARF, f. 
3341, op. 6, d. 32, l. 2). 
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members may reflect members of party organizations being pressured to also join the 

Red Cross and Red Crescent, but it could be also due to campaigns such as the hujum 

realized at this time in Central Asia. With the Red Cross and the Red Crescent focusing 

on improving health conditions among women and children, it is possibile that in this 

period there was a major sensitization toward become part of an association which was 

fighting for similar ends. In fact, in Uzbekistan the party built a discourse around the 

veil, claiming that it could increase health problems. Physicians, who were initially 

skeptical, eventually were involved against their will by the party in this sort of 

“sanitary crusade,” as Cassandra Cavanaugh asserts: 
 
… Party officials looked to the language of health and hygiene to propagandize against the veil 
before any medical professionals ever examined the potential health consequences. This stands 
out as an exception to the general tendency of physicians to denounce as unhealthful most of the 
aspects of indigenous culture they observed. During the 1920s, in Party discourse, at least, the 
veil became the ultimate symbol of indigenous culture’s oppression of women and thus its 
primitiveness. When the party called on physicians to join in the campaign against the veil, 
however, most of Tashkent’s scientific-medical community, accustomed to having at least some 
clinical evidence to support any claims they might make about the harm of salubrity of any 
customs, demurred. … Undeterred by the medical scientific community’s hesitation, the Party 
press reported that doctors fully condemned the veil as a health risk. One physician was found 
who willingly supported the scientific basis for the harm of the veil, Dr. Gershenovich, and 
whose career advanced as a result. … Even without the support of the larger medical-scientific 
community for the idea that the veil was medically harmful, due in part to Gershenovich’s 
research, from 1928 anti-veil discussions became a centerpiece of hygiene education in 
Uzbekistan’s houses of sanitary enlightenment and mother-and-child consultation points.25 
 
 

Even if fabricated by the party, the attack upon the veil as a health risk could 

have contributed to the increase in Red Crescent membership in Uzbekistan. The 

UzOKP, which actively sought to involve indigenous women in the association, had 

only 106 indigenous women compared to 1,012 European women at the beginning of 

1927, but by the end of 1927, the number of local women increased ten-fold to 1,072, 

while Europeans only doubled to 2,271.26 One can conclude that hujum and the 

subsequent attack on the veil contributed to the growth of the Red Crescent, even if 

more information on the general social or national composition of the Uzbek Red 

Crescent in 1927 would also help to distinguish between the Russian and indigenous 

membership to illustrate which group was more involved in the association and in the 

                                                
25 Cassandra M. Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology: Medicine and Power in Russian and Soviet 
Central Asia, 1868-1934,” PhD diss., Columbia University, 2001, pp. 248-253. 
26 “Presently, the Society enjoys great notoriety among the indigenous population of the republic and the 
number of native women who became members of the Association grows continuously, to the point that 
while in 1927 they numbered only 106 versus 1,012 Europeans, while around January 1st, 1930, they 
numbered more than 1,500, making more than half of the total female members of the Red Crescent” 
(“Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge de l’Uzbékistan, 1929-1930,” p. 79). See also Sbornik 
Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 30. 
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policies enacted by the party-state. What in known is that on 1 April 1930, out of 27,636 

members of the Red Crescent, 19,534 were Uzbeks, 5,278 were Europeans, and 2,824 

were of other nationalities.27 It would be interesting to see how many indigenous and 

Russian women there were in 1930, but it stands out that most of the male members 

were natives (roughly 70.7%). If the numbers are correct, it would explain why the 

Soviets were so interested in using the Red Crescent to reach and communicate with the 

Central Asians: there were higher percentages of indigenous people in the UzOKP than 

in the Uzbek Communist Party, that in 1930-1931 counted between 48% and 52% of 

natives (see table 15B in the appendix). 

However, to properly understand the membership numbers of the Uzbek Red 

Crescent, it is important to compare these numbers to Uzbekistan’s population and party 

member statistics. In 1925, Uzbekistan had roughly 717,454 citizens and Tajikistan 

roughly 25,119 (see table 25 in the appendix). At that time, while Red Crescent 

membership was a tiny fraction of the entire population (more or less 0.1%), party 

membership provides more relevant data. In Uzbekistan, in 1926 there were 18,351 

Communist Party members versus 5,000/6,000 Red Crescent members. After 1927, 

both memberships increased at roughly the same pace: in fact, in 1927 there were 

26,610 party members versus 20,461 Red Crescent members; and in 1928 – 34,028 

party members versus 26,637 UzOKP members (regarding party membership, see table 

15A28 in the appendix). It is surprising that there was so little margin between the two 

different memberships, and even if it is unknown how many party or Komsomol 

members were also Red Crescent members, one can imagine that many of them also 

became members of the Red Crescent thanks to a publicity campaign exhorting party 

members to enroll in the Red Cross and the Red Crescent associations.29 In fact, the two 

brochures published in the 1920s and presented in the introduction undergirded such a 

suggestion. The first was published in 1929 by Evgenii Ivanovskii as to Why a Worker 

Should Be Member of the Red Cross (Pochemu rabochii dolzhen byt’ chlenom 

Obshchestva Krasnogo Kresta), and the second was published a year later by S. O. 

El’sinovskii, who incited the Worker of the Kolkhoz, [to] Become a Member of the Red 

Cross! (Kolkhoznik, vstupai v chleny O-va Krasnogo Kresta (ROKK)!). As already said, 

                                                
27 See “Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge de l’Uzbékistan (1929-1930),” p. 78. 
28 There are some discrepancies between table 15A and 15B. However, 15A is reference since that data is 
already published. 
29 Evgenii I. Ivanovskii, Pochemu rabochii dolzhen byt’ chlenom Obshchestva Krasnogo Kresta (Moscow 
and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929); S. O. El’sinovskii, Kolkhoznik, 
vstupai v chleny O-va Krasnogo Kresta (ROKK)! (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe 
Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1930).  
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titles and contents were emblematic of the propagandistic discourse that was in full 

bloom within the Soviet party-state at the end of the 1920s, under which members and 

candidates were asked to join associations such as the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, 

where their obligations would be similar to those owed to the party. 

A report to the Presidium dated October 1928 and signed by Shul’kes, the 

secretary of the Central Committee of the UzOKP, described the status of the Red 

Crescent in Tashkent,30 where the directorate of the Red Cross was seated before the 

foundation of the Uzbek Red Crescent. Only a minute percentage of the inhabitants of 

Tashkent31 were members of the Red Crescent, but it was still a way to reach the native 

population. In the eyes of the central authority, the Red Crescent cells – as organs of the 

socialist project – were among the first vanguards, whose existence had to be defended. 

In January 1928, the UzOKP had twenty-seven cells in Tashkent with 1,719 members, 

but by April 1928, there were only eleven cells remaining, with 379 members. The 

report claimed that “the 78% decrease was due to the inadequate direction from the 

Committee and a failure to conduct explanatory work among people.”32 Apparently, this 

was remedied, since in July 1928, there were forty-seven OKP cells, with 1,726 

members,33 and by October 1928, there were 107 OKP cells and 4,193 members, 

including eight cells of the Young Friends of the OKP (Young Pioneers) with 258 

members.34 From July to October 1928, four more district committees (Raikom) of the 

OKP were organized in Tashkent.  
 
Table 4: Locations of the cells, their number, and their total membership. 
 
LOCATION N. of  CELLS N. of members 
New City/Tashkent 42 1,865 
New City/Tashkent* 2 73 
Old City/Tashkent 35 1,034 
Old City/Tashkent* 6 185 
Pskent District 12 384 
Iangi-Iul’ District 5 386 
Khavas District 4 217 
Mirzachul’ District 1 49 
TOTAL 107 4,193 
* Cells of the Young Friends of the OKP (Young Pioneers) 

 

                                                
30 RGASPI, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, ll. 217-219. 
31 In July 1925, the region of Tashkent numbered roughly 263,219 people, mostly urban. See table 25 in 
the appendix. 
32 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 217. 
33 The report made a distinction between a group of 27 cells (1,232 members) and 20 cells (494 
members). It is not specified which kind of cells they were. On 1 July, 1928, the district committee 
(Raikom) of the OKP was organized in the Old City of Tashkent. See GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 217. 
34 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 217. 
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In the report, Red Crescent cells and members were treated similarly and with 

the same lexicon as party cells and party members in analogous reports drafted by party 

representatives. Moreover, with regard to the work of the first aid circles (kruzhki pervoi 

pomoshchi), the report stated that in the New City of Tashkent there were fifteen circles 

with 465 attendees, in the Old City there was one circle with 30 attendees, and in the 

Mirzachul district there was a circle with 36 attendees.35 The gulf between the New and 

Old City of Tashkent reflected that the latter was more conservative and closed to 

outsiders. Similar problems were faced by the Soviets in areas beyond Tashkent where 

the work of the 26 existing first aid circles was still at an organizational stage.36 The 

Soviets were persuaded that if Red Crescent cells, first-aid circles, and other expressly 

created institutes modeled proper behavior in terms of health and hygiene, the Central 

Asian population could be approached, transformed, and sovietized over the long term. 

Moreover, the Red Cross and the Red Crescent were in an analogous position to 

other front organizations such as the trade unions,37 “which possessed a more or less 

well organized national network, [and] were in a good position to carry out the Party’s 

commitment to bring political enlightenment to the working class.”38 Trade union 

members were also targeted to be made to speak Bolshevik in terms of sanitary 

protection and become more conscious of hygiene and medical care. Table 5 shows the 

distribution of trade union membership within the 107 cells of the Tashkent Red 

Crescent in 1928. Unfortunately, there was no information on the percentages of 

indigenous, non-indigenous, or women within the unions. It is likely that women were 

more prevalent in unions such as the Union of Housewives, Union of Education, Union 

of Leather, Textile, and Clothing Industry Workers. It is also likely that most of the 

women involved in the trade unions were not indigenous, because there were still 

obstacles impeding native women from working and being politically active. What is of 

greatest interest is that every Red Crescent member in the city of Tashkent was also 

enrolled in a trade union, a circumstance that might reflect the situation in other parts of 

Central Asia. 

 

                                                
35 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 218. 
36 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 218. 
37 “The trade unions were particularly important. On the one hand, they carried out important work 
among their own members, and on the other, they provided the unorganized part of the population with 
worker-activists, traveling theatrical groups, and lecturers. The trade unions indicated again and again that 
they were not content to remain executors of policies made elsewhere” (Peter Kenez, The Birth of the 
Propaganda State. Soviet Methods of Mass Mobilization, 1917-1929, Cambridge and New York, 
Cambridge University Press, 1985, pp. 57-58). Regarding trade unions and propaganda, see also Kenez, 
The Birth of the Propaganda State, pp. 82, 151. 
38 Ibid., p. 149. 
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Table 5: Trade unions and the Red Crescent (Tashkent, October 1928).39 
 
ASSOCIATION OR MEMBERSHIP N. OF MEMBERS % 
Members of the Union STS** 495 11.8 
Members of the Union of the Railways 461 11.4 
Peasants (dekhkan) 448 10.7 
Members of the Union Pabzemles** 294 7.1 
Members of MST** 455 10.8 
Pioneers 282 6.9 
Housewives 272 6.8 
Members of the Union of Pishcheviki (food stuff providers) 253 6.1 
Members of the Union of Education 208 4.9 
Members of the Union of Metal-Workers 193 4.4 
Members of the Union Koshchi 182 4.3 
Members of the Union of the People’s Feeding-Narpit 180 4.2 
Members of the War Organizations 114 2.7 
Members of the Union of Kommunal’niki 65 1.5 
Members of the Union of Leather-Workers 50 1.2 
Members of the Union of Textile-Workers 49 1.1 
Members of the Union of Builders 48 1.1 
Members of the Union of Clothing Industry Workers 44 1.0 
Members of Various Unions (unspecified) 40 0.9 
Members of the Union of Woodworkers 37 0.8 
Members of the Union of Transportation 20 0.5 
Members of the Union of Printers Non-participating - 
Members of the Union of Communications Non-participating - 
Members of the Union of Water Non-participating - 
Members of the Union of Rabis Non-participating - 
Members of the Union of Handicraft Workers Non-participating - 
TOTAL 4,19340 100% 
** There are no descriptions of trade unions such as STS, Pabzemles, and MST. 

 

 

While members of the Red Crescent were also frequently trade union members, 

another significant confluence was found in the kolkhoz and in enterprises (industry) in 

1930 in Uzbekistan. Table 6 attests the initiatives being advanced here, with further data 

on first-aid circles, sanitary detachments (sandruzhiny), and courses for reserve nurses, 

including those to be offered by the district committees of the OKP in May 1930: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
39 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 218. 
40 From this table, the total seems to be 4,190 and not 4,193 as claimed by the report, a negligible amount. 
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Table 6 (A and B): Data on the Uzbek Red Crescent in May 1930.41 
 
                                                                Table 6A 
DISTRICTS 
(Okrug) 

N. of 
people 
in 
kolkhoz 

N. of 
economic 
planners 
in the 
kolkhoz42 

N. of  
qualified 
enterprises 
(important) 

N. of 
workers in 
these 
enterprises 

N. of actual 
kolkhozniki 
involved [in 
the Red 
Crescent]  

N. of 
workers 
involved 
[in the Red 
Crescent]   

Andizhan 657 30,203 26 3,940 9,000 2,000 
Tashkent 420 35,506 75 10,000 15,000 1,000 
Zeravshan 236 16,649 10 1,487 5,000 1,000 
Ferghana 398 32,369 301 5,500 10,000 3,000 
Bukhara 522 17,535 8 2,500 6,000 1,000 
Kashka-
Dar’ia 

150 14,119 - - 4,500 - 

Syr-Dar’ia 261 24,187 - - 8,000 - 
Kenimekh 16 1,794 - - 500 - 
Samarkand 611 43,103 23 3,242 16,000 3,000 
Khorezm 121 7,750 - - 3,000 - 
TOTAL 3,392* 223,215* 443* 26,669* 77,000*43 11,000*44 

*Calculated by the author 

                                                     Table 6B 
DISTRICTS 
(Okrug) 

C.N.45 of 
cells in 
the 
kolkhoz 

C.N. of 
cells in 
enterprises 

C.N. of 
first-
aid 
circles 

C.N. of 
sandruzhiny 
[sanitarnye 
druzhiny] 

C.N. of 
courses 
for 
nurses 

Andizhan 200 26 13/5 3/1 2/1 
Tashkent 140 75 50/20 5/2 5/3 
Zeravshan 70 10 5/3 1/1 - 
Ferghana 130 31 15/8 5/3 3/2 
Bukhara 150 10 10/5 2/1 2/1 
Kashka-
Dar’ia 

70 - 5/3 - - 

Syr-Dar’ia 100 - 7/3 2/1 - 
Kenimekh 5 - 3/1 - - 
Samarkand 200 23 20/12 4/2 4/2 
Khorezm 35 - 5/3 1/1 - 
TOTAL 1,100 175 133/61 24/12 16/9 

 

Part A of table 6 shows that roughly 34% of the kolkhozniki (workers in the 

kolkhoz) were involved in the Red Crescent, while roughly 41% of workers in Central 

Asian enterprises were involved in the association. The majority of kolkhozniki involved 

hailed from Tashkent and Samarkand, while the majority of workers involved came 

from Ferghana and Samarkand. The holistic societal strategy envisioned for the Red 

Crescent was confirmed by the fact that not only party members and trade unionists, but 

also kolkhozniki and workers were part of the association. This insistence on becoming 

                                                
41 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 138, l. 80. 
42 In the Russian version: Nalich. khoziaistven. v nikh. 
43 In the original, the number calculated was 76,000. 
44 In the original, the number calculated was 20,000. 
45 C. N., Control number (kontrol’naia tsifra). Tsifra can be translated as number, figure, or also figures 
(pl.=statistical data). The meaning of the term ‘control’ is unclear. 
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members of the so-defined philantropic organization by the party-state and its 

institutions certainly derived from the necessity of showing the international arena and 

the Red Cross headquarters in Geneva that the Soviet Red Cross and the Soviet Red 

Crescent had a large following in the USSR, so that it could be internationally 

recognized (it happened in 1928). The Soviet establishment was seeking recognition 

and legitimacy, and having strong Red Cross and Red Crescent brances was a means for 

generating respect.  

Finally, part B of table 6 shows that the majority of Red Crescent cells were in 

the kolkhozes rather than in enterprises, with an average of seventy kolkhozniki per cell 

in the kolkhozes and an average of sixty-two workers per cell in enterprises. Andizhan 

and Samarkand were home to the majority of cells in the kolkhoz, while Tashkent had 

the majority of cells in the enterprises. The twin numbers listed for first-aid circles, 

sandruzhiny, and courses for nurses (13/5, 50/20, and so on), likely represented 

kolkhozes and enterprises, respectively. These data indicated that substantial organizing 

activity took place among the Red Crescent cells in the kolkhoz and enterprises. The 

party-state, through a front organization such as the Red Crescent, could more easily 

reach workers, and through their institutions create a network of aid and sovietized 

ideological propaganda.  

 

The rising membership of the Uzbek Red Crescent since its foundation was 

surely an incentive and a confirmation for the Soviets to consider this front organization 

as a suitable means for pursuing their sovietization objectives in Central Asia. Similar to 

the case of party-government institutions, among the tasks of the association was to 

ensure an increase of the cultural level of the populace by “inoculation” (privivka) 

through sanitary knowledge and skills,46 mostly through the female segment of the 

population, and the link between the hujum and the growth of the association reflected 

this trend. 

                                                
46 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 30. 



 

4 THE RED CRESCENT IN CENTRAL ASIA AFTER 1925 
 

During the formation of the USSR and the foundation of national branches of 

the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, the organization’s areas of competence were 

delineated by strict internal political, economic, and sanitary conditions. The period of 

crisis characterized by the Civil War and famine was followed by the NEP, during 

which the new focus of the SOKK and its branches shifted to everyday issues and to 

those illnesses that represented a “black mark” on the socialist evolution of the Soviet 

Union. Culturally, in the Soviets’ opinion, eradicating the problem of social diseases 

meant a step forward on the path of modernization and subsequently of sovietization, 

especially in those regions considered particularly backward and feudal:  
 

As in the three Central Asian republics, the Uzbek Red Crescent’s work has great cultural 
importance since the organization works among the working and peasant masses of a country 
that remained very backward following the prolonged yoke of tsarist administration and of the 
tsar’s ancient vassal, the emir of Bukhara, who ruled over his vassals according to a feudal 
system.1 

 

It is not a new concept that the Central Asian republics were considered 

underdeveloped, and the reference to the tsarist yoke undoubtedly helped construct a 

discourse of contrast between the previous and current administrators. The strong 

criticism of the politics of the tsars (colonizers, in Soviet eyes) was supposed to 

reinforce the idea of the Soviet administration’s “helping face,” which wanted to present 

itself as a “a-(de)colonizer” as per the ideology behind the korenizatsiia. In any case, the 

Soviets’ attitude toward Central Asia reflected the Orientalistic idea that it was a “far 

backward region,” which had to be “enlightened:” 
 
… In the last two years the Executive Committee of the Alliance has been called to pay great 
attention to the Societies of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent recently created, mostly in 
Central Asia, where the three Societies of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent are obliged to 
complete considerable work. The areas of Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan are still in a 
backward state regarding their culture and mostly the hygienic level of the working masses 
thanks to the vestiges of the feudal order on which the tsarist administration was based, since it 
was not interested in promoting the local national culture. True to its completely different 
principles, the Soviet government has encouraged the development of the national cultures of 

                                                
1 “Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge de l’Uzbékistan (1929-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des 
Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple 
pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), p. 79. 
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Central Asian populations, and it has therefore created new republics taking account of the 
wishes of all of the nationalities which live in these territories.2 

 

Contrasting tsarist colonization and the Soviet approach to the question of 

nationalities was supposed to show the Soviet government’s respect for national 

identities. Following the ideological rhetoric shared by the policy of korenizatsiia, the 

party-state was particularly attentive to creating not simply republics and states, but 

nations and identities, setting itself up as a bearer of these nationalities. This official 

discourse collapsed, especially after the regionalization of Central Asia, when the 

establishment reinforced its sovietization plans that utterly negated the idea of 

Uzbekization (creation of Uzbek nation and identity). In fact, through various policies, 

the establishment intended to make Central Asians more Soviet rather than more Uzbek. 

Among them, the hujum, planned and launched respectively in 1926 and 1927, and the 

use of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent were means for achieving this social and 

cultural change. 

 

Soviet ideological propaganda regarding health services and the political use of 

institutions such as the Red Cross and the Red Crescent to involve the indigenous 

population in the construction of socialism is emblematic of the period. As noted, at a 

formal level, one detected an unintended competition between institutes supported by 

the Red Crescent and those supported by Narkomzdrav (clinics, hospitals, pharmacies 

run by the government) and the Zhenotdel, which during the 1920s sought to create 

institutes to engage as many women as possible. The institutions of the Uzbek Red 

Crescent, of Narkomzdrav, and of the Zhenotdel were almost identical, even if it is 

surprising that separate government (Narkomzdrav), party (Zhenotdel), voluntary (Red 

Cross and Crescent) institutions, and even Red Army would organize the same network 

of sanitary aid. In fact, the lack of trained doctors and nurses fluent in both Russian and 

Central Asian languages, the lack of financial support, the limited means and lines of 

communication, and the difficulty in communicating with the native population 

hampered these like-oriented institutions and organizations in mustering the resources 

to operate effectively. Most likely, each of the institutions had its own network that 

overlapped with the other networks: the Red Cross and the Red Crescent were tightly 

linked to Narkomzdrav and the Red Army, and one can imagine that the medical 

network of the Zhenotdel depended on the other institutions as well. Though most of the 
                                                
2 “Compte-rendu du Comité Exécutif des Sociétés de l’Alliance de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de 
l’URSS (1929-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS 
(Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), p. 4. 
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Central Asian population could not distinguish among the different actors, the party-

state apparently feared that they might and consequently resorted to using the 

international neutral organizations especially to approach those people who disliked 

party-state and government institutions. The diagram below offers a visual presentation 

of the strong parallels among the above mentioned institutions in the second half of the 

1920s,3 reinforcing the belief that they were interconnected.  

 
Health-care in Central Asia in the second half of the 1920s. Actors and objectives: 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1 The Foundation of the Red Crescent, 1925-1926 
 

With the formation of several national branches including the Azerbaijani 

Association of the Red Crescent (AzOKP) in 1923, which was the first Red Crescent 

association to be founded in the USSR, and following the regionalization of Central 

Asia in 1924, the Soviets began considerng the possibility of establishing other Red 

Crescent associations in other regions with Muslim majorities. For the Soviet authority, 

Red Crescent associations also represented a great means for displaying humanitarian 

intentions and respect of Islam internationally, an attitude which would also garner 

support from those Muslim countries where the Red Crescent was already operative 

                                                
3 A similar diagram can also be drafted for the first half of the 1920s, though the objectives differ slightly. 
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(among the others, Turkey and Egypt) for the USSR’s drive to be recognized 

internationally. Internally, using the emblem of the red crescent instead of the red cross, 

the establishment expected to be more attractive to the native Muslim Caucasians and 

Central Asians, who eventually would be even more involved in the association. The 

Soviets understood that if, during the second half of the 1920s, the membership of the 

Uzbek Red Crescent increased annually, a good number of those new members would 

be indigenous (see the previous chapter). Last but not least, the Red Crescent, as a front 

organization administered by Narkomzdrav, was chosen to be a cultural and sanitary 

communicator, bridging the party-state and government and the local population, and 

the Soviet establishment was well aware of this power, which could be used for various 

purposes, particularly the sovietization drive.  

 

To attain such goals, in April 1925 planning began for the creation of the Uzbek 

Red Crescent (UzOKP, Uzbekskoe Obshchetsvo Krasnogo Polumesiatsa).4 In June 

1925, the proposal was advanced at the Presidium of the Central Executive Committee 

of the Soviets of the Uzbek SSR, where it was accepted in November 1925. It was 

decided that the Central Committee of the UzOKP should be located in Samarkand (the 

directorate of the ROKK was previously in Tashkent), while two Communists became 

heads of the association: comrade Abdurashid Abdudzhabarov5 was appointed 

president, and comrade Iuldash Akhunbabaev,6 president of the TsIK of Uzbekistan 

who participated in the fight against Basmachi, was appointed vice-president.  

 

                                                
4 Regarding the stages of the foundation of the UzOKP, see Istoriia organizatsii Obshchestva Krasnogo 
Polumesiatsa v Samarkandskoi oblasti (Tashkent: Izdatel’stvo Meditsina UzSSR, 1974), p. 5. 
5 No biographical information is available for Abdurashid Abdudzhabarov. 
6 Iuldash Akhunbabaev was born in 1885 in the kishlak of Old Dzhuibazar (district of Margilan); his 
father was a bedniak. At age ten, Iuldash started working as a laborer. In 1916, following the events 
linked to the Tsar’s ukaz, he took part in the revolts against the decree and on July 10 he was among those 
fighting in Margilan. Many of his companions were jailed and he too spent two months in prison. During 
the February revolution, he was one of the political organizers among the peasants of the Ferghana 
Valley. On July 5, 1917, he helped organize the “soviet of workers” in the old city of Margilan. During 
the Civil War, he was one of the leaders in the fight against the Basmachi and one of the founders of the 
Koshchi organization in the district of Margilan. Following regionalization in 1924, he was appointed 
president of the TsIK of Uzbekistan. Under his presidency, land and water were nationalized in an 
extraordinary session of the TsIK with the approval of the II Congress of the Communist Party of 
Uzbekistan, at the end of 1925. Akhunbabaev presided over the republican commission for the realization 
of land reform. In 1937, he was appointed deputy of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, and in 1938, 
deputy of the Supreme Soviet of the Uzbek SSR. He was also vice-president of the Presidium of the 
Supreme Soviet of the USSR and president of the Supreme Soviet of Uzbekistan. He died in 1943. Data 
from Revoliutsiei prizvannye (Tashkent: Uzbekistan, 1987), pp. 251-258. 
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Figure 17: Picture of Iuldash Akhunbabaev.  
 

There were significant differences between the heads of the Red Cross in 

Central Asia and the chiefs of the Uzbek Red Crescent: the plenipotentiary and the vice-

plenipotentiary of the ROKK were directly connected to the Red Army, while the 

president and the vice-president of the UzOKP were party members, with the vice-

president even holding a high position within the Uzbek government. The appointment 

of two party members highlighted the collusion between the UzOKP and the party, and 

the shift reflected the change of situation and policy within the USSR. With the NEP 

and, most of all, towards the Great Break, having party members in key positions in any 

state, government, and non-government institutions helped to ensure control over the 

country. 

At the beginning of December 1925, the decision of the foundation of the Uzbek 

Red Crescent was made public in the newspaper Pravda Vostoka – the main Russian 

newspaper in Central Asia during the 1920s, supported and sponsored by the 

Communist Party and seated in Tashkent – and this was considered the foundation of 

the national association. For almost two years (from December 1925 to December 

1927), the Red Cross institutions and those of the newly formed Uzbek and Turkmen 

Red Crescent overlapped to such a degree that administratively it was difficult to 

separate the two structures, even for those directly involved. In fact, the headquarters in 

Moscow not only took care of the business, but also of the infrastructure, such as 

buildings. In fact, in December 1927, the Uzbek Red Crescent formally requested the 

Central Committee of the ROKK in Moscow to transfer its buildings in Uzbekistan to 

the newly created Red Crescent Association, including that in Tashkent (Zhukovskaia 
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street, see tables 1-12 in the appendix), which housed the hospital and the meeting place 

of the charity nurses (obshchina sester miloserdtsa).7 The ROKK accepted the request, 

and the buildings were eventually transfered to the UzOKP.8  

 

While the UzOKP officially began working under the new name at the 

beginning of 1926, the Turkmen Red Crescent (TOKP, Turkmenskoe Obshchetsvo 

Krasnogo Polumesiatsa) was set up in Turkmenistan in the first month of 1926,9 while 

Kyrgyzstan was still under the control of the ROKK of the RSFSR and Tajikistan had 

no independent Red Crescent organization, relying instead on that of Uzbekistan. 

Eventually, Tajikistan saw the institution of the national Red Crescent soon after the 

formation of the republic in 1929, namely in May 1930.10  

In January 1926, the TsIK of Turkmenistan approved the statutes of the TOKP 

and the Main Directorate of the Turkmen Red Crescent was established in Askhabad; a 

year later, the association consisted of fifty cells located mainly in the cities. As in the 

case of the Red Cross, the TOKP worked in close contact with the organs of 

Narkomzdrav, which funded and monitored the association. The TOKP reached 

Turkmen nomads (medical and hygienic aid was provided by vehicles that traversed the 

steppes equipped and manned with doctors and nurses11) and peasants thanks to a series 

of institutions created to help the local population: “[the TOKP] enjoys great popularity 

among peasants thanks to a good number of centers, which have been created in the 

countryside to help the population in the field of hygiene and culture. These institutes 

are baths, laundries, consulting offices for mothers and children, hairdresser, clinics, 

medical and sanitary shops, kindergartens, playschools, and health camps for 

                                                
7 RGASPI, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 16. Vais’s report mentions nurses in Khiva’s hospital and pharmacy, 
so it is likely that Red Cross-Crescent nurses were also stationed at these hospitals. 
8 Document signed by Zlatkovskii (Secretary responsible of the Executive Committee). See RGASPI, f. 
3341, op. 6, d. 109, ll. 17-17ob. 
9 Regarding the history of the TOKP, see Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo 
Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1 (Moscow: Izdanie Ikrestpol, 1929), pp. 30-31; “Compte-rendu de la 
Société du Croissant Rouge du Turkmenistan (1929-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix 
et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires 
Etrangères, 1930), pp. 63-66. 
10 Regarding the history of Tajik OKP, see “Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge Tadjique 
(1930),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: 
Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), pp. 57-59. The Compte-rendu 
mentions the opening of three salons: “Regarding prophylactic work, the Society recently founded three 
hairdressers, which in Central Asia are considered particularly important because in these regions the lack 
of personal care has a negative influence on the sanitary condition of the population” (p. 59). 
11 In Central Asia, because of the characteristics of the region, with bad lines of communication and 
villages spread throughout the area and far apart from one another, the Red Crescent also employed 
mobile (peredvizhnye) malarial centers in Kuliab (Tajikistan) and in other parts of Uzbekistan and 
Turkmenistan. These types of mobile centers were typical of Central Asia, and the Communist Party also 
employed them when it sent Zhenotdel or party activists into the countryside.  
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children.”12 This list followed the usual form of Soviet ideological propaganda, which 

trumpeted the series of “great amenities” created by the establishment to improve the 

life of USSR citizens, in order to transmit Soviet values to the receiving population. 

 

Already beginning in 1925, the Red Cross was involved in the fight against so-

called “social diseases” (sotsial’nye bolezni), such as tuberculosis, venereal diseases, 

trachoma, small-pox (present in Siberia), and malaria (which mainly affected children), 

which decimated the population and which had to be eradicated from the Soviet 

territory. In Central Asia and the Caucasus, strong interest was bestowed upon the youth 

and women because the Soviets envisaged reaching the entire population beginning 

with these groups. As mentioned earlier, social diseases such as syphilis were not only 

considered unhealthy, but culturally backward, mostly because it was seen to relate to 

promiscuity in polygamous households. With their Orientalistic perspective of bringing 

a European modernization project to the “remotest” areas of the USSR, physicians 

operating in Turkmenistan or in Uzbekistan contrasted European doctors to shamans, 

indigenous sorcerers, and tabibs reaffirming their vision of Central Asian 

“backwardness.”  

Moreover, because venereal diseases were at the center of Soviet and 

physicians’ worries, in the UzOKP’s foundation year, a venereal center was set up in 

Pishpek (Kyrgyzstan), which was added to Old Bukhara’s existing first-aid clinic. It 

seems that most establishments were located in Tashkent, including a child infirmary 

and a Sluzhba zdorov’ia (Service for the health) for Young Pioneers. As in the case of 

women and workers, the protection of children was an important task not only for the 

party-state, but also the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, especially in the light of the 

problem of besprizorniki (homeless children). 

In regard to children, the Russian Red Cross was the first of the Soviet Red 

Cross Associations to found the Sluzhba zdorov’ia iunykh pionerov (Service for the 

health of the Young Pioneers13) in 1924, which was subsequently emulated by the other 

                                                
12 See “Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge du Turkmenistan (1929-1930),” p. 64. 
Unfortunately, no additional information is available. 
13 The Young Pioneers was a communist party organization targeting children, while the Komsomol 
(Young Communist League) was dedicated to adolescents. See Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta RSFSR 
(ROKK). Istoriia, konstruktsiia, deiatel’nost’ (Moscow: Izdanie Sev.-Kavk. Kraev. Upravleniia O-va 
Krasnogo Kresta, 1926), pp. 20-24; Lev G. Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, ego 
deiatel’nost’ i zadachi. Kratkii ocherk (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe 
Izdatel’stvo, 1930), pp. 40-41. See also Instruktsiia k polozheniiu o rabote pervichnogo punkta sluzhby 
zdorov’ia iunykh pionerov (Moscow: Molodaia Gvardiia, 1927): detailed instructions provide information 
about the activity of the Service for the health of the Young Pioneers and the roles of doctors and 
workers. 
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national Red Cross associations. The capacity to create links between the Red Cross and 

the party-government organizations was also crystallized in the foundation of such a 

division within the Red Cross. The literature of the 1920s clearly affirmed that “a doctor 

of the sluzhba zdorov’ia, as a Soviet worker in general and Red Cross worker in 

particular, had to be a doctor-organizer. For this reason, in his work, he had to be 

constantly linked with and supporting voluntary, Soviet, party, professional, and, in the 

first place, Komsomol organizations.”14 Practically, a doctor working on behalf of the 

Red Cross was considered a “Soviet worker” first and then a “Red Cross worker,” with 

the former being the principal identity. Doctors were expected to work closely with 

party, state, and government organizations, underlining the merging of these entities. In 

a context of continuous interference and organizational overlap, the Red Cross 

physician became a propagandist of the Soviet ideology masked under a red cross – or a 

red crescent – with a white background. To fulfill the goals of propaganda, doctors were 

asked to work in children’s sanatoria, medical-prophylactic clinics, first-aid stations,15 

pharmacies, and other medical facilities opened by the SOKK throughout the USSR. 

These institutes were seen as the best areas to engage not only adults, but also children 

and adolescents who, because of their “weakened state,” would be particularly fruitful 

targets of Soviet plans for social engineering. 

Centers of Sluzhba zdorov’ia (Service for the health) organized in the kluby at 

the regional and national level were the most important task of the Red Cross among the 

Young Pioneers. The ideology behind the Sluzhba zdorov’ia was the creation of a new 

byt (everyday life), or the construction of Homo Sovieticus in everyday situations. Their 

decision-making body was a troika, a group of three people, generally composed of one 

representative each from the Zdravotdel (public health department), the Red Cross, and 

the bureau of Pioneers. Otherwise, a troika could also draw people from the Zhenotdel 

or doctors.16 The presence of Zhenotdel representatives underlined the powerful link 

between children and mothers, and subsequently between the party and the Red Cross.  

Furthermore, one of the main links between the Red Cross and the party-state 

with respect to children was the most famous sanatorium camp opened in the mid-

                                                
14 Instruktsiia k polozheniiu o rabote pervichnogo punkta sluzhby zdorov’ia iunykh pionerov, p. 6. 
15 Handbooks, published by the Executive Committee of the Red Cross and Crescent for this kind of 
institutes, provided technical and medical information, while detailed figures and information have the 
aim of explaining practical issues. Regarding Circles of First-Aid of Komsomol organizations, see 
Rukovodstvo dlia komsomol’skikh kruzhkov pervoi pomoshchi. Vypusk pervyi (Moscow and Leningrad: 
Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1931); Rukovodstvo dlia komsomol’skikh kruzhkov pervoi 
pomoshchi. Vypusk vtoroi (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1931); 
Rukovodstvo dlia komsomol’skikh kruzhkov pervoi pomoshchi. Vypusk tretii (Moscow and Leningrad: 
Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1931).  
16 Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta RSFSR (ROKK), p. 24. 
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1920s. In 1925, pursuant to a circular of the TsK ROKK, the Red Cross opened its first 

sanatorium camp for children in Crimea, near Gurzuf. “Artek”17 was a well-known 

institution in the Soviet Union, being the premier lager (camp) for the youth. Its story is 

emblematic of the linkage between the Red Cross and the party: in fact, though the 

camp had been established and administrated by the ROKK in the mid-1920s, the 

Komsomol formally assumed charge of it at the beginning of the 1930s. As was the case 

with sluzhba zdorov’ia, Artek represented the Soviet design to create a new society 

beginning with the Young Pioneers, or an attempt to form the Homo Sovieticus from 

childhood, approximating the ideology behind the attentions conferred upon children 

and women/mothers in Central Asia.  

Beyond Sluzhba zdorov’ia iunykh pionerov and other institutes targeted for 

children, the more common institutions included pediatric offices (detskie konsul’tatsii), 

food kitchens, and nutrition centers.  

 

                                                
17 Regarding Artek, see also Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta RSFSR (ROKK), p. 21. A circular of the TsK 
ROKK dated 6 January 1925, publishing the decision to establish an “All-Union sanatorium for Pioneers 
and school-children,” contemplated the foundation of Artek. On 16 June 1925, Artek’s first season began. 
Most children attending suffered from tuberculosis or other diseases. From 1925 onward, Artek expanded 
its capacity from three hundred visitors to around two thousand per season at the beginning of the 1930s. 
In 1931, a resolution by the TsK ROKK authorized the improvement and enlargement of the camp. In 
1932, a resolution by the TsK VLKSM (Komsomol) established the creation of a “subsidiary economy” 
(podsobnoe khoziaistvo). These two resolutions and their signatories (TsK ROKK and VLKSM) highlight 
the interconnection of the Red Cross with the organs of the Communist Party. In 1935, the Narkomat of 
Communications installed a telegraph, a telephone network, and a radio center in the camp. In October 
1936, jurisdiction over Artek was transferred from the TsK ROKK to the Narkomzdrav (People’s 
Commissariat of Health) SSSR. In 1937, a decree by the SNK declared Artek to be a “sanatorium camp” 
(sanatornyi lager’). Regarding the enrollment of children in Artek between 1925 and 1939, there was a 
60% increase in attendance between 1929 and 1930, and an 18% decrease between 1930 and 1931. From 
1932 onward, the number of children stabilized at the pre-1930 level. A second notable increase (46%) in 
attendance occurred between 1936 and 1937. The decrease in 1931 is likely a repercussion of the First 
Five-Year plan and the famine, while the increase in 1937 was concomitant to the transfer of jurisdiction 
over Artek from ROKK to Narkomzdrav, to the Moscow trials, and to the Great Terror. In fact, in 1937 
the NKVD arrested some of the Artek staff. For data, see www.artek.org. 
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Figure 18: Picture of an Uzbek woman in paranja waiting in the doctor’s office at the detskaia 
konsul’tatsiia (Tashkent, 1930).18 
 

Children may have been central policy targets, but so were mothers, who were 

supposed to be trained through special courses and mobile centers to be instilled with 

European ideas on health care and hygiene. With this idea and for this kind of targets, 

the UzOKP opened a pharmacy called “Sanitary and hygiene” (magazin “Sanitarii i 

Gigieny”) in the Old City of Samarkand. Though located in a promising location and 

able to offer a large range of cheap goods, business remained poor.19 While the 

intention was for the magazin to be used as a shop-window for propaganda, it was still a 

Western pharmacy that natives often avoided.  

Within the general organization, some circles were organized at the House of the 

Red Army in Tashkent or at the Women’s Club in Old Bukhara, founded by Zhenotdel, 

                                                
18 Figure 18 (RGAKFD, 2-76903) shows Uzbek women in the waiting room at the detskaia konsul’tatsiia 
(children’s clinic) in Tashkent in 1930. The woman on the right wears paranja and chachvan. Providing 
hygiene and medicine was part of the Soviet plan to “modernize the backward population,” especially 
through mother-and-child programs. As explained in the chapter, it was by tending to the needs of the 
indigenous people that the Soviets came into closer contact with them, and one of the most urgent needs, 
especially in remote areas, was that of eradicating diseases caused by a lack of personal hygiene and 
fundamental medical ignorance. 
19 RGASPI, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 6ob. 



 159 

where women could seek advice on maternity or childcare issues. These locations 

reiterated the link not only between the Red Cross and Red Crescent and party 

institutions such as the Zhenotdel, but also between the humanitarian organization and 

the Red Army, a bond which was restated under other conditions throughout the second 

half of the 1920s. Subsequently, this link was reinforced by the war scare and by the 

ideological campaign built around it, precisely because the Red Army was the military 

vanguard par excellence for protecting the country against war. Again, the bonds 

between the Red Army and the Red Crescent lent a hard-line patina to the latter. 

 

 
Figure 19: Picture of an Uzbek mother with her two older children tending the baby in the 
bishik (typical Central Asian cradle) during a break from cotton picking (1928).20 
 

Like the UzOKP, the TOKP was highly focused on serving women. At the 

“central house of Turkmen women,” the TOKP set up an ambulatoriia (medical 

consulting room) for women and a consulting room dedicated to the rural population. In 

Askhabad, daycare was provided for the indigenous women who came to the city to 

learn the sanitary principles of hygiene through courses organized by the local sections 

of the Red Crescent. It was intended that they would return to the villages to teach 

people what they had learned about hygiene, child-care, maternity, and infant care, and 

it surely was a means for spreading the new modernizing Soviet medicine. 

 

                                                
20 Figure 19 (RGAKFD, 2-55184) shows an Uzbek mother with her two older children tending the baby 
in the bishik (typical Central Asian cradle) during a break from cotton picking. Already in 1928, this 
picture wanted to underline the concept of maternity and infancy. 
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After their foundations, the UzOKP and the TOKP increased and reinforced the 

network of aids for women, mothers, children, and workers, while the link between the 

Red Crescent and the party emerged with no doubts. The 1927 All-Uzbek Congress of 

the UzOKP, which took place in the same year as the hujum when Soviet policy was 

definitively changing, represented a watershed in the history of the Red Crescent in the 

second half of the 1920s, particularly because it enshrined the closer relationship 

between the Red Cross and the Red Army, which was reinforced in the years to follow. 

 

4.2 The First All-Uzbek Congress of the Red Crescent, 1927 
 

From 20-24 December 1927, two years after the foundation of the UzOKP and 

during the hujum, the First All-Uzbek Congress of the Red Crescent took place in 

Samarkand.21 Both party and government organs were well represented at the 

convention, as it was attended by functionaries of the TsK KP(b)Uz, Narkomzdrav, 

Osoaviakhim, Medsantrud association, Military Health Directorate, railway 

organization, Tajik ASSR, and the TOKP. By securing such attendance, the Congress 

intended to strengthen the link between the UzOKP and the War Department, the 

Osoaviakhim, and public organizations such as the Zdravotdely, while also setting the 

budgets for the District Committees exercised control over the individual districts in the 

region.  

The Moscow and local luminaries Joseph Stalin, Nikolai Bukharin, Aleksei 

Rykov, Mikhail Tomskii, Mikhail Kalinin, Avel Enukidze, Nadezhda Krupskaia, 

Georgy Chicherin (People’s commissar of Foreign Affairs), Nikolai Semashko (Head of 

Narkomzdrav), Iuldash Akhunbabaev (president of the TsIK of Uzbekistan), Kirkish,22 

Akmal’ Ikramov (secretary of the TsK of the KPUz), and Isaak Zelenskii (head of 

Sredazbiuro) were appointed honorary members of the Presidium of the Uzbek Red 

Crescent. Administratively, the Congress also appointed a five person Secretariat and a 

Credentials Committee (mandatnaia komissiia), the Central Committee (nineteen 

“persons” and nine candidates), and the Inspection Commission (three “persons” and 

two candidates),23 virtually paralleling the structure of the Communist Party.  

                                                
21 Report dated 18 January 1928 and signed by Akhmedov (Vice-Chairman TsK UzOKP) and Kalendarev 
(Head of the organization department and secretary). See GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, ll. 19-19ob. 
22 His position within the Uzbek party or government is not clarified. 
23 The distinction between persons (chelovek) and candidates (kandidatov) parallels the Communist 
Party’s distinction between members and candidates. 
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As a means for comparison, at a local level, the cells of the UzOKP numbered 

between two to five individuals, with larger districts featuring larger staffs. Table 1 

displays the approximate composition of the UzOKP staff at the end of May 1930 as 

provided by the presidium of the Central Committee of the UzOKP.24 One can imagine 

that the composition was stable since 1927. 
 
Table 1: Composition of the UzOKP (May 1930). 
 
DISTRICTS STAFF 
Tashkent Secretary-in-chief 

(Otsekr.) 
District Instr. 
(Instructor)/Member 
of Presidium 
(native) 

Instr.of 
wartime  
preparation 

Dr. of 
“Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” 

Chief 
clerk 

Cleaner-
courier 

Ferghana Secretary-in-chief District 
Instr./Member of 
Presidium (native) 

Dr. of 
“Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” 
and Instr. 
of wartime 
preparation 

Chief clerk 

Andizhan Secretary-in-chief District 
Instr./Member of 
Presidium (native) 

Dr. of 
“Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” 
and Instr. 
of wartime 
preparation 

Chief clerk 

Samarkand Secretary-in-chief District 
Instr./Member of 
Presidium 

Dr. of war-
sanitary 
work and 
“Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” 

Dr. of 
“Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” 
and Instr. 
mass work 

 
Chief clerk District 

Instructor 

Kenimekh 
Bukhara 
Kashka-
Dar’ia 
Syr-Dar’ia 

Secretary-in-
chief/Instructor 
(Otsekrinstruktor.) 
 

Dr. of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” and 
Instr. of wartime 
preparation 
Chief clerk 
 

Khorezm Secretary-in-
chief/Instructor 

Chief clerk 

Zeravshan Secretary-in-
chief/Instructor 

Chief clerk 

 

 

Source: GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 138, l. 81. 

Every district was headed by a secretary-in-chief, who might also be an 

instructor in the minor districts, such as Khorezm and Zeravshan. A chief clerk was 

present in almost every district, while doctors in Sluzhba zdorov’ia were available in the 

biggest districts (Tashkent, Ferghana, Andizhan, and Samarkand) and shared across 

several minor districts (Kenimekh, Bukhara, Kashka and Syr Dar’ia). Tashkent had the 

largest permanent staff, including an instructor for wartime preparation, certainly a nod 

to the war scare at the end of the 1920s. District instructors (raionnye instruktory), who 
                                                
24 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 138, l. 81. 
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also doubled as Secretary, were only allocated to districts with at least 4,000-5,000 

members.  

At the first Congress of the UzOKP, one of the most important reports was that 

of Striukov, the President of the TsK UzOKP,25 who complained of a lack of experience 

among Red Crescent workers, which had the potential of creating problems in dealing 

with the local population. Striukov listed further deficiencies noted during the first two 

years after the the Red Crescent’s foundation, which was considered the period of 

consolidation and organization: lack of voluntary workers; insufficient relations with 

party, professional, and social organizations; weakness in the governance and 

instruction of district cells; failure to accomplish the tasks of the Red Crescent in a 

timely manner; and limited initiative in seeking funding. The language used in the 

report reflected that used in party accounts and it was indicative of the proximity 

between the two institutions, while lexicons also frequently coincided.  

In any case, after his critique, Striukov called upon the First All-Uzbek Congress 

of the UzOKP to adopt a new working style, requesting that the new Central Committee 

enacted a policy for a major involvement of people in the Red Crescent. Striukov also 

called for strengthening the work in the industrial cells and in the kishlak, which meant 

fostering relations between the Red Crescent and party organizations, such as 

Zhenotdel, Komsomol, professional organizations (evidently, trade unions), Medsantrud 

(medical-sanitary work), social organizations (most of all, the Osoaviakhim), the Red 

Army, and the organs of the Zdravookhranenie (health defense). Certainly, the collusion 

between the Red Crescent and Red Army was not new, reinforced by the war scare in 

the latter half of the 1920s. In this ambit, Striukov called for a mobilization in the name 

of the sanitary protection of the country: this invocation of the oborona strany was not 

only part of the rhetoric of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, but also of the Soviet 

party-state. As Striukov affirmed, the soul of the associations of the Red Cross and the 

Red Crescent was to be that of a “social Soviet organization,”26 while the identity of the 

Red Cross and the Red Crescent at the international level was to remain a neutral 

voluntary organization, without connections to the national politics.  

The Congress and Striukov’s report led to a closer examination of the 

association to verify its progress. If some mismanagement was tolerated in the first two 

years after the UzOKP’s foundation, in the following period the Uzbek Red Crescent 

was expected to operate “normally” without uncertainties or problems in its 

                                                
25 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, ll. 20-22. Unfortunately, no more information is available about Striukov. 
26 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 22. 
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administration. To follow up on this, a broad investigation was dispatched throughout 

the region following the Congress. In May 1928, a seat of the Organization board of the 

TsK UzOKP headed by its president Akhmedov and its secretary Shul’kes27 analyzed 

the results of an investigation conducted in the regional OKP committees of Bukhara, 

Zeravshan, Kenimekh, Surkhan-Dar’ia, and Kashka-Dar’ia.28 Reports were rendered by 

Akhmedov for the first three locations, while Kasimov (TsK UzOKP instructor) was 

responsible for the Surkhan-Dar’ia and Kashka-Dar’ia regions. Notwithstanding the 

initial good intentions behind the organization, the reports complained of an insufficient 

network of circles in worker and peasant areas, a lack of work within the Red Army and 

the Young Pioneers, an asbsent “comrade” mentality within the workers’ cells, 

insufficient first-aid centers in the villages, and a lack of control commissions. These all 

represented means through which the sovietization of the region could be realized, so 

shortcomings in their realization would certainly jeopardize the modernizing process. 

From the reports, it was clear that the Red Crescent was seeking to recruit people 

among workers and peasants, as well as within party organizations and the army, to 

inculcate and reinforce the Soviet ideology in terms of national defense and the 

transmission of hygienic principles to a “backward people.” The “comrade” (tovarish) 

mentality among the Red Crescent’s cells evoked the party ideology and the structure of 

its branches and organs: cell workers were to call one another tovarish and behave like 

tovarish, in other words, to be Red Crescent Communists. 

  

4.3 The Red Crescent, 1927-1930 
 
 

The Red Crescent associations were born in Central Asia almost at the end of 

the NEP and they began operating in its aftermath, when Stalin’s radical economic and 

political changes were about to be put into effect in line with certaim variations in the 

nationalities policy, which does not seem to have affected the SOKK. However, to fully 

understand how the ideology impacted on the Red Cross, one cannot ignore the question 

of nationalities, which figured prominently in Central Asia because of regionalization 

and the subsequent formation of new nations.  

                                                
27 Both Akhmadov and Shul’kes were given the title “tov” (Comrade). The heads of the Uzbek Red 
Crescent were party members, in order to control and manipulate the organization with the pretense of 
remaining independent from the Soviet authority. There is no more available information about 
Akhmadov, Shul’kes, and Kasimov (who figures later). 
28 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, ll. 77-82. 
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Although by the end of the 1920s, the issue of nationalities in the Soviet Union 

was no longer based on the Marxist-Leninist ideology of “self-determination” of 

national republics, which was at the core of Bolshevik thought in the 1910s and the first 

years after the October revolution,29 nor on the federalist principles adopted at the 

beginning of the 1920s, which led to the formation of the USSR in 1922, a passage from 

the Review of the Executive Committee (Compte-rendu du Comité Exécutif, 1930) of the 

SOKK surprisingly referred to the “self-determination” of nations30 and showed how 

the self-determination argument was still present in 1930 within the rhetoric of the Red 

Cross: 
 
The developing process of the Societies of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent of the USSR and 
of their Alliance showed all of the particularities of the structure of the Soviet state. The 
constitution of the organs of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent of the USSR faithfully 
reflected the fundamental principle of the Soviet Union, or the integral self-determination of 
nationalities, which are part of the Union. If every republic of the Union after the formation of 
the USSR can exit from the Union at any moment, this right belongs even more to all of the 
national Societies of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, and their Alliance is only based on 
the common interests of all of these Societies.31  
 
 
 The Executive Committee of the Alliance32 clearly made use of the structure of 

the Soviet state to explain the structure of its association, establishing a parallel bond 

between the two. Most likely, in the same way in which the self-determination of 

                                                
29 The three phases related to nationalities policy during the 1920s are explained thusly: “In the first 
phase, 1917-20, national self-determination was implemented outside of Russia, while alliances were 
built with nationalist movements and Narkomnats took care of the linguistic and cultural needs of 
minorities inside Russia. The first experiment in territorial autonomy was also undertaken. The next 
phase, 1920-22, saw the greatest activity in creating national autonomous territories across Soviet Russia, 
whose purpose was to provide each major national group with a focal point for its own development. 
Opposition to these developments from local Russian communists and officials led to an emphasis on the 
recruitment and nurturing of national communist cadres, who in turn left their mark on national policies, 
also from 1920 onwards. Finally, in order to provide the backbone to national identity which formed the 
basis of the autonomous national territories, the expansion of national education and promotion of 
national culture remained a priority for most of the 1920s” (Jeremy Smith, The Bolsheviks and the 
National Question, 1917-1923, Basingstoke, St. Martin’s Press, 1999, p. 241). 
30 Regarding the history and debates about the question of nationalities in the USSR, among the others see 
Richard Pipes, The Formation of the Soviet Union. Communism and Nationalism (1917-1923) (New 
York: Atheneum, 1974); James E. Mace, Communism and the Dilemmas of National Liberation. National 
Communism in Soviet Ukraine, 1918-1933 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983); Hélène Carrère 
d’Encausse, The Great Challenge. Nationalities and the Bolshevik State (1917-1930) (New York and 
London: Holmes and Meier, 1992); Smith, The Bolsheviks and the National; Terry Martin, The 
Affirmative Action Empire. Nation and Nationalism in the Soviet Union (1923-1939) (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 2001); Arne Haugen, The Establishment of National Republics in Soviet Central 
Asia (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations. 
Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union (Ithaca and London: Cornell University 
Press, 2005). 
31 “Compte-rendu du Comité Exécutif des Sociétés de l’Alliance de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de 
l’URSS (1929-1930),” p. 4. 
32 The structure of the Alliance followed the structure of the ROKK as outlined in the first chapter, 
namely it had a Central Committee and an Executive Committee (Ispolkom). The Alliance (SOKK) 
depended on the Narkomzdrav for funding and central organization. 
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nations was accepted by the USSR, the self-determination of national Societies of the 

Red Cross and the Red Crescent and their right to exit from the Alliance was part of the 

rhetoric. However such action was not condoned or advised, because the exit of the 

individual branches would result in the collapse of the association, something that had 

to be avoided to protect the common interests of all members. In any case, it seems that 

those to whom the Review of the Executive Committee was addressed were expected to 

have some political knowledge of the Soviet structure and, most likely, also be part of 

the Soviet establishment itself, since comprehending this lexicon required some political 

and ideological background. 

 

After 1927, other plans and policies such as the forced industrialization of the 

Soviet Union, the collectivization of agriculture, the dekulakization, and also the general 

purges officially launched by the XVI Party Conference in April 1929 were at the core 

of the new Stalinist course, so that they were also reflected in the activity of the Red 

Cross and the Red Crescent, as this passage from the Review of the Executive 

Committee of the Societies of the Alliance of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent of the 

USSR emphasized:  
 
During this time [1929-1930], the work of the organs of the Alliance [Alliance of the Societies 
of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, SOKK]33 developed in concert with the development of 
the organizations of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, which are members of the Alliance. 
This development finds itself to be directly connected to the process of industrialization of the 
Soviet Union, of the organization of its agriculture on a new collective basis, and to the active 
participation of the organization of the Red Cross in the war to heighten the cultural level and to 
improve the sanitary living conditions of working and peasant masses of the Soviet Republics.34 
 
 

Among other things, the “improvement of sanitary conditions of the working 

and peasant masses” was also part of the Soviet agenda reinforced by effective 

ideological propaganda. In such areas as Central Asia, the Red Cross was considered 

“one of the helpers of the Soviet authority, in the first instance under the auspices of 

cultural and health care of the kolkhoz and sovkhoz,”35 and one of the most important 

allies in the fight against social diseases (and alcoholism) at the forefront of the Cultural 

                                                
33 In 1929-30, the Alliance included nine members: the Red Cross of the RSFSR, Armenia, Georgia, 
Byelorussia, and Ukraine, and the Red Crescent of Azerbaijan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan.  
34 “Compte-rendu du Comité Exécutif des Sociétés de l’Alliance de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de 
l’URSS (1929-1930),” p. 3. 
35 S. O. El’sinovskii, Kolkhoznik, vstupai v chleny O-va Krasnogo Kresta (ROKK)! (Moscow and 
Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1930), p. 11. 
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Revolution.36 In fact, raising the cultural level of the masses reflected the Marxist-

Leninist ideology, which was absorbed by the Cultural Revolution, as indicated in the 

reports of the Red Cross: “Without relinquishing its organizing work to ensure effective 

aid to the Health Service of the Red Army in case of war, and without weakening its 

fight against all disasters characterizing the post-bellum period, since 1929 the Red 

Cross of the RSFSR strove to help the working people of the republics in the field of the 

greater cultural revolution.”37 The references to the Red Army and war danger was 

highly significant, because of its importance within the Central Asian Red Crescent. 

One can also imagine that the war scare was used to distract from internal conditions 

worsened by the impact of economic and political changes, and the Red Cross and the 

Red Crescent was seen to be an excellent vehicle for fanning, and at the same time, 

subduing such fears. In fact, like the other institutions operating on the belief that the 

indigenous people were in need of a heightened cultural level, the Red Crescent 

organized courses to train staff in case of war or to serve in first-aid centers (Kruzhki 

Pervoi Pomoshchi). 
 

 
Figure 20: Picture of a circle of First Aid (Kruzhok Pervoi Pomoshchi) at the Central Women’s 
Pedagogical Courses in Samarkand (1928).38 

                                                
36 Evgenii I. Ivanovskii, Pochemu rabochii dolzhen byt’ chlenom Obshchestva Krasnogo Kresta (Moscow 
and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Meditsinskoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929), p. 18. Ivanovskii devoted a two-page 
paragraph (pp. 17-18) to the “ROKK i kul’turnaia revoliutsiia.” 
37 See “Compte-rendu de la Société de la Croix-Rouge de la RSFSR (1928-1930),” in Comptes-rendus 
des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du 
Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), p. 41. On the Cultural Revolution, see also Ivanovski, 
Pochemu rabochii dolzhen byt’ chlenom, pp. 17-18. 
38 Figure 20 (GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 123) is a photo from stengazeta n. 4 (July 1928; see later) 
showing the Circle of First Aid (Kruzhok Pervoi Pomoshchi) at the Central Women’s Pedagogical 
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Red Crescent first-aid hubs were often established in centers with a tradition of 

such activities, such as pedagogical institutes or Zhenotdel branches. In 1927-1928, in 

Uzbekistan, there were sixty-one first-aid circles39 (eleven in the countryside) 

organizing classes with 1,178 participants.40 As mentioned above, some courses, aimed 

at training mid-level medical staff (srednii medpersonal), were organized by the Red 

Crescent for young women from fifteen to twenty, and it appears that the courses at the 

circles were taught in Uzbek. The Red Cross also published a brochure in Uzbek about 

first-aid in 10,000 copies.41 This indicated a concerted effort to train people in the 

vernacular, even if the shortage of translators remained a nagging issue. Overcoming the 

barriers due to language problems would certainly help transmit the new Soviet values 

in idioms familiar to the indigenous population, thereby facilitating the sovietization of 

the region. 

To enhance the health conditions, between 1927 and the 1930s,42 the network of 

medical institutions and first-aid centers was improved and expanded throughout the 

USSR to increase coverage. In the same years, the Red Cross and the Red Crescent 

were also mobilized in the protection of maternity and infancy (okhrana materinstva i 

mladenchestva),43 a discourse, which led in 1928 to the creation of a Commission for 

the Improvement of Women’s Labor and Daily Life (KUTB) within the Soviet 

government.44 This theme was fundamental to the Soviet rhetoric that identified 

mothers and children with future Soviet citizens, according to the idea of the “Soviet 

                                                                                                                                          
Courses in Samarkand. In this group, only a few women in the back row have their heads covered with a 
light veil (headscarf). The men are not indigenous and wear “Western” clothes, including proletarian 
caps.  
39 The circles of first-aid were not the only targets at the core of the Red Crescent’s activity. Already in 
1928, the Uzbek Red Crescent had a network of circles, clinics, baths, and laundries in several Uzbek 
cities (Tashkent, Samarkand, Bukhara, Surkhan-Dar’ia, Kashka-Dar’ia, Kokand) and in Tajikistan.  
40 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 30. 
41 Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant-Rouge de l’Uzbékistan (Moscow: Imprimerie du 
Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1928), p. 5. The brochure could not be located in 
the archives. 
42 Throughout the 1930s, the ROKK was involved in furnishing services to workers in large-scale 
industry, railway transportation, laundry services, restrooms, medical centers, canteen custodianship, and 
dormitories.  
43 References to this also in “Compte-rendu de la Société de la Croix-Rouge Armenienne (1928-29),” in 
Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du 
Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), pp. 15, 18; “Compte-rendu de la Société du 
Croissant Rouge de l’Azerbeidjan (1928-1929),” in Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du 
Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires 
Etrangères, 1930), p. 26; “Compte-rendu de la Société de la Croix-Rouge de la Géorgie (1928-1929),” in 
Comptes-rendus des Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du 
Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), p. 34; El’sinovskii, Kolkhoznik, vstupai v 
chleny, p. 6; Veber, Istoriia krasnokrestnogo dvizheniia ROKK, pp. 41-42. 
44 See Douglas T. Northrop (Veiled Empire. Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia, Ithaca and 
London, Cornell University Press, 2004, p. 298). The fund of the KUTB is in GARF, f. 6983, op. 1. 
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fighters for the Communist ideology.” Mothers did not simply procreate, but gave birth 

to future responsible citizens and in this view the state had to shoulder some 

responsibility for maternity. Even more importantly than in European Russia, such 

rhetoric was common in Central Asia, where the party-state considered mothers 

extremely important in moulding future Soviet citizens who might otherwise be brought 

up as Homini Islamici rather than Sovietici. This meant that mothers, considered highly 

traditional and almost ignorant, had to be educated by the state about the modernizing 

principles of self- and child-care. 

Like the Soviet Red Cross and the Turkmen Red Crescent, the UzOKP focused 

its attention on the protection of “maternity and infancy,” so that on 1 October 1928, the 

association had seven medical clinics catering to children, and two general centers 

dealing with children’s issues. A children’s clinic with dairy dispensary 

(Detkonsul’tatsiia s molochnoi kukhnei) was established in Old Bukhara, while an 

outdoor playground (Detskaia solntse-ploshchadka) was built in Samarkand. 

 

 
Figure 21: Picture of a group of people from the Detkonsul’tatsiia s molochnoi kukhnei 
(Children’s clinic with dairy dispensary) of the Red Crescent in Old Bukhara (1928).45 
 

                                                
45 Picture 21 (GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 266) from stengazeta n. 5 (August 1928; see later) shows a 
group of people from the Detkonsul’tatsiia s molochnoi kukhnei (Children’s clinic with dairy dispensary) 

of the Red Crescent in Old Bukhara. Notwithstanding the poor quality of the picture, it is possible to 
discern both indigenous and foreign men and women, since some women wear paranja and chachvan. 
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Figure 22: Picture of a group from the Detskaia solntse-ploshchadka pri detsade n. 1 
(children’s outdoor playground at the daycare n. 1) run by the Red Crescent in Samarkand 
(1928).46 
 

There were salient parallels between the UzOKP mission to “help children” and 

that of the party through its institution, the Zhenotdel, which stood on the front line 

against the veil. In this light, the wearing of the veil was considered a major symbol of 

backwardness in Central Asia and Caucasus, where the fight against the veil was waged 

particularly intensely. For instance, with regard to veils in Azerbaijan, it was said that “a 

part of squads and brigades [of the Azerbaijan Red Crescent] were composed by 

indigenous women, a circumstance that had a great influence on the living conditions of 

the local female population, who had almost entirely abandoned the old habits, having 

taken off the traditional veil, while Turkish women still covered their face.”47 The 

Soviets and Red Cross and Red Crescent personnel thought it necessary to include local 

women in the groups of workers to more easily reach the indigenous people, first for 

overcoming the language barrier, and second because of the personal example that 

could be transmitted by presenting unveiled women. The same attitude pervaded the 

Zhenotdel agenda. 

                                                
46 Picture 22  (GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 266), also from stengazeta n. 5 (August 1928; see later), 
shows a group from the Detskaia solntse-ploshchadka pri detsade n. 1 (children’s outdoor playground at 
the daycare n. 1) run by the Red Crescent in Samarkand. The original picture in the original stengazeta 
was also unclear, but it is possible to discern men and women in “Western” clothes – suggesting that the 
instructors of the Red Crescent were mostly non-native – with a group of supposedly indigenous children. 
47 See “Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge de l’Azerbeidjan (1928-1929),” p. 26. 
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To be able to involve indigenous women in the various activities, special courses 

were organized to train them. Narkomzdrav, which funded the association, also helped 

organize the network, and even these courses which were designed “to prepare medical 

staff among the indigenous women … between 15 and 20 years old from the whole 

region.”48 For instance, the TOKP and Narkomzdrav worked together in organizing 

conferences, lectures, and courses for women where European modernizing values were 

instilled in the attendees, so that in 1927-1928, two hundred indigenous women were 

enrolled in the courses, and in Askhabad, there were twelve circles organizing such 

classes, with a further seventeen in the districts.49 The organization of courses, 

conferences, and workshops followed the same pattern throughout Central Asia, with 

more mobile centers in nomadic areas and more stable institutions in urban areas. The 

entire activity was considered by the party-state, and consequently by the Red Crescent 

itself, as part of a propaganda system to transmit the new values of a modernizing 

society.  

Another new program beginning in September 1928 in Tashkent at the medical-

technical institute was noted in a wall-newspaper (stengazeta) in August 1928.50 At that 

time the Uzbek Red Crescent was about to inaugurate a free four-year program for 

nurses reserved for fifteen Uzbek women workers or peasants, age 15 to 20, from 

impoverished backgrounds. The objective of the program, whose classes were taught 

exclusively in Uzbek, was to prepare young nurses to work in the villages (kishlak). Its 

rationale remained steeped in Orientalism: “These courses have a great importance, 

allowing the indigenous population to take part of the European culture and to find in 

these classes a relief from their physical indigence and an answer to their intellectual 

needs.”51  

As already noted, the party-state, the government, and the Red Cross and the 

Red Crescent were persuaded that the European culture and, consequently, European 

medicine, were fundamental and superior knowledge to be instilled within the natives, 

who must be made “aware,” of their backwardness. Notwithstanding their desire to give 

a different impression, the Soviets thought in colonialistic terms, beginning with the 

assumption that the locals wanted to be “modernized” and “sovietized,” to speak 

Bolshevik instead of Muslim. The documents harbored little respect for local values and 

                                                
48 See “Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge de l’Uzbékistan (1929-1930),” p. 78. 
49 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 31. 
50 The title is Nursing courses for the indigenous population (GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 266). 
51 See Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant-Rouge de l’Uzbékistan, p. 5. 
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practices, operating on the assumption that the state-sponsored project of modernization 

was legitimated by a mandate from the proletarian class.   

The courses were not the only activity organized by the Red Crescent and the 

other institutes with sanitary aims, since conferences and workshops became very 

important means of sanitary knowledge and sanitary propaganda encouraged by the 

party. For instance, already in 1928, the headquarters of the newspaper Pravda Vostoka 

hosted a series of conferences concerning sanitary hygiene particularly among the 

Young Pioneers, which concluded that the work was not well developed, since few 

workers, doctors, and students were prepared to work actively.52 The conferences also 

confirmed that in October 1928, sixty people completed courses on pharmacy training 

to be a “medical assistant” (lekpom), seventy-eight to be charity nurses (medsestery), 

forty-six to be nurses (sanitarki), and 330 completed courses related to the “sanitary 

protection of the country” (oborona strany),53 but there was no indication of what type 

of training was involved in the latter.  

 

Even if it seems that a great activity was in action, local receptivity toward the 

Red Crescent was not in fact entirely positive, and its mission was hampered by the 

inactivity of doctors, activists, and party-state organizations. Some reports drafted by 

Red Crescent Heads or staff uncovered ample discontent about Red Crescent activity on 

the part of its representatives. Similar inaction was also identified as plaguing the 

Zhenotdel, as one sees in the third part of the thesis in the report of Manzhara.  

Similar to those signed by Red Crescent staff, reports at the very end of the 

1920s featured the complaints of various people including doctors and translators. For 

instance, one doctor (Aver’ukh) stated that “doctors and trade unions did not support the 

Red Crescent,”54 that the youth was not involved in the first aid circles, and that with 

only five school cells, the work of the Young Pioneers was underdeveloped. He did not 

embellish upon his statements, but it was telling that doctors were seeking support not 

only from the population, but also from other doctors. Aver’ukh’s mention of trade 

unions cast doubt as to those organizations’ role within the UzOKP by suggesting mere 

formal but lacking de facto support on their part. Quite likely, beyond joining, trade 

unionists provided little organizational support to the Red Crescent. Likewise, the work 

among the Young Pioneers in the Red Crescent appeared to bear the shortcomings of a 

work in progress. 
                                                
52 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, ll. 218-219. 
53 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 219. 
54 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 31, l. 71. 
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Another doctor, Abdullaev, whose testimony was translated from Uzbek, 

complained that in the Old City of Tashkent there was little awareness of the existence 

of the Red Crescent and asked the Executive Committee to respond by opening shops 

and pharmacies in the Old City.55 It is interesting how this indigenous doctor saw the 

shops and the apteki (pharmacies) as a means for spreading knowledge among the 

populace and, mostly, among workers. The references to the pharmacy in Khiva 

connected to the city hospital (see Vais’s report earlier on) and the pharmacy “Sanitary 

and hygiene” in the Old City of Samarkand were also important cogs in the publicity 

campaign related to the Red Crescent. As with many other organizations operating in 

Central Asia during the 1920s such as the Zhenotdel or the Komsomol, the Red 

Crescent’s activity among the population was often more a scene for rhetoric than 

concrete progress. In fact, Abdullaev mentioned the necessity for the Red Crescent to be 

more present among workers. The fact that the Red Crescent Committee staff did not 

speak Uzbek and that there were no slogans or literature in Uzbek remained a point of 

dissatisfaction.56 There were also complaints from Uzbek-speaking doctors, who were 

scarce and the most necessary, given the example of the problems of the city hospital in 

Khiva. In fact, Sharafurdinov, a translator, said that Uzbek-speaking doctors were 

seldom at the disposal of the indigenous people and when courses, circles, or 

conferences were organized, doctors avoided them, undermining their effectiveness. 

Sharafurdinov also complained that the Zdravotdel offered scant support for Red 

Crescent activities at the local level.57 The last criticism scratched at the surface of the 

suffused antagonism between governmental organs and organizations such as the Red 

Crescent. 

Two party members also offered their complaints in 1928 and 1930. In 1928, 

Iakubov, secretary of an LKSM (Komsomol) district committee, complained that Red 

Crescent cells were concentrated in schools, while there were very few in the kishlaks, 

kolkhoz, and in industry.58 At the end of May 1930, Comrade Bosh from the Kokand 

District Committee of the OKP and a member of the Presidium of the TsK UzOKP was 

even harsher claiming that “in the kolkhoz there was no medical staff nor any teaching 

in particular about proper health care practices. It was difficult to involve people in the 

districts in the work of the Red Crescent. There were no activists, and it was difficult to 

                                                
55 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 31, l. 71. 
56 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 138.  
57 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 138, l. 72. 
58 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 138, l. 72. 
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work in the kishlaks without translators.”59 Major problems emerged in the countryside 

or in agricultural settings, where staff shortages were common and translators were rare. 

All these complaints highlighted the difficult situation encountered in 

Uzbekistan, and likely also in the other Central Asian republics, not only by the Red 

Crescent, but also by party and state-government organizations. As in the situation of 

the Zhenotdel, ideological propaganda clashed with denouncements emerging from 

among activists and non-party members, as becomes clear in the third part of the thesis, 

but the trend of enlightening people in a party context remained one of the main 

concerns of the Red Crescent. 

 

4.4 The “Communist Party of the Red Crescent,” 1928-1930 
 

 

In the last couple of years of the 1920s, when the atmosphere was determined by 

the new turn in politics and economics following the Stalinist Great Break and the 

launch of the First Five-Year Plan, the Red Crescent was so intertwined with the state 

and the party that it would easily be possibile to talk about a “Communist Party of the 

Red Crescent.” The institutions shared the same ideological system and lexicon, making 

common usage of terms pertinent to the ideological realm, the militarization of the 

country, sanitary protection and enlightenment, class war, and the Cultural Revolution. 

In this light, one can perceive that ideology was a critical factor together with the party-

state’s need to control spaces and people. The shared ideas and fields of intervention 

together with similar ideological propaganda offer a clear indication of common ends 

towards the sovietization of the country and, within it, of Central Asia. In this ambit, 

Red Crescent wall newspapers played an important role not just in spreading ideological 

propaganda, but also in defining the space to be shared with the Soviet  authority.  

 

The great importance given to enlightening people as to medical and sanitary 

issues were highlighted in a wall-newspaper article by Kniazhinskii.60 This was not only 

linked to the sanitary protection of the country, but also to elementary knowledge of 

medicine in preventing or treating diseases, an approach that once again compared 

European medicine to the local, traditional alternatives. Terms such as “sanitary 

protection of the country” (sanitarnaia oborona strany) and “sanitary enlightenment” 

                                                
59 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 138, l. 75. 
60 Sanitary education and the Association of Red Crescent (GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 266). 
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(sanitarnoe prosveshchenie) linked the sanitary sphere with that of education and 

enlightenment. The types of propaganda to be used to enlighten the indigenous people, 

but also Russians based in Central Asia, included circles of first aid, sluzhby zdorov’ia 

iunykh pionerov (health services for the Young Pioneers), courses of basic sanitary 

literacy, broadcasting, exhibitions, posters, brochures, and leaflets. The dialectic used in 

justifying the courses organized to prepare such staff was very close to that used in 

party-state operations as the expression oborona strany confirms. The lexicon used 

within the Red Crescent context was disseminated through words and expressions 

typically employed by the party itself and is the reason why one can speak of a 

“Communist Party of the Red Crescent.”  

The neutral character of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent render them soft-

line institutions through which the Soviet authority sought support among the local 

populace, yet they began brandishing a more hard-line rhetoric at the same time as the 

Soviet government resorted to more hard line policies in 1928. Though it is difficult to 

ascertain whether this change weakened the ability to still exude neutrality, this 

dilemma is common to all front organizations who experience the tension between the 

demands of their masters and the need to win the support of their constituency. 

 

Similar to government and party organizations, one of the main tasks of the Red 

Cross was “to promote health and to improve the work and the daily life of the people 

of the USSR” (okhrana zdorov’ia i uluchshenie truda i byta naseleniia SSSR)61 and “to 

prepare the working people of the socialist Union for health protection” (po podgotovke 

trudiashchikhsia sotsialisticheskogo Soiuza k sanitarnoi oborone).62 The term oborona 

(protection)63 was mostly part of the Soviet political lexicon, and its use in a domain 

that was not exclusively political is emblematic of the politicization, sovietization, and 

militarization of the Soviet Red Cross. In the Soviet literature of the 1920s and 1930s, 

the political importance given to the association was evident: its activity was seen to 

move in tandem with the progress of building socialism in the same way as manifested 

by the drive for industrialization.64 It stressed the “socialist worker” soul of the 

association and the political use aimed at the “sanitary protection” (sanitarnaia 

oborona),65 which was a prerogative of the sanitary department of the Red Army, but in 

                                                
61 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 15. 
62 Ibid., p. 17. 
63 In English, oborona also translates as “defense.” 
64 Rukovodstvo dlia komsomol’skikh kruzhkov pervoi pomoshchi. Vypusk vtoroi, p. 3. 
65 Regarding sanitarnaia oborona, see El’sinovskii, Kolkhoznik, vstupai v chleny, pp. 23-27.  
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this task it was flanked by the Red Cross that was to inform the population about health 

care and hygiene through circles and stations of first aid.66  

The health of the worker, as first defender of the nation in the mentality of the 

new Soviet Man and new Soviet citizen-to-be, represented a central goal of the Soviet 

Red Cross. As in the case of women, the importance of the worker was a principal 

theme of Soviet ideological propaganda. Within this ideology workers had to build 

socialism, even defending the Soviet Union from outsiders. To realize these plans, 

workers had to be zdorovye (healthy) and sil’nye (strong).67 Obviously, Soviet 

propaganda of the 1920s ceded great importance to the health of workers, which was 

not only dependent upon socio-economic conditions, but also on their cultural needs. 

The Soviets clearly wished to increase the level of kul’turnost’ (culture)68 of individuals 

and their families, a particularly urgent issue in the nations of the Caucasus and Central 

Asia that were considered backward. There was a belief that “infant mortality was 

higher amongst those families where the mothers were illiterate and lower in those 

families where mothers were literate. [And, in fact] Kul’turnost’ was linked to the 

sanitary literacy.”69 In 1931, it was said that the Cultural Revolution in action was 

directed “to liquidate the sanitary illiteracy of workers (sanitarnaia negramotnost’ 

trudiashchikhsia)”70 and of women as well. The establishment considered hygiene a 

science to be taught to responsible Soviet citizens and women to increase their literacy 

in order to safeguard their own health and that of the younger generation. 

Similar topics with an analogous lexicon were expanded in the first anthology71 

of the SOKK published in 1929 with the primary goal of reaching Red Cross and Red 

Crescent activists and documenting its mission, activities, and future ambitions.72 The 

anthology, whose lexicon was typical of propaganda imposed by the Soviet state or by 

the party, is important for several reasons. The date of publication links the anthology to 

                                                
66 Ibid., p. 24. 
67 Rukovodstvo dlia komsomol’skikh kruzhkov pervoi pomoshchi. Vypusk tretii, p. 45. 
68 Concerning the concept of kul’turnost’, see V. Volkov, “The Concept of kul’turnost’. Notes on the 
Stalinist Civilizing Process,” in Sheila Fitzpatrick (ed.), Stalinism. New Directions (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2000), pp. 210-230. 
69 Rukovodstvo dlia komsomol’skikh kruzhkov pervoi pomoshchi. Vypusk tretii, p. 46. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1. 
72 The anthology included several articles on the history of the Red Cross in Europe (by A. Rakovskaia), 
the XIII international conference of the Red Cross held in The Hague on 23-27 October 1928 (by Iurii 
Solov’ev), the development of the Red Cross in the Soviet Union (by D. Zlatkovskii), and Red Cross and 
Red Crescent operations in Russia, Ukraine, Belorussia, Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, and 
Turkmenistan. The anthology included a section devoted to Red Cross activity internationally and was 
published with the intention of providing information about the association to members of the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent as well as non-members. See Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo 
Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1. 
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the XVI Party conference (April 1929), which launched the First Five-Year Plan, the 

industrialization of the country, and the purges, all of which consolidated Stalin’s 

power. In this way, the publication can be seen as a further Soviet attempt to garner 

support for their politics by hiding behind the Red Cross’ neutral international status 

and to achieve greater legitimacy through its cooperation with such an organization. 

While most of the previous publications made by the association in the USSR were 

destined primarily for Red Cross members, the anthology seemed targeted towards a 

larger audience. Unfortunately, only 3,000 copies were printed with an unknown 

circulation. One can speculate that these copies were destined for regional and national 

seats of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, and presumably also for some other 

regional and republican associations linked formally or informally to the Communist 

Party. This supports the contention that the Soviet party-state operated as an éminence 

grise behind the association. Through it, the Soviets sought supporters for their policies, 

since they could speak to a larger audience without being considered biased. 

While the introduction to the anthology by Kost, the Head of the sanitary 

department of the Executive Committee of the SOKK, clearly stated that one of the 

aims of the anthology was to enlighten “the uninformed Red Cross and Crescent 

periphery about the structure of the Executive Committee of the association, its role, 

and its work,”73 an article also informed the Red Cross and Crescent periphery of the 

primary goals of the Society, which were supposed to be rooted in the masses to the 

same degree as the Communist Party:  

 
Only in the USSR are the Red Cross and the Red Crescent organizations deeply rooted in the 
masses; they are organized to support the mutual assistance of peasants in the countryside, 
workers in the cities, to defend the Revolution, and to persuade people that they have to fight, to 
defend, and to help each other in this struggle.74 
 

This explicit linkage of the Red Cross and Soviet power underlined the real 

essence of the Red Cross, which was designated to support people in a context of the 

revolution that must be constantly defended. If an effort was made during the 1920s to 

mask this intention, by the end of the 1920s this was no longer a preoccupation. In fact, 

the idea of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent as bearers of proper hygiene and health 

care gave way to a militarized association with no other face beyond that of a 

government and party organization: 

 

                                                
73 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 3. 
74 Ibid., p. 7. 
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The main purpose of the activity of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent at the present time is to 
participate in the cultural construction of the Soviet Union and in so doing to build the sanitary 
protection (oborona) of the country. Two slogans are important at the present time: protection 
of the country (oborona strany) and cultural revolution in everyday life (kul’turnaia revoliutsiia 
byta).75 
 
 

The protection of the country and the idea of a Cultural Revolution were 

constant issues in the Soviet literature of the 1920s related to the Red Cross and the Red 

Crescent and also in that associated to the women’s question. The linkage between the 

two expressions (protection of the country and Cultural Revolution) frames the 

discourse within the political ideology of the times. The militarization of the country 

and everyday life’s “permanent revolution” were two themes that required no 

separation. The lexicon of the SOKK overlapped that of the Soviet authority and helps 

to frame the discourse regarding Central Asia, where the Soviets thought to use the 

same strategy and even the same lexicon to obtain similar outcomes as in European 

Russia, without giving adequate consideration to the diverse contexts.    

 

Already beginning in 1928, class warfare became the central preoccupation of 

Soviet ideology, and it is interesting to note how this mission was also grafted onto the 

Red Cross. Sheila Fitzpatrick76 interprets the Cultural Revolution as class warfare, even 

if she does not use the term to indicate changes at the everyday level.77 The following 

quote from the SOKK anthology represents the bond between the Soviet construction 

(the sovietization of the country) and the concept of class warfare, and between the 

latter and the Red Cross and the Red Crescent: 

 
The basic principles of the Soviet construction [sovetskoe stroitel’stvo], founded on the 
involvement of the masses in all social work, and the undoubted character of the future war–the     
class war [voina klassov], involving not only the army, receive our primary attention in 
spreading the mass war propaganda among the civil population, and for the Red Cross and the 
Red Crescent this means devoting its attention to the organization of a mass war-sanitary 
propaganda.78 
 

Class warfare involved the USSR in each of its constituencies, not least the Red 

Cross. “Class warfare,” a concept reinforced by Stalin in the latter 1920s, was intended 

to more deeply inculcate the new values of the Soviet state within the population.  

                                                
75 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 18. 
76 Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Cultural Revolution as Class War,” in her The Cultural Front (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 1992), pp. 115-148. 
77 The Cultural Revolution and its related historiography is covered in the third part. 
78 Sbornik Soiuza Obshchestv Krasnogo Kresta i Krasnogo Polumesiatsa Soiuza SSR. N. 1, p. 18. About 
propaganda, see the same reference (pp. 18-19) and part one. 
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Between 1928 and 1929, Stalin was in fact strengthening his power, as is also 

evident in the changes taking place in the Soviet association of the Red Cross. In 

January 1929, a circular79 from the Executive Committee of the SOKK signed by the 

Ispolkom secretary Lazarev, who at that time was the secretary of the Executive 

Committee, and Kost, the head of the sanitary department,80 directed to the central 

committee of the national associations of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, requested 

radical revision and changes in activity with regard to their objectives, methods, and 

work practices. The change was seen as “necessary in connection with the socialist 

construction of the country and in conformity with the needs of the present political 

tasks.”81 The circular drew attention to the “social-class composition” of the members 

and the local committees. It criticized the “insufficient presence” of members from the 

ranks of workers, farm-laborers, and poorest peasants, while lamenting the “excessive 

presence” of white collar workers.82 The involvement of workers and bedniak-seredniak 

peasants in leadership roles and in the organs of the Red Cross was also strongly 

recommended, following the guidelines of the party-state toward all of its organs. The 

Executive Committee of the SOKK further problematized the weak involvement of the 

association in aiding the kolkhoz and sovkhoz. In this statement, it was again perceptible 

that the Soviet party-state, in its role of éminence grise, was trying to use the Red Cross 

for political-economic purposes.83 From this circular and its lexicon, it seems that the 

SOKK was already regarded as an organ of the Soviet party-state as opposed to an 

independent association.  

In its circular letter, the Ispolkom of the SOKK presented a working plan 

reconfirming the establishment of strong and vibrant relations with party, Soviet, and 

voluntary organizations, and in particular with professional organizations, as 

exemplified by doctors working in Sluzhba zdorov’ia. It pointed to the need to 

strengthen supervision over the associations and to list the social composition of 

members, circles, people’s brigades/patrols (druzhiny), and committees. The circular 

again suggested paying greater attention to the sanitary protection of the country 

(sanitarnaia oborona strany), linking this closely to improving the conditions of work 

and everyday life. Theoretically, it was fundamental that the association was present in 

industries and farms, transportation, the countryside, and the kolkhoz and sovkhoz. The 
                                                
79 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 32, ll. 2-4. 
80 Both Kost and Lazarev were stationed in Moscow. 
81 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 32, l. 2. 
82 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 32, l. 2. 
83 Unfortunately, there is no indication of Kost or Lazarev’s party member status. 
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Red Cross and the Red Crescent were asked to employ the methods of self-criticism 

(samokritika)84 and socialist competition (sotsialisticheskoe sorevnovanie), which were 

a usual part of the Communist Party’s lexicon. The circular ended by exhorting the 

activists of the Red Cross and Red Crescent to further systematize work under the 

governance of local committees. The conclusion introduced a Five-Year Plan (piatiletnii 

plan) of activity that drew from an economic logic recalling the First Five-Year Plan.85 

The contents and the wording adopted in the circular were extremely similar to letters 

issued by party committees toward party cells, employing words like samokritika and 

sotsialisticheskoe sorevnovanie (socialist competition), sotsial’nyo-klassovyi sostav 

chlenskikh mass (social-class structure of the members), and sotsialisticheskoe 

stroitel’stvo (socialist construction). The Soviet Red Cross was to be militarized like the 

Communist Party itself and the SOKK executive committee was instructed “to speak 

Bolshevik” rather than the language of international humanitarianism.  

 

A year later, on 11 January 1930, a circular letter86 from the Executive 

Committee of the ROKK, signed by TsK ROKK President Baranov and ROKK main 

secretary Chernov-Bek, dealing with the pre-registration campaign to recruit members, 

improving the social composition of the association, and clearing the association of 

mertvye dushi (dead souls), or those who failed to pay their fees, had the same tones as 

the previous document. Paralleling the purges, pre-registration was treated like a 

political campaign, aimed at defending the association from class-external elements 

(klassovo-chuzhdye elementy), at increasing the numbers of workers, bedniaks, 

seredniaks, batraks, kolkhozniki, and peasants, at reinforcing the bonds between party, 

professional, and voluntary organizations, and at taking measures in conformity with the 

industrialization of the country and with collectivization. Like party members, Red 

Cross members were asked to engage in self-criticism and to involve the organization in 

this task, so fundamental to the Soviet Union’s construction, thereby once again 

invoking the class warfare terminology previously reserved for party and government 

organizations.  

 

                                                
84 “The self-criticism or samokritika campaign put pressure on factory administration and party/Soviet 
officials of a Rightist stamp who saw mass mobilization by activation of worker anger as a threat to labor 
discipline and production” (Matthew Lenoe, Closer to the Masses. Stalinist Culture, Social Revolution, 
and Soviet Newspapers, Cambridge and London, Harvard University Press, 2004, p. 94). 
85 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 32, ll. 3-4. 
86 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 32, ll. 9-9ob. 



 180 

The situation in Central Asia was no different. The highest officers of Central 

Asian Red Crescent associations administered and probably thought of the association 

like a party organization rather than a neutral charity, as it was supposed to be, while the 

Communist Party recognized it as one of its extensions and vanguards. Following the 

1927 Congress, the Presidium of the TsK UzOKP exhorted the Red Crescent offices to 

conduct more work to strengthen the association, involve more members, establish 

tighter relations with party organizations, organize more cells and reinforce the work in 

existing ones. The lexicon used was the same as that invoked by the party when seeking 

to improve the work of its party cells, so that there were no difference between reports 

compiled by party activists and those compiled by Red Crescent workers. Both made 

appeals for the broadening of activities among institutions such as red corners and red 

teahouses that were expressly created by the party-state in Central Asia. The district 

branches of the association offered prime examples. The OKP in Bukhara was strongly 

urged to improve its work among the indigenous female population by spreading its 

activities to the Communist red corners (krasnye ugolki), red teahouses (krasnye 

chaikhana), family gatherings (semeinye sobraniia), and festivities,87 while the 

previously mentioned report by Kasimov on Surkhan-Dar’ia and Kashka-Dar’ia 

proposed linking all the sanitary-educational work of the OKP cells to the sanitary-

cultural commissions in the Zavkom, Mestkom, and Agitprop party cells.88 The Soviets 

were trying to engrain the Red Crescent more deeply within party institutions: if the 

Red Crescent, with its supposedly “non-Soviet” face could be present there, indigenous 

people might be more attracted by red corners or red teahouses. In fact, the construction 

of intersecting networks was aimed at reaching people to inculcate in them a new 

morality and those new Soviet principles that could lead to the sovietization of the 

region and to the formation of the Homo Sovieticus. 

  

As part of the propaganda and publicity materials to inform people about its 

network of care institutes, its activities, and about hygiene, disease, medications, and 

self-care, the UzOKP published some 3,000 copies of wall newspapers, or stengazety.89 

Stengazety were considered a fruitful form of ideological propaganda, implemented by 

                                                
87 Krasnye ugolki, krasnye chaikhana, and semeinye sobraniia were typical party institutes. The 
Zhenotdel founded and implemented most of these circles in the attempt to involve as many women as 
possible. 
88 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, ll. 81, 82. 
89 The report states that “the Central Committee of the Red Crescent publishes a journal for people, which 
clarifies the problems of the Society, publicizing its ideas and making people knowing the work of the 
Red Crescent” (“Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant Rouge de l’Uzbékistan, 1929-1930,” p. 78). 
See also Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant-Rouge de l’Uzbékistan, p. 8.  
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the party-state throughout the USSR in various endeavors, and a favored visual means 

for publicizing the work of activists.90 The use of wall newspapers in a context beyond 

the party is emblematic of the strong connection between it and the Red Cross. 

Moreover, stengazety together with books, brochures, and posters, were a form of 

ideological publicity campaign used by the Soviets, the Red Cross, and the Red 

Crescent, that gave a “pretense of spontaneity.”91  

Archival research in Moscow yielded three wall newspapers of the Central 

Committee of the Uzbek Red Crescent from 1928. These stengazety were divided into 

two halves, one written in Russian and the other in Uzbek with Arabic script, which 

would also promote a broader understanding among literate native people. Every wall 

newspaper contained slogans written in red with the aim of generating a positive 

attitude in the audience. An image of the stengazety with a listing of their main articles 

illustrated what manner of information and ideological propaganda campaigns were 

being transmitted and realized by the Uzbek Red Cross and the Communist Party 

behind it. One of the most important aspects was again the lexicon used in the articles 

and in the slogans, which reflected the ideological propaganda nature of the publication. 

Terms such as “capitalistic government,” “socialist construction,” and “imperialistic 

war” were used, evoking the terminology used in party manifestos. Many references 

were to the Red Army and its role in the defense of the country as was also the case for 

the Red Cross and the Red Crescent.  

Because of their visuality, stengazety were a brilliant means of ideological 

propaganda quite similar to the iconographic posters displayed and analyzed in the 

previous part of the thesis. Similar to these posters, the wall newspapers faced problems 

linked to reception, so that it is hard to determine the influence they had on the public to 

whom they were addressed. Certainly, through the use of two different languages and 

scripts, one sees that they were intended to reach a larger “catchment area.”  

                                                
90 A statement from the XIII Party Congress (1924) defined the meaning of stengazety for the Soviets: 
“Wall newspapers are acquiring an ever-greater significance in our press network, as weapons affecting 
the masses and as forms of the expression of the activity of the masses. Factory newspapers are already 
playing a large role in improving productivity and in the construction of a new form of life, in the struggle 
against illiteracy and against religious prejudice. The work with the wall newspapers in the enterprises 
should take place with the aid and leadership of the Party cell and of the Komsomol. The Party 
committees should strengthen their leadership in the production of wall newspapers. The wall newspaper 
in the village should become one of the most important tasks of the local Party and Komsomol cells. It 
should struggle for the improvement of agriculture, for cooperatives, for raising the cultural level of the 
village, for the interests of the powerless peasants, against the exploitative tendencies of the kulak, and 
against the malfeasance of administrators. It is essential to connect the wall newspaper in the village with 
the library hut, with organs giving agricultural information, and with schools” (Peter Kenez, The Birth of 
the Propaganda State. Soviet Methods of Mass Mobilization, 1917-1929, Cambridge and New York, 
Cambridge University Press, 1985, pp. 238-239). 
91 Ibid., p. 237. 
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Through the contiguity of stengazety and posters, one can discern that the 

stengazety were also designed to control space, namely to establish the borders of the 

state-sponsored Red Crescent in dealing with everyday life, but also with special 

situation such as the war scare at the end of the 1920s. The slogans and the articles 

included in these “written posters” declared what the association was about, what their 

members or candidates were asked to do, to believe, or to fight for, as well as 

commenting on the important events of 1928. In contrast to the posters focusing on 

women, where the hujum represented the major watershed, with regard to the Red 

Crescent stengazety, the period around the First Five-Year Plan was the turning point in 

the association’s life constituting a new phase in its historical timeline. During this 

period one could sense a major focus on the “sanitary protection” of the country in view 

of a possibile war, which was a subtly recurrent theme in the stengazety. Linked to this 

theme, that calling for substantial female presence and involvement in the association 

was also repeated consistently in the wall newspapers, showing that the issue of women  

continued to serve as a litmus paper within the overall Central Asian context.  

Beyond the war scare and women, there were other recurrent themes: the 

references to the Red Army, the emphasis on children and youth through associations 

such as the Young Pioneers and the Komsomol, and the modernization drive linked to 

the industrialization of the country, which was a fundamental project on the Soviet 

agenda. The ambition to modernize was quite evident through the mention of medical 

airplanes in comparative reference to fellow modern countries such as the United States 

and Japan. To support their idea of sovietization as a modernization in the European or 

Western style, the Soviet authority needed to frame its discourse involving models 

which would appeal to the population, yet it failed to consider that many people were 

probably ignorant of the international terms of comparison used in the wall newspapers.  

The stengazety also attempted to generate proletarian class awareness, a theme 

essentially ignored in the iconographic posters. Several times the wall newspapers 

mentioned that the association focused not only on improving the health conditions of 

women and children, but also of working people, meaning of proletariat. Such a theme 

did not emerge in the previous years, reaching a crescendo at the time of the First Five 

Year Plan, underlining a parallel between the history of Red Crescent in Central Asia 

and the general timeline of the USSR, which faced a turning point in its history in 1928-

1929. 

Posters and stengazety as tools of the Uzbek Red Crescent association shared 

differences and analogies in the realm of ideological iconographic power. The emphasis 
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on women, on child birth and hygiene, on personal hygiene, and on sanitary protection, 

were part of the Soviet campaign focused on improving (health) conditions and 

subsequently at defending the country from its external enemies. The modernizing 

agenda at the core of the Soviet project could be tailored to any mechanism applied by 

the Soviet authority, and the wall newspapers were far from the least of these. 

 

 
 Figure 23: Figure of stengazeta n. 1 (April 1928) of the Central Committee of the Uzbek 
Association of the Red Crescent (TsK UzOKP). 
 

Figure 2392 displays the stengazeta n. 1 (April 1928) of the Central Committee 

of the Uzbek Association of the Red Crescent (TsK UzOKP). Stengazety dealt with a 

variety of topics, with the language of the article titles emblematic of their content. 

Headings such as “The entire task of the association of the Red Crescent in the cause of 

the sanitary protection of the country,”93 “The results of the work of the Uzbek 

Association of the Red Crescent,”94 “The participation of women in the Association of 

Red Crescent,”95 and “Memorandum about medical airplanes,”96 were at the core of this 

stengazeta. The “Memorandum” highlighted the importance of medical airplanes in a 

                                                
92 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 46. 
93 Article signed by Vice-Chairman of the TsK UzOKP, Akhmedov. A few lines described the purposes 
of the organization of the Red Cross. Above the article, a red slogan in red read: “Through the Red 
Crescent we create a healthy rear-guard for the future struggle.” 
94 Article signed by Alekseev.  
95 Article signed by L. K. Above the article, a slogan in red read: “Workers male and female, peasants 
male and female, strengthen the sanitary protection of the country, organize first-aid circles (Kruzhki 
“Pervoi pomoshchi”).” 
96 Article signed by doctor Kalendarev.  
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region like Uzbekistan, where the poor condition of the roads and the difficult terrain 

rendered such means necessary. To support this idea, the author introduced many 

examples from foreign countries (United States, Japan, and others) where medical 

airplanes offered a solution to overcome such challenges. The article ended with a 

slogan written in red: “The Uzbek Association of the Red Crescent has equipped the 

first Soviet sanitary airplane in Uzbekistan. Every working person has the duty to 

support it.” Above the article, a slogan in red read: “The Red Army protects the life of 

working people, and the Red Crescent protects their health.” Again, one can only 

underline the references to the Red Army, which rendered the Red Crescent (and, 

subsequently, the Red Cross) a soft-line institution with hard-line nuances, considering 

that the Red Army was a hard-line institute.  

The article on the results of the work of the Uzbek Association of the Red 

Crescent documented the creation of the Uzbek Red Crescent and its organization. It 

clarified the type of work performed by the organization. As usual for Soviet text with a 

propagandistic objective, numbers were quoted to buttress the importance of the 

association’s activities. Above the article, a slogan in red read: “By participating in the 

work of the Red Crescent, you strengthen the protection of the Soviet Union,” openly 

linking the Red Crescent to the fortunes of the USSR, and mostly to its sanitary and 

even military protection. 

In fact, the article on the entire task of the association of the Red Crescent in the 

cause of the sanitary protection of the country expressed the fear of a supposedly 

imminent war that was prevalent at that time in the USSR (see war scare of 1927-1928). 

The author of the article, Akhmedov,97 first spread fear by recommending being 

prepared for this possibility, before easing anxieties by explaining that to prepare for 

this eventuality people had to learn how to care for the wounded and to protect 

themselves from diseases. In the article, women were cited as one of the main actors in 

medical-sanitary protection, re-stating the great interest given them by the Red Cross 

and Red Crescent and the Communist Party. Central importance was also given to 

circles of First Aid and courses for nurses, again mostly regarding the idea of sanitary 

protection of the country.  

In another article,98 the fear of an attack by “capitalistic, imperialistic, and 

bourgeois” countries was used to enlist women in the struggle. The author attributed 

great importance to women’s actions, and laid out a plan to form women’s cells within 
                                                
97 The entire task of the association of the Red Crescent in the cause of the sanitary protection of the 
country (GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 46). 
98 The participation of women in the association of Red Crescent (GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 46). 
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the Uzbek Red Crescent. The idea of the cells, whose aims were devoted to involving 

indigenous women, mimicked the party structure with its party cell sub-divisions. The 

author solicited support from organizations such as the Komsomol and Zhenotdel, 

which were sensitive toward women’s issues, and ended the article with a slogan calling 

for vigilance and mobility: “Female Uzbek member of the Komsomol, Pioneer, worker, 

join the association of the Red Crescent.” The appeals to party organizations chronicled 

the intention of the Red Crescent, which did not simply look at women and children, but 

also to indigenous actors in their war against “backwardness.” The Uzbek half of the 

stengazeta offered a prime opportunity to appeal to women who were able to read them 

and who might become party members or candidates. Both the Red Crescent and the 

party encouraged reciprocity through members participating in the activities of the other 

organization.  

 
 Figure 24: Figure of stengazeta n. 4 (July 1928) of the Central Committee of the Uzbek 
Association of the Red Crescent (TsK UzOKP). 
 

Figure 2499 is a display of the stengazeta n. 4 (July 1928). Akhmedov and 

Alekhkseev were the main editors. In the wall newspapers, some events were reported 

in brief chronicles (of three to four lines), whose section was in fact entitled Khronika. 

The headings and brief descriptions of the articles evoked the dynamics of top-down 

communication: “Toward the second plenum of the Uzbek Association of Red 

                                                
99 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 123. 
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Crescent”100 – whose slogan at the end read “Let’s prepare for our protection, let’s learn 

to help the sick and the wounded” –, “The Red Crescent in the cause of improving the 

health of the working people,”101 “Information on the first aid circles,”102 “On ‘solntse-

ploshchadke’103 of the Red Crescent,”104 and “Provisional instruction about ‘sluzhby 

zdorov’ia’105 for Young Pioneers.”106  

One of the articles107 by a medical doctor underlined the aims of the Uzbek Red 

Crescent, whose purpose was foremost to improve the health of workers, echoing the 

ideological importance of the proletariat over other classes. The author, Kesler, used 

words taken from the party’s terminology, evidencing an attempt to militarize the Red 

Crescent. Kesler employed such typical terms as the “socialist construction” 

(sotsialisticheskoe stroitel’stvo), but also terms such as “war-ization” (voenizatsiia) and 

“chemicalization” (khimizatsiia), highlighting the common fear of an imminent war.  

 

                                                
100 Article signed by TsKUz OKP. The article summarized the activities of the Uzbek Red Crescent in the 
previous seven months. It listed the work accomplished, following the plans of the Central Committee. 
Above the article, a slogan in red read: “Maximizing work efficiency with a minimum of expense.”  
101 Article signed by the medical doctor I. D. Kesler. Another slogan in red was at the bottom, below the 
article: “Every member of the Association of the Red Crescent should know how to administer first aid.” 
102 Article signed by the member of the OKP, Toluzakov. The article illustrated the importance of first aid 
circles as the first vanguard of sanitary protection of the USSR. 
103 Outdoor children’s playground. 
104 Article signed by Grigorii Elladov. This wall newspaper featured a poem by Grigorii Elladov on 
children playing outdoor in one of the Red Crescent institutes. A slogan in red by Krupskaia was similar 
to the words of the party-state: “Children, flowers of life.” Another slogan in red was directed at children: 
“All Young Pioneers should be young friends of the association of the Red Crescent.” 
105 Health services. 
106 Article signed by the TsKUz of the OKP. The article dealt with health services for Young Pioneers, or 
the proletarian children. It explains the nature of the sluzhby zdorov’ia, their aims, and their activities. 
107 The Red Crescent in the cause of improving the health of the working people (GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 
109, l. 123). 
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 Figure 25: Figure of stengazeta n. 5 (August 1928) of the Central Committee of the Uzbek 
Association of the Red Crescent (TsK UzOKP). 
 

Figure 25108 is a display of the stengazeta n. 5 (August 1928). The article 

headings were as follows: “Nursing courses for the indigenous population,”109 again 

“Toward the Second Plenum of the TsK of the UzOKP,”110 “Sanitary education and the 

Association of Red Crescent,”111 “Mobilization of social forces for victory on the health 

front,”112 “Are ‘pionerdruzhiny [pioneers’ brigade]’113 necessary in Uzbekistan?,”114 

“The Tajik Orgbiuro of the OKP,”115 and “Union and foreign chronicle.”116 For 

instance, writing about pionerdruzhiny helped link the association of Young Pioneers to 

                                                
108 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 266. 
109 Article signed by TsK of the UzOKP. Above the article, a slogan in red read: “The Red Crescent offers 
a strong medical rear-guard to the Red Army.” 
110 Article signed by the Orgotdel. The article presented information on the situation of the Uzbek Red 
Crescent before the Second Plenum, which was to take place at the end of 1928. The unknown author 
writing for the Orgotdel (Organizational department) wrote about the work completed and yet to be done 
in Uzbekistan. Above the article, a slogan in red read: “Individual initiatives of working people help the 
Red Crescent to improve conditions at work and in daily life.” 
111 Article signed by Dr. B. Kniazhinskii. Above the article, a slogan in red read: “Every doctor must join 
the Association of Red Crescent.” 
112 Article signed by the Executive secretary of the OKP of the TASSR, Domrachev. The author wrote 
about health conditions in Uzbekistan in terms of the prevalence of diseases, closing with a plea for the 
support and mobilization of all people in the fight against malaria and syphilis. 
113 Pioneer Patrols. 
114 Article signed by the Editors’ Board. Above the article, a slogan in red read: “The Red Crescent as 
custodian of the health of the Pioneers.” 
115 Article signed by Kh. The article presented the new Tajik association of the Red Crescent.  
116 The last column of the wall newspaper was devoted to the Khronika, which provided some 
information about the activity of the SOKK and of the foreign association of the Red Cross and the Red 
Crescent. 
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the war context since the creation of brigades (or even troops) as the old term druzhina 

referred to was a means to militarize even the youngest party activists under the 

umbrella of the Red Crescent. 

Another article117 from the last stengazeta stated that Pioneers and their 

associations were important in Uzbekistan, but unfortunately the work that they were 

doing was not sufficiently intensive, claiming that sluzhby zdorov’ia iunykh pionerov 

(health services for the Young Pioneers) did not go beyond organizing discussions and 

medical examinations. As a couple of slogans from stengazeta n. 4 reiterated (“All 

Young Pioneers should be young friends of the Association of the Red Crescent” and 

“The Red Crescent as custodian of the health of the Pioneers”), in demanding 

substantial involvement from the Uzbek Pioneers, the Red Crescent recognized an 

overlap in its sphere of influence, since otherwise the Pioneers was intended as the party 

organization for children, as the Komsomol was for adolescents.  

Wall newspapers were clearly a direct means to seize the public’s attention 

through short normative mottos. Slogans were very similar to the those used by the 

party-state in its propaganda campaigns. Slogans such as “Through the Red Crescent we 

create a healthy rear-guard for the future struggle,” “Participating in the work of the Red 

Crescent, you strengthen the protection of the Soviet Union,” “Workers male and 

female, peasants male and female, strengthen the sanitary protection of the country, 

organize first-aid circles (Kruzhki “Pervoi pomoshchi”),” “The Red Army protects the 

life of working people, and the Red Crescent protects their health,” “Let’s prepare for 

our protection, let’s learn to help the sick and the wounded,” and “The Red Crescent 

offers a strong medical rear-guard to the Red Army,” testified to the militarization and 

involvement in the defense of the country by the Red Cross and Red Crescent.  

Even if not every Central Asian republic faced the same issues, references to 

militarization and mobilization were spread throughout the region. For instance, in 

Turkmenistan, where the population was nomadic, the TOKP worked in different 

conditions and with different means,118 but the local use of special detachments was a 

                                                
117 Are Pioneer Patrols (pionerdruzhiny) necessary in Uzbekistan? (GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 109, l. 266). 
118 “The special detachments of the Red Crescent constantly work throughout the steppes where more 
than 6,328 ill from the nomad population of the republic have received cared. These detachments also 
organized conferences and gave advice to women regarding children’s education and hygiene in the home 
(especially the felt-covered tents called kibitki). Gifts have been distributed to children by the Red 
Crescent, which also gave money to those mothers following the childcare advice offered. … The most 
commonly treated diseases were syphilis, trachoma, and those diseases mostly linked to female problems. 
… The amount of work accomplished by the Red Crescent in these distant parts [the steppes] is 
substantial, since it is the first time that nomads were treated by European doctors, since before then they 
knew no other care than that of indigenous shamans or sorcerers.” (“Compte-rendu de la Société du 
Croissant Rouge du Turkmenistan, 1929-1930,” p. 65). 
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clear indication of a mobilizational status. In fact, the special detachments 

(détachements spéciaux) had a military character with “doctor-soldiers” detached from 

the main cities to serve throughout the steppes, where they were engaged in a war 

against old beliefs for a “new modernizing idea of hygiene.” The concept of the 

militarization of the medical corps of the Red Crescent hinted at manner of agenda that 

laid behind these efforts.   

 

 The lexicon used by Red Cross and Red Crescent organs in Central Asia or that 

utilized by the SOKK further demonstrates the overlap of the party and the supposedly 

philantropic international association, making the latter an example of mobilizational 

militarization similar to party vanguards. Moreover, the proximity to the Red Army in 

practical and theorical terms allowed the Red Crescent to shift from a soft-line 

bureaucracy to a hard-line one, underlining a hybrid situation in which the supposedly 

neutral association presented itself as soft though many of its features were “hard.” 





 

5 CONCLUSION 
 

During the 1920s, the Red Cross and the Red Crescent were inserted into the 

mechanism of political-ideological construction of the Soviet Union, in the role of 

helper of the party-state more commonly reserved for Communist organizations such as 

the Zhenotdel, Komsomol, Red Army, and others, or for other front organizations such 

as the trade unions. The Soviet government and the Communist Party were the 

éminence grise hidden behind the Red Cross and Red Crescent front organizations, 

which shared the lexicon of Communist propaganda, especially in the last years of the 

decade. Terms employed in the Red Cross and the Red Crescent reports such as sanitary 

protection of the country (sanitarnaia oborona strany), class warfare (voina klassov), 

class-external elements (klassovo-chuzhdye elementy), social-class structure of the 

members (sotsial’nyo-klassovyi sostav chlenskikh mass), socialist construction 

(sotsialisticheskoe stroitel’stvo), self-criticism (samokritika), and socialist competition 

(sotsialisticheskoe sorevnovanie), were also common expressions in the reports 

addressing party cells and activists. The Red Cross and the Red Crescent were supposed 

“to speak Bolshevik” and help the Soviets to sovietize the whole country.  

 

In Central Asia, the objective of the party-state was also the transformation of 

the “Homo Islamicus speaking Muslim” into “Homo Sovieticus speaking Bolshevik.” 

The Red Cross and Red Crescent were central means employed to reach this end, and 

women together with children were among the targets of this process. Since many 

women bore paranja and chachvan, the Uzbek Red Crescent was a logical candidate for 

espousing ideological propaganda centered on veiled women at exactly the time when 

the Hujum was launched in 1927:1  

 
In Uzbekistan, like in many other oriental countries, before the revolution the indigenous 
woman did not have the right to show herself to foreign men with her face unveiled. She went 
out with the face veiled by a heavy and compact cloth, which forever closed to her the external 
world and which took off the possibility to take part to the social and political life. She lived 
among the four walls of her husband’s house or that one of her father in a situation close to the 
slavery. She was uneducated and in the present times she is totally primitive like her distant 
ancestors. 
 
Still in recent times and even until now, for a Muslim woman from Uzbekistan to take off the 
veil is a heroic act. This is an offense to the traditions existing for one thousand years and 
sanctioned by religion; in fact, the action of taking off the veil from the face is a revolutionary 

                                                
1 The third part of this thesis is entirely devoted to the hujum and its correlated issues. 
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act, symbol of a woman who ceases to be a slave to become a citizen of a Socialist Soviet 
Republic enjoying all of its civic rights. This action cost the life to many women.  
 
In these conditions, it is very important to study the data on the participation of women to the 
Society of the Red Crescent.2 … This fact [namely, the increase of women in the association] is 
considered the symptom of the awakening of the civic sentiment in the indigenous woman. One 
cannot deny that the participation of the indigenous woman in the work of the Red Crescent has 
a deep meaning for her and for the entire society. This fact, considering also the precarious 
situation of the Uzbek woman who wields great influence over her health and that of her 
children, explains the special attention by the Red Crescent of Uzbekistan to the work related to 
the protection of maternity and infancy.3 
 
 
 To Soviet eyes, Central Asian women, whose veils represented their 

backwardness, were perceived as backward, primitive, and uneducated, which was why 

“they had to be molded” by the Soviets in the name of a complete modernization of 

European origins. Even if women’s participation and the consequent involvement of 

their children in the Red Cross and the Red Crescent activities was seen as a 

strengthening of their modernizing process through the awareness of their civic 

conscience, their unveiling represented another important step on the path of 

sovietization, and next part of the thesis is devoted to analyzing the second level of soft-

line bureaucracy, which eventually transformed into hard-line control under the chistki 

and proverki. 

                                                
2 The figures have been already provided along this section. 
3 See Compte-rendu de la Société du Croissant-Rouge de l’Uzbékistan (Moscow: Imprimerie du 
Commissariat du Peuple pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1928), pp. 3-4. The selection continued with further 
information: “Around January 1st, 1928, the society had seven locations to aid children. These places had 
anthropometric rooms, which allowed one to exercise effective control over children’s health. Moreover, 
these institutes had two ambulatories for children, which had under their charge the indigenous 
population, and they offer consulting to mothers teaching them the proper way to nourish and bring up 
children and to fight against infant diseases which exterminate thousands of children” (Compte-rendu de 
la Société du Croissant-Rouge de l’Uzbékistan, p. 4). 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PART THREE 
 

Women and Hujum in the Sovietization Process 





1 INTRODUCTION1 
 

The flame of the bonfire flared up in sparks. Towards the sky, in dense clouds 
of smoke, a mass of sparks rises into the air: again a paranja is thrown into the 
fire. The festival of hujum is coming to an end. Huddled in a circle, some 
Uzbek women were crowded together around the bonfire. … Ana-Bibi 
continued to hesitate. She knew that her husband would be very happy if she 
took off the paranja. … Ana-Bibi ripped off the chachvan and threw it into the 
mass of red burning coals. … In the East, the sun was rising when Ana-Bibi 
returned home. Her husband was sleeping. The old aunt was dozing in a corner 
next to the bishik.2 Maybe, she had just put little Uraz to sleep. … In the 
morning, she would say to her husband that she was a “woman in the first line,” 
and that the night before she had taken off the chachvan. But she had to do 
much housework and she had no time. As soon as her husband finished the last 
cup of tea, with shyness she moved closer to him and, hesitantly, informed her 
husband about the events of the night before. Khashim, her husband, was a 
Communist and a diligent, reliable worker. Surely, he was very happy that his 
wife followed his suggestion, but the great joy Ana-Bibi expected was not 
evident. Khashim had no time, he had to leave. … Their son Uraz appeared to 
be suffering from some manner of ailment. Often he was whiny. Sometimes, he 
coughed, and the day of Khashim’s departure to go to Moscow for the congress, 
Uraz fell sick. Ana-Bibi was depressed. The evil gaze of the mullah also 
followed her during the night. She was afraid to go out in the street. When Uraz 
became really sick, Ana-Bibi’s mother and some old aunts appeared at home. 
They yelled together:  
-You are the cause of all of this! Why did you take off the paranja? Allah 
turned his back on you. 
… In the morning, Ana-Bibi ran to the doctor’s office with a small piece of 
paper with the doctor’s last name, left by her husband. She found the doctor 
with some difficulty. At home, the women were doing the housework. They 
called the tabib.3 When the doctor Ana-Bibi had called arrived, they did not 
allow him to go inside, saying that the sick baby had already recovered. 
Meanwhile, the tabib performed the exorcism and the mullah wrote on a piece 
of paper the dua,4 which had to be swallowed by the patient. The rite was 
finished and both tabib and mullah shrugged their arms: 
-Nothing will be solved as long as the mother remains dishonored.  
The baby was getting worse… The old women increased their verbal attacks on 
Ana-Bibi, who was enervated from sleepless nights. She began to believe that 
she was the cause of the illness of her son. When she had to go into a shop, she 
once again wore the veil. … But this act did not help Uraz, who continued 
getting worse. When the mullah-imam knew that Ana-Bibi wore the veil again, 
he said that the baby’s health would improve.  
-Allah is not angry anymore. Now the baby will be fine.  
 Some days later the baby died. 
Both tabib and mullah-imam did not return to the house. …5 

                                                
1 A version of this part of the thesis has been already published: Chiara De Santi, “Cultural Revolution 
and Resistance in Uzbekistan during the 1920s. New Perspectives on the Woman Question,” in Paolo 
Sartori and Tommaso Trevisani (eds.), Patterns of Transformation in and around Uzbekistan (Reggio 
Emilia: Diabasis, 2007), pp. 51-89. 
2 Cradle. 
3 Prayer. 
4 Healer. 
5 The story was written by M. Sheverdina and published in Sem’ dnei (23, 1927, pp. 8-9). The complete 
version has been translated from Russian and published in Italian: Chiara De Santi, “Storie di donne 
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This story published in Russian in a Russian journal (Sem’ dnei) was intended to 

mobilize support for the hujum in Central Asia and, especially, in areas with sedentary 

people who wore the two types of coverings, paranja and the chachvan. While one 

could assume that the hujum was well received in the larger cities where the Communist 

Party enjoyed wider support, there was instead a counter reaction to the hujum itself in 

the regions where the party was strongest, underlining that attitudes toward the hujum 

and the offensive against the staryi byt (the old everyday life) ran across regions and 

social stratas. This further highlights that the party was disconnected from local 

attitudes, and that it profoundly miscalculated the reaction toward its policies.  

In the story Paranja, the description of the bonfires where the main symbols of 

women’s “backwardness” and seclusion were thrown, highlighted the revolutionary 

connotation of the act, which was also included in a poster targeted to spread the 

ideological propaganda (see figure 9 in the first part of the thesis). Certainly, the 

described events, fictitious though probable, were seen through the lens of what Said 

labeled as Orientalism, and subscribed to the idea of the backwardness of Eastern 

people. To Soviet eyes, Ana-Bibi’s relatives, the mullah-imam, and the tabib, whose 

behaviors embodied the link between medicine and women, surely represented the 

backwardness that had to be wiped clean from the region, and the hujum as a decisive 

and provocative act was intended to shake the region and its population to their roots. 

Clearly, the Russian stereotype of the older generation of Central Asian women and of 

religious leaders and healers was that they were among the first obstacles to be 

overcome along the path of sovietization, even if they also often represented cultural 

communicators. 

 

With the aim of “modernizing the backward people of the border regions,” the 

Soviet party-state advanced a series of policies in Central Asia, such as realizing 

different strategies of the sovietization campaigns through propaganda and front 

organizations, thereby switching from soft-line to hard-line policies within the same 

period of time by employing varying degrees of societal involvement. Targeting women 

in its sovietization process, Moscow imposed its vision of a modernizing emancipation 

by launching an attack on certain “old backward customs” that, in its view, limited 

women’s freedom. This offensive, known as the hujum (which in Uzbekistan took the 

form of an attack upon the veil and of mass unveilings), was planned in 1926 and 
                                                                                                                                          
uzbeke tra emancipazione e tradizione (1924-1928),” Slavia, 4/XII (October-December 2003), pp. 130-
135. 
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implemented in 1927 thanks to functionaries such as Isaak Abramovich Zelenskii6 and 

Dmitrii Ivanovich Manzhara,7 and was the most visible aspect of the Cultural 

Revolution aimed also at subverting gender roles along Communist lines. Through the 

hujum, the Soviets intended not only to emancipate women, as was their ideological 

claim, but also to weaken the traditional family structure in order to create a new 

socialist family, headed by a New Man and a New Woman.  

Soviet attempts to impose a “sovietized socialist family and society” were 

countered by acts of violence and terror on the part of the Central Asian populace. Most 

scholars hold that, contrary to most Soviet reports during the 1920s, these reactions 

issued not only from religious leaders and the bai, but also from Central Asian 

members of the Communist Party. This part of the thesis advances the debate 

concerning resistance by distinguishing between “conscious resistance” and 

“unconscious resistance,” with the latter connoting actions not directly targeted against 

the Soviets, yet nonetheless perceived as such by the center. In order to advance 

emancipation and social-political change in Central Asia, with the aim of weakening 

and breaking the influence of those opposed to change, especially within the party, 

Moscow instituted controls of the party’s efforts and the party itself on several 

occasions (state-sponsored “hard line” politics as per Terry Martin’s definition), which 

mobilized and encouraged the proponents of change to speak up and even denounce the 

opponents, silencing them in order to win over the wavering masses in the middle. This 

                                                
6 Isaak Abramovich Zelenskii was born as the son of a tailor in 1890 in Saratov. As soon as he had 
finished primary school, he was apprenticed as a hatter. In 1906, he joined the RSDRP and worked in the 
party and in the trade-union organization in Saratov. In the Spring of 1908, he was arrested, and in the fall 
he was sent to the Orenburg region, but ran away in 1909. Unable to make a living in Astrakhan and 
Penza, he returned to Orenburg, where again he found employment in haberdashery. Back with the party, 
he put his organizational talents to use among the railway workers and for strengthening the party. In the 
winter of 1910, he was arrested and exiled. After that, Zelenskii appeared in Samara where he sewed 
peaked caps in a studio, then worked as security guard and finally as clerk in a shop. He also was active in 
party organizations. At the beginning of 1912, he was again arrested and in the fall, exiled to Narym. 
Already in the summer of 1913, he was discovered doing party work in Tsaritsyn and sent back to Narym, 
only to re-appear, in August 1914, in Samara. To escape the strict surveillance of the Bolshevik 
organizations there, he moved near Moscow, then near Orekhovo. In the fall of 1915, he was cashier at 
the Sormova hospital. That did not last long; he was imprisoned and several months later exiled to the 
province of Verkholen (region of Irkutsk). On the eve of the February revolution, he was engaged in 
organizational work in the district of Basman, rising to the presidency in that district’s soviet and then in 
the Moscow soviet. From 1918 to 1920, he held diverse positions in the party, such as head of the 
Moscow vendors’ department (prodotdel), member of the board of the KK of the sellers, secretary of the 
Moscow committee of the party, and also candidate, and then member of the TsK of the RKP(b). He was 
sent by the vendors’ KK to Siberia and worked in the presidium of the Moscow soviet. Starting in 1921, 
he was again secretary of the KK of the RKP(b), and in 1924, of the Sredazbiuro of the TsK of the 
VKB(b). From 1931 onward, he occupied the presidency of the central union (tsentrsoiuz) in Moscow, in 
the TsIK of the SSSR. (Sources: RGASPI, f. 124, op. 1, d. 721, l. 4; Revoliutsiei prizvannye, Tashkent, 
Uzbekistan, 1987, pp. 104-112.). 
7 More biographical information on Manzhara appears later in this part. For the role that Zelenskii and 
Manzhara played in the hujum, see Chiara De Santi, “Il Zhenotdel in Asia centrale (1923-1929),” Thesis 
for the Italian Laurea, Facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia, University of Florence, 1999-2000, pp. 121-124. 
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part of the thesis shows the linkage between the hujum, the reactions to it, and those 

controls exerted over the work of the party that continue the trajectory toward the final 

part dealing with the general purges of the end of the 1920s, constituting the highest 

level of hard-line control. 

 

In the field of Soviet studies, some claim that the history of the USSR is still a 

work in progress. In the debate since the 1970s on the Cultural Revolution8 scholars 

such as Sheila Fitzpatrick9 and Kendall Bailes10 link the Cultural Revolution to the 

formation of a new proletariat technical intelligentsia (technostructure), tracing back to 

the Shakhty trial (1928). In 1999, the Russian Review published an exchange of 

opinions between Sheila Fitzpatrick and Michael David-Fox. While Fitzpatrick stressed 

the abrupt passage from the Leninist concept11 of Cultural Revolution (mass education 

and civilization of the people) to the “class-war” Cultural Revolution in 1928, David-

Fox retained the Leninist emphasis on social change with an extended civilizing mission 

and did not see 1928 as its starting point.  

Francine Hirsch also critiques Fitzpatrick’s conception of the Cultural 

Revolution and the concept of “class war” and instead speaks of “a campaign on the 

ideological front” during “the great break.”12 Most scholars working on Central Asia or 

                                                
8 These include Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Cultural Revolution in Russia, 1928-1932,” Journal of Contemporary 
History, 9/1 (1974), pp. 33-52; Kendall Bailes, Technology and Society under Lenin and Stalin. Origins 
of the Soviet Technical Intelligentsia, 1917-1941 (Princeton-NJ: Princeton University Press, 1978); Sheila 
Fitzpatrick (ed.), Cultural Revolution in Russia, 1928-1931 (Bloomington and London: Indiana 
University Press, 1978); Yuri Slezkine, “From Savages to Citizens. The Cultural Revolution in the Soviet 
Far North, 1928-1938,” Slavic Review, 51/1 (Spring 1992), pp. 52-76; Yuri Slezkine, Arctic Mirrors. 
Russia and the Small Peoples of the North (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1994); Katerina 
Clark, St. Petersburg, Crucible of Cultural Revolution (Cambridge-MA and London: Harvard University 
Press, 1995); Michael David-Fox, “What Is Cultural Revolution?,” The Russian Review, 58 (April 1999), 
pp. 181-201; Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Cultural Revolution Revisited,” The Russian Review, 58 (April 1999), 
pp. 202-209; Michael David-Fox, “Mentalité or Cultural System. A Reply to Sheila Fitzpatrick,” The 
Russian Review, 58 (April 1999), pp. 210-211; Paula Michaels, “Medical Propaganda and Cultural 
Revolution in Soviet Kazakhstan, 1928-1941,” The Russian Review, 59/2 (April 2000), pp. 159-178; 
Matthew J. Payne, Stalin’s Railroad. Turksib and the Building of Socialism, (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2001); Cassandra M. Cavanaugh, “Backwardness and Biology: Medicine and Power in 
Russian and Soviet Central Asia, 1868-1934,” Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2001; Paula Michaels, 
Curative Powers. Medicine and Empire in Stalin’s Central Asia (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 2003); Douglas T. Northrop, Veiled Empire. Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca 
and London: Cornell University Press, 2004); Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations. Ethnographic 
Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2005). 
9 Fitzpatrick, “Cultural Revolution in Russia,” pp. 33-52; Fitzpatrick, Cultural Revolution in Russia; 
Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Cultural Front. Power and Culture in Revolutionary Russia (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 1992). 
10 Bailes, Technology and Society under Lenin and Stalin. 
11 Lenin describes the Cultural Revolution in his Kooperatsiia (1923). 
12 Francine Hirsch underlines that “in the ethnographers’ usage, ‘cultural revolution’ was part of the 
Soviet ‘civilizing mission’- aiming to create new structures, institutions, territories, and people through 
the introduction of new habits and practices” (Hirsch, Empire of Nations, p. 216). Hirsch cogently 
theorizes that there is a link between the Cultural Revolution and the question of nationalities in Central 
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other border regions do not link the Cultural Revolution to the formation of a 

technostructure,13 but rather view it “as the acquisition of basic literacy and education, 

the eradication of ‘prejudices and old habits,’ [even though] the new culture striven for 

was definitely the ‘ideology of the struggling working class’.”14 In agreement with 

these latter scholars, I view the Cultural Revolution in Central Asia as part of the Soviet 

modernizing agenda embodied by sovietization, which also pursued this aim directed at 

subverting gender and family roles and dismantling old customs and habits and 

replacing them with new values modeled on Marxist-Leninist ideology. If for some 

scholars the Cultural Revolution can be easily periodized based on the Shakhty trial, 

when one expands it to cover a broader period, the periodization becomes more fluid.  

Understandably, due to its malleable nature, the periodization of the Cultural 

Revolution has also fostered debate. While scholars such as Yuri Slezkine and Paula 

Michaels consider 1928 to be the starting point of the Cultural Revolution with regard 

to border regions like Central Asia – as Fitzpatrick claims – the phenomenon should 

instead be dated immediately after the October Revolution and viewed as a change 

intruding into everyday life and not only the political sphere.15 In the Cultural 

Revolution literature, Slezkine’s contribution on the “small peoples of the Far North”16 

examines the Cultural Revolution as it affected healthcare and education from an 

educational point of view, and Paula Michaels17 continues this line of thinking 

analyzing the introduction of biomedicine18 and elementary principles of hygiene 

                                                                                                                                          
Asia: “Beginning in 1931, IPIN [Institute for the Study of the Narodnosti of the USSR] defined ‘cultural 
revolution’ as a campaign to enlighten the population and eliminate those elements of beliefs, byt, 
consciousness, and culture that were ‘survivals of pre-capitalist and capitalist relations.’ In Central Asian 
republics, Siberia, and the Far East, this translated into an effort to consolidate clans and tribes into 
nationalities, which would ultimately become ‘Soviet’ nations” (Hirsch, Empire of Nations, p. 262).  
13 Payne (Stalin’s Railroad) is one of the scholars working on border regions who applies Fitzpatrick’s 
concept of Cultural Revolution. 
14 David-Fox, “What Is Cultural Revolution?,” p. 200. 
15 For instance, the widespread diffusion of soap in Central Asia was a revolution in everyday life, as was 
the introduction of the sewing machine, or the implementation of a network of schools to increase the 
literacy rate (RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 780, l. 30; Serafima T. Liubimova, “Byt i sovetskoe 
zakonodatel’stvo na Vostoke,” Rabotnitsa, 21, November 1925, p. 6; Serafima T. Liubimova, “Zhenskie 
lavki v Srednei Azii,” Kommunistka, 7, July 1926, p. 35). Training in proper hygiene and the use of soap 
are some of the means by which activists entered into dialog with the populace. Moscow planned to use 
other elements of socialization to reach the bulk of native Central Asians. Mass education was part of the 
program, as per the Leninist conception of Cultural Revolution. 
16 Slezkine, “From Savages to Citizens,” pp. 52-76; Slezkine, Arctic Mirrors. 
17 Michaels, “Medical Propaganda and Cultural Revolution in Soviet Kazakhstan,” pp. 159-178; 
Michaels, Curative Powers.  
18 “Biomedicine served as a pillar in the Cultural Revolution which, in Russian and non-Russian regions 
alike, strove to forge a pan-Soviet identity based on European, positivist notions of progress. Devoid of 
superstition and a believer in the power of science, the New Soviet Man (and Woman) would have faith 
in the Soviet state’s and Communist Party’s ability to lead the citizenry toward ever-higher stages of 
economic and cultural development” (Michaels, “Medical Propaganda and Cultural Revolution in Soviet 
Kazakhstan,” p. 160). 
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among the nomads and semi-nomads of Kazakhstan. In her innovative approach, she 

examines the introduction of new elements into their daily lives and views the Cultural 

Revolution more in Leninist terms, like Slezkine and Douglas Northrop, who stresses 

that the Soviets, “aimed to create a new kind of Soviet citizen through a ‘cultural 

revolution’ that intended to produce a New Soviet Man (and, usually less explicitly, 

woman).”19  

In evaluating the developments in Central Asia, one cannot assert that the years 

1928-1929 were the sole turning point, because while they were critical years in the 

history of the Red Crescent20 and for chistki and proverki, the case of posters and the 

hujum evidence an earlier watershed period, around 1926-1927. What transpired in 

Central Asia was therefore a Cultural Revolution of the Leninist variety characterizing 

the entire period since the October revolution, and the hujum was the most visible and 

tangible aspect of this Cultural Revolution. Considering the unique character of Central 

Asia as a Muslim region, substantially different from European Russia, it is improper to 

read its history using the same parameters as for cities such as Moscow, Leningrad, and 

their surrounding regions. When dealing with Central Asia, a scholar should be flexible 

in the exercize of periodizing events in order to fully acknowledge that different 

strategies of modernization or sovietization faced different challenges based on context. 

 

In relation to the hujum, several scholars have analyzed the “sovietized 

woman’s question” in Central Asia after 1917. Inserting it in a legal framework, in 

1974 Gregory Massell21 published the first pioneering book about Muslim women and 

Soviet policy toward them, whose main argument – echoed by Douglas Northrop22 – is 

that in Central Asia, due to the virtual absence of a working class, women became the 

                                                
19 Northrop, Veiled Empire, p. 9. 
20 The Red Crescent’s experience demonstrates that “class war” was a central concern since the launching 
of the First Five-Year Plan. 
21 Gregory J. Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat. Moslem Women and Revolutionary Strategies in Soviet 
Central Asia, 1919-1929 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974). 
22 Douglas T. Northrop, “Languages of Loyalty. Gender, Politics, and Party Supervision in Uzbekistan, 
1927-1941,” The Russian Review, 59 (April 2000), pp. 179-200; Douglas T. Northrop, “Hujum. Unveiling 
Campaigns and Local Responses in Uzbekistan, 1927,” in Donald J. Raleigh (ed.), Provincial Landscapes. 
Local Dimensions of Soviet Power, 1917-1953 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2001), pp. 125-
145; Douglas T. Northrop, “Nationalizing Backwardness. Gender, Empire, and Uzbek Identity,” in Ronald 
G. Suny and Terry Martin (eds.), A State of Nations. Empire and Nation-Making in the Age of Lenin and 
Stalin (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 191-220; Douglas T. Northrop, 
“Subaltern Dialogues. Subversion and Resistance in Soviet Uzbek Family Law,” Slavic Review, 60/1 
(Spring 2001), pp. 115-139; Douglas T. Northrop, “Subaltern Dialogues. Subversion and Resistance in 
Soviet Uzbek Family Law,” in Lynne Viola (ed.), Contending with Stalinism. Soviet Power and Popular 
Resistance in the 1930s (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2002), pp. 109-138; Northrop, 
Veiled Empire. 
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surrogate objects and, at the same time, instruments of change.23 Thus, instead of 

focusing on the workers, the Soviets in Central Asia aimed at transforming women and 

equipping them with the weapons to wage class-war. Like Massell, Northrop posits that 

the preoccupation with women and their emancipation was central to Soviet policy, 

placing great importance on the hujum24 and on the veil itself as a symbol of resistance 

to Soviet power and, contemporarily, a sign of Uzbek national-cultural identity.25 

Adrienne Edgar, a specialist in Turkmen history and the Soviet agenda towards women, 

doubts that it is possible to apply the model of the “surrogate proletariat” to 

Turkmenistan since “there is little evidence that the local communist authorities viewed 

women as their most important constituency; instead, Soviet officials were inclined to 

tread cautiously in their attempts to undermine the patriarchal social system for fear of 

alienating what they saw as the regime’s true foundation – the poor and landless male 

peasants.”26 When launching the hujum in Turkmenistan, the Soviets had to address the 

issue of the veil, which was not worn by the nomads or the Uzbek sartianki. 27 

 

                                                
23 “Party and Zhenotdel leaders thus developed an interpretation of Central Asian society in which all 
Muslim women were victims of patriarchal oppression and thus functioned in Marxist terms as a 
“surrogate proletariat.” In this view, women represented a massive, latent group of potential allies that the 
party could mobilize by publicizing a message of gender equality and liberation. ... Women’s liberation 
was selected as the crucial strategy to find Bolshevik allies among the indigenous peoples of Central 
Asia; parallel efforts were launched in Azerbaijan and across the Soviet East” (Northrop, Veiled Empire, 
pp. 11-12). 
24 Northrop proposes that the hujum fueled the “foundational myth of the Soviet project in Uzbekistan and 
long served as a crucial legitimacy for Soviet power in Central Asia” (Northrop, “Subaltern Dialogues: 
Subversion and Resistance in Soviet Uzbek Family Law,” p. 115). See also Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 
69-101; Northrop, “Hujum. Unveiling Campaigns and Local Responses in Uzbekistan,” pp. 125-145. 
25 Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 33-68; Northrop, “Nationalizing Backwardness,” pp. 191-220. 
26 Adrienne L. Edgar, “Emancipation of the Unveiled. Turkmen Women under Soviet Rule, 1924-29,” 
The Russian Review, 62 (January 2003), pp. 133-134; Adrienne L. Edgar, Tribal Nation. The Making of 
Soviet Turkmenistan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), p. 222. 
27 “Sart [is] a word of Indian origin meaning ‘merchant’ which the early Turks had applied to the oasis 
people of Iranian speech as an alternative to Tajik” (Elizabeth E. Bacon, Central Asians under Russian 
Rule. A Study in Culture Change, Ithaca and London, Cornell University Press, 19661, 19802, pp. 17-18). 
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Figure 26: Figure of two sartianki from Kokand (pre-revolutionary era).28 

 

Marianne Kamp argues that “Central Asians, both men and women, in the 

newly delineated Soviet Socialist Republic of Uzbekistan began to see themselves as 

Uzbeks, an identity that was defined and reflected in public celebrations,”29 as a way of 

‘imagining the nation’.”30 While Northrop sees the Uzbeks as being colonized by the 

                                                
28 Figure 26 (postcard) shows two sartianki from Kokand. As was common in nomadic and semi-nomadic 
Central Asian societies, these young women did not wear the paranja and chachvan, typical of sedentary 
populations. The sartianka on the left is wearing a typical Central Asian cap, the other is wearing a long 
dress with a typical Central-Asian floral pattern. 
29 Marianne R. Kamp, “Pilgrimage and Performance. Uzbek Women and the Imagining of Uzbekistan in 
the 1920s,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, 34 (2002), p. 264. 
30 “In the 1920s, political leaders challenged the Uzbek public with their own modernizing vision of the 
nation through mass unveiling proceedings, which became a ritual act that had both personal and political 
significance for the women who chose to unveil and persuaded others to follow suit. As these public 
unveilings show, identity with the state was performative, and this gender subversion constituted a 
declaration of loyalty to the state and to the Communist Party” (Kamp, “Pilgrimage and Performance,” p. 
264). 
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Soviets, Kamp rejects this top-down perspective and argues in her recent study that the 

Uzbeks were actors “in an active contest with each other to define their identity and 

trajectory.”31 Shoshana Keller, who focuses on Moscow’s policy toward Muslim 

religion, sees the hujum mainly as an attack on the Muslim clergy.32 Within this debate, 

I view the Uzbeks as having been colonized by Soviets with modernizing intentions, 

with women, children, and the youth – the “surrogates of the proletariat” – being the 

main targets of the sovietization campaign, within which the hujum was one of the most 

visible steps. The concept of substituting different actors to play the role of the 

“proletariat” within the Soviet ideology is supported by the greater attention devoted by 

the authority to the Uzbek women than to other discrete groups. Central Asia might 

have lacked a working class, but there were other segments of the population who 

might have just as easily been targeted as women (among them, young and older men, 

intellectuals, religious leaders, aksakal). The decision to focus on women was likely 

due to the perception that they represented particularly absorbent repositories of the 

new Soviet values. Considering their perceived exploitation at the hands of their male 

counterparts and the weight of what were considered oppressive customs and traditions, 

the Soviets planned to offer them the right to work, to divorce, to profit from better 

hygiene, and to receive medical assistance for them and their children if they embraced 

the Soviet authority. Appealing to women’s sense of maternal responsibility, the 

Soviets hoped to employ them in the subversion of gender and family roles, through 

which they would also aid by creating a new class of Soviet workers in the form of 

their children. This emphasis on shaping the youth evidenced a parallel pattern of 

thought to that governing the strategy toward the Red Cross and the Red Crescent,  

 

Certainly, the sudden and immediate insistence on overturning traditional 

Muslim values in favor of modern socialist values merely invited popular resistance.33 

Yet, the so-called popular resistance, best exemplified by acts of violence against 

women, was not always in response to the hujum’s “attack” on traditions in the form of 

mass unveilings, but sometimes the violence was linked to female divorce requests. The 

institution of divorce already introduced by the Soviets in 1919 contained two separate 

                                                
31 Marianne R. Kamp, The New Woman in Uzbekistan. Islam, Modernity, and Unveiling under 
Communism (Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 2006), pp. 4-5. 
32 Shoshana Keller, “Trapped between State and Society. Women’s Liberation and Islam in Soviet 
Uzbekistan, 1926-1941,” Journal of Women’s History, 10/1 (Spring 1998), pp. 24-32; Shoshana Keller, 
To Moscow, Not Mecca. The Soviet Campaign against Islam in Central Asia, 1917-1941 (Westport-CT 
and London: Praeger, 2001), pp. 115-118, 193-200. 
33 See Northrop, “Subaltern Dialogues. Subversion and Resistance in Soviet Uzbek Family Law,” pp. 
124-126; Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 118-119, 175-176, 193-195.  
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challenges to the functioning of Central Asian society at that time: first, it cast shame 

upon the family for breaking with tradition; second, with most of the ties among 

“clans” being based on family alliances, a divorce often severed these strategic 

arrangements and nullified their benefits. The killing of women34 or violence against 

those operating in accordance with the Soviet authority was a recognizable form of 

resistance, even if the murders and the casualties probably remained limited in scale. 

Very often, the offenders responded spontaneously to conflicts that had originated 

within families, with the hujum serving only as catalyst in these already volatile 

situations.  

A debate concerning resistance within the USSR emerged in Soviet studies 

during the past decade. Sheila Fitzpatrick,35 Stephen Kotkin,36 Lynne Viola,37 and 

Sarah Davies38 were among the scholars contributing to the debate on the 1930s. 

Perhaps the most controversial view is that of Kotkin, who argues that the simple acts 

of everyday resistance in Magnitogorsk did not undermine the basis of Soviet policy. 

Kotkin recognizes Moscow’s success in sovietizing society through subtle mechanisms 

of “social identification” (he christened the expression “speaking Bolshevik”). Some 

years later, Michael David-Fox, Peter Holquist, and Marshall Poe crystallized The 

resistance debate in Russian and Soviet history in an edited volume.39 Building upon 

James Scott’s important contribution to resistance issues,40 in this volume Viola deals 

with resistance that is “opposition – active, passive, artfully disguised, attributed, or 

even inferred.”41 Her distinction between active and passive resistance highlights the 

dynamics at the root of opposition: “active forms of resistance may include rebellions, 

mutinies, and riots; demonstrations and protest meetings, strikes and work stoppages; 

incendiary or oppositional broadsheets (listovki), threat letters, and petitions; and arson, 

assaults, and assassinations. Somewhat murkier in identification than most active types 

                                                
34 See the posters on Bytovye prestupleniia displayed in the first part of the thesis. 
35 Sheila Fitzpatrick, Stalin’s Peasants. Resistance and Survival in the Russian Village After 
Collectivization (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994). 
36 Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain. Stalinism as a Civilization (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: 
University of California Press, 1995). 
37 Lynne Viola, Peasant Rebels under Stalin. Collectivization and the Culture of Peasant Resistance 
(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996); Viola, Contending with Stalinism. 
38 Sarah Davies, Popular Opinion in Stalin’s Russia. Terror, Propaganda, and Dissent, 1934-1941 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
39 Richard Hellie, Paul W. Werth, Lynne Viola, Jochen Hellbeck, Daniel Peris, Anna Krylova, Peter 
Fritzsche, Donald M. G. Sutherland, and Michael David-Fox. 
40 James Scott, Weapons of the Weak. Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1985); James Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance. Hidden Transcripts 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1990). 
41 Lynne Viola, “Popular Resistance in the 1930s. Soliloquy of a Devil’s Advocate,” in Michael David-
Fox, Peter Holquist, and Marshall Poe (eds.), The Resistance Debate in Russian and Soviet History 
(Bloomington: Slavica-Indiana University Press, 2003), p. 70. 
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of resistance, passive resistance may include foot dragging, negligence, sabotage, theft, 

and flight among its many forms.”42 In the case of active resistance, Viola asks whether 

particular instances of opposition were directed against local officials or against the 

regime itself, or whether it had more to do with the difficult living conditions of the 

indigenous people. As Viola claims, “ultimately, resistance led to repression, [that] 

became a systemic mechanism of governance.”43  

Should one speak of “resistance” when the act consisted in perpetuating 

traditional customs and rites in the private sphere? Is it resistance to keep performing 

religious rituals and cling to one’s beliefs in a country such as the Soviet Union that 

professes atheism?44 Viola and others invoke active and passive resistance, so is it 

possible to also distinguish between conscious and unconscious resistance? Can 

“conscious resistance” be seen as resistance implying deliberate acts of opposition? 

Conversely, can “unconscious resistance” be seen as resistance that is a not deliberate? 

Active and passive resistance could even be the two sides of a coin, or of the broader 

phenomenon of “conscious resistance.” “Unconscious resistance” is then the 

consolidated continuation of past behaviors by people as they come under a new regime 

that considers those behaviors as acts of opposition aimed at the preservation of self-

identity. The perpetuation of traditional practices such as polygamy, forced and 

arranged marriage, under-age marriage, or kalym (bride-price, or dowry) was met with 

their designation as legal offences constituting crimes based on customs (bytovye 

prestupleniia) by the Soviets. In this ambit, the term “unconscious resistance” becomes 

difficult to wield: if an act is unconscious and there is no intent, how can one speak of 

resistance or a crime? The concept of “unconscious resistance” must be focused 

primarily on the center’s perceptions regardless of the intentions of those on the 

periphery. Moscow interpreted this perpetuation of old habits in the private sphere as 

due to a failure to appreciate its policy aimed at “modernizing backward people,” and an 

unwillingness to change and adapt to a new situation, in short, an anti-Soviet stance 
                                                
42 Viola, “Popular Resistance in the 1930s,” pp. 70-73. 
43 Ibid., p. 91. 
44 Immediately following the October revolution, the attack upon religion (even if mostly the Orthodox 
church) in favor of atheism is evident. Associations and magazines such as Central Soviet of the Union of 
Militant Atheists and Ateist, Bezbozhnik, Bezbozhnyi krokodil, Bezbozhnik u stanka, spread throughout 
the Soviet Union, and the religious policies during NEP and the First Five-Year-Plan are emblematic. 
Regarding anti-Islamic propaganda, see Fanny Bryan, “Anti-Islamic Propaganda: Bezbozhnik, 1925-35,” 
Central Asian Survey, 5/1 (1986), pp. 29-47. Regarding Soviet religious policy in Central Asia, see Keller 
(To Moscow, Not Mecca). Among the several works published on religious policy in the USSR, see 
Daniel Peris (“The 1929 Congress of the Godless,” Soviet Studies, 43/4, 1991, pp. 711-732), Arto 
Luukkanen (The Religious Policy of the Stalinist State. A Case Study. The Central Standing Commission 
on Religious Questions, 1929-1938, Helsinki, SHS, 1997), and William Husband (“Godless 
Communists.” Atheism and Society in Soviet Russia, 1917-1932, DeKalb-IL, Northern Illinois University 
Press, 2000). 
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clearly demonstrating a lack of class-consciousness and non-acceptance of the Soviet 

authority’s claim to legitimacy on the part of the Central Asian people. Accustomed to 

finding enemies of the state and the people (vrag naroda) in all situations, the center 

branded every act that was not in line with Soviet ideology as opposition to the regime 

and counter-revolutionary, and consequently an act of resistance worthy of prosecution.  

The category of “unconscious resistance” combines two concepts that appear 

incompatible at first glance, namely what is perceived by those above (acts of 

resistance) with what is perceived by those below (everyday actions). In the case of 

many Central Asians who in the 1920s probably continued to live as they previously 

had, there was no sense of opposition to the Soviets and they can be seen as 

“unconscious resistants,” while “conscious resistance” should be reserved to refer to 

organized opposition to the state, when party members and activists resisted Soviet 

policy45 from within the party,46 or when Basmachi groups or certain strata, such as 

local religious leaders, landowners (bai), opposed Soviet rule with the overt intent to do 

so. Resistance in every form was prosecuted under Soviet law and also within the party 

itself through purges. 

 

As seen in the part devoted to the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, this part of 

the thesis again shows the faint boundary between soft-line and hard-line sovietization 

with women being the targets of this campaign most evidently through the hujum. 

While the first chapter focuses on an example of soft-line bureaucracy thanks to the 

Zhenotdel, which was involved in the organization of the hujum together with the 

Central Asian Bureau (Sredazbiuro TsK RKP/b/, then Sredazbiuro TsK VKP/b/47), with 

further examples of hard-line-type coercive means of such as the hujum and bytovye 

prestupleniia, the second chapter focuses on the violence and terror in Central Asia in 

the second half of the 1920s. This was reactive in nature, sometimes to the hujum, 

sometimes to party activists’ mobilizing efforts, sometimes to the Soviets’ imposed 

social changes, and sometimes to internal clan or family issues. The violence was seen 

as a form of resistance that, whether active or passive, conscious or unconscious, was a 

reaction of the indigenous people to the Soviet presence in the 1920s, and as such it 

paved the way for Soviet counter-reactions. Finally, the third chapter deals with the 

                                                
45 As one sees later in this part, party members, activists, and officials often also behaved as “unconscious 
resistants.”  
46 See Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 217-218; Edgar, Tribal Nation, p. 255. 
47 See Shoshana Keller, “The Central Asian Bureau, an Essential Tool in Governing Soviet Turkestan,” 
Central Asian Survey, 22/2-3 (2003), pp. 281-297; Shoshana Keller, “Trapped between State and Society,” 
p. 21. 
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hard-line policy and is directly related to the party’s state-sponsored controls imposed to 

stifle opposition to the sovietization campaign embodied by the hujum. The controls of 

party organizations, cells, and party-state activities were not directed at the local society 

in general, but they were a party-state-sponsored internal effort to overcome a situation 

of vulnerability within the Soviet establishment. The party purges began in the wake of 

internal reports on the rise of a dangerous opposition that threatened to undermine the 

social engineering of a “backward” people and represented the highest stage of hard-line 

policies, analyzed in the final part. 





 

2 THE HUJUM IN UZBEKISTAN 

  
Following the October revolution, in Central Asia the Bolsheviks still encountered 

a “traditional” lifestyle linked to the structures and practices of this Muslim society.1 In 

their plans for Central Asia and especially Uzbekistan, the Soviets anticipated dealing 

with a “backward” region that needed to be “modernized” according to Western and 

socialist precepts, and since women were charged with the maintenance of traditions, 

this potential to more easily subvert gender and family roles made them the chosen 

targets for this social change.2  

 

 
Figure 27: Figure of women in paranja and chachvan inside a mosque in Samarkand (1920s).3 

 

                                                
1 See Edward A. Allworth, Georg Brunner, Andreas Kappeler, and Gerhard Simon (eds.), Muslim 
Communities Reemerge. Historical Perspectives on Nationality, Politics, and Opposition in the Former 
Soviet Union and Yugoslavia (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1994); Daniel R. Brower and 
Edward J. Lazzerini (eds.), Russia’s Orient. Imperial Borderlands and Peoples, 1700-1917 (Bloomington 
and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2001); Adrienne L. Edgar, Tribal Nation. The Making of 
Soviet Turkmenistan (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004); Adeeb Khalid, The 
Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform. Jadidism in Central Asia (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: 
University of California Press, 1998); Douglas T. Northrop, Veiled Empire. Gender and Power in 
Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2004).  
2 Women still were heavily influenced by the Muslim religion and its representatives such as mullah, 
imam, and tabib.  
3 Figure 27 (RGAKFD, 3-723) shows several women in paranja and chachvan inside a mosque in 
Samarkand. Judging from the wall decorations, it could be that in which Tamerlane is buried. It is simply 
dated as “1920s.”  



 210 

Certainly, Uzbek women were viewed as being trapped by local customs and 

ancient habits: in particular, the veil, the kalym, underage and forced marriages, and 

polygamy were traditions to be abolished through both legal and coercive methods, 

emphasizing the imposing colonial character of the Soviet authority that also bore a 

modernizing face suffused with Marxist-Leninist ideology. The hujum was planned and 

launched with this in mind.  

 

 
Figure 28: Figure of an Uzbek man with his family in the arba (Central Asian cart) in 1929.4 

 

To use women to bring about social change, the establishment needed first to 

attack their main external symbol, namely the coverings (paranja and chachvan) worn 

in public, including during economic activity such as working on their carpets or in the 

cotton fields. It was important to keep women working in the fields in order to 

strengthen the economy, and there was certainly the belief that productivity might be 

improved if women were able to work unencumbered by their heavy coverings. If this 

economic rationale underlined the exploitative character of the colonial authority, the 

desire to bring about social transformation for modernizing aims created a tension 

between the two different poles, which could not easily be solved. Whichever logic 

                                                
4 Figure 28 (RGAKFD, 2-64265) shows an Uzbek man with his family in the arba (Central Asian cart) in 
1929. The arba carried a child, one person in the back, and at least three women in paranja and 
chachvan, who could be the multiple wives of the man. This typical Uzbek family presents another face 
of Homo Islamicus as perceived by the Soviets. 
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governed, both approaches conspired to make the veil the central focus of the hujum in 

Uzbekistan between 1926 and 1928 (1927 being the year of the actual campaign). 

 

 
Figure 29: Postcard of cotton picking in Kokand before the October revolution.5 

 

  
Figure 30: Postcard of cotton pickers in one of the kolkhoz in Uzbekistan in 1930.6 

                                                
5 Figure 29 (postcard) shows cotton picking in Kokand. Most of the workers were women in paranja and 
chachvan. Cotton picking has always been women’s work since before the October revolution, through 
Soviet times, and still is today.  
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This chapter deals with the challenges involved in bringing the Cultural 

Revolution to Uzbekistan, focusing on the hujum as the most evident symbol of social 

change. Advocating mass unveilings followed by the burning on pyres of these symbols 

of backwardness and Uzbekness, the Soviets sought the destruction of the old and the 

building of the new from the ashes of the veils. As Douglas Northrop notes, there was 

ambivalence on the part of the center, though: on one hand, the veil was heavily 

condemned as the symbol of a tradition that needed to be eradicated; on the other hand, 

it was considered a way to emphasize “Uzbekness” and to strengthen indigenization. 

The contradiction was only resolved in the 1930s when the balance was tilted in favor 

of the Russification of the USSR and, correspondingly, of Central Asia. 
 

As Northrop explains in summarizing the diverse steps of the hujum, the 

campaign was not only decided upon in Central Asia by Sredazbiuro, but it received 

support from Moscow and the highest spheres of the Communist Party.7 The resolution 

of TsK (Central Committee) of the Communist Party, dated 18 June, 1926,8 on the 

“work of Party organization of Central Asia among female workers and peasants,” was 

the basis of the hujum and it was addressed to the Sredazbiuro with the aim of 

furnishing guidelines for working with and defining the role of women in Central Asia. 

The directives expressed in the report were then discussed during the First Conference 

of the Communist Party of Uzbekistan,9 the Fifth Plenum of Sredazbiuro, the regional 

                                                                                                                                          
6 Figure 30 (RGAKFD, 2-1929) shows cotton pickers in one of the kolkhoz in Uzbekistan in 1930. Some 
of the women pulled the chachvan over their heads, others wore a simple headscarf. There were children 
around. The women were working in the cotton fields. Even in the Soviet kolkhoz, there was still a 
gendered division of work: no indigenous man would engage in what was considered “women’s work.”  
7 “The hujum’s origins were thus multipolar, with inputs from local Communists and jadids; from 
Zhenotdel workers at the grassroots and regional level; from high-ranking party leaders and women’s 
activists in Moscow, Tashkent, and Baku; and even from the pressures of international politics and the 
Comintern. … The proximate impetus for this campaign did not come from below – from local Zhenotdel 
or party workers – but from high in the Bolshevik hierarchy, namely the leaders of the Sredazbiuro and 
Kavkazbiuro, the party’s chief regional supervisory bodies for Central Asia and Caucasus” (Northrop, 
Veiled Empire, p. 82). 
8 “The resolution was obviously addressed to Sredazbiuro, the Central Committee’s Central Asian Bureau 
in Tashkent, the party’s main political coordinative agency for the entire region. The intent of the 
directive was unmistakable. On the one hand, it was a workmanlike response to a full-scale report on the 
state of female mobilization in Central Asia, delivered to the party’s Secretariat in Moscow by 
Liubimova, a top official of the Central Asian Zhenotdel (formally, the Women’s Department of the 
Sredazbiuro). The resolution marked a continuation of the trend in central directives in 1924 and 1925, 
and showed a fairly consistent and logical attempt to extend and exploit precisely those gains that were 
perceived to have been made in the course of legal action and of initial, if rudimentary, moves in building 
a supportive social infrastructure for Moslem women” (Gregory J. Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat. 
Moslem Women and Revolutionary Strategies in Soviet Central Asia, 1919-1929, Princeton, Princeton 
University Press, 1974, pp. 226-227). 
9 A. Nikolaeva, “Pervye itogi (Tashkentskii Okrug),” Kommunistka, 8 (August 1927), p. 52. 
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conference of Zhenotdel activists among Eastern women,10 and the Third Congress of 

the UzKP(b).11 In these occasions, Isaak Zelenskii, Head of Sredazbiuro, and Dmitrii 

Manzhara played a very important role as coordinators and supervisors,12 while Party 

activists from Moscow such as Serafima Timofeevna Liubimova,13 Maria Fedorovna 

Muratova,14 and Isa Isakovna Finkel’shtein,15 were instructed to achieve the hujum’s 

                                                
10 Nikolaeva, “Pervye itogi,” p. 52. 
11 Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat, p. 227. 
12 Nikolaeva, “Pervye itogi,” pp. 52-54; Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat, p. 227. 
13 Serafima Timofeevna Liubimova (1897-1970) was born in 1897 in the city of Saran, gubernia of 
Penza, into a very poor family. After her father’s death, her mother moved with her three children to 
Kuznetsk. There, Serafima Timofeevna finished secondary school in 1917 and started to teach primary 
school. In 1918, she moved to Saratov and worked as an instructor at the local department for people’s 
education, but already at the beginning of 1919, she was back in Kuznetsk because in April 1918, she had 
become a member of the Communist Party and had been appointed editor of the district newspaper Serp i 
Molot. In 1920, as member of the party’s district committee in Saratov, she attended the IX congress of 
the RKP(b) as a delegate with the right to vote. From 1920 to 1922, she was head of the Zhenotdel in 
Saratov, and in 1922, she taught at the department of female workers and peasants of the TsK of the 
RKP(b). In 1923, she was sent to Central Asia to head the labor department for women in the Sredazbiuro 
of the TsK of RKP(b). Within a year, thanks mostly to Liubimova, there were 105 people (33 of them 
locals) employed in the various sections of the Zhenotdel.13 At the first Congress of the KP(b)Uz (1925), 
she was appointed member of the TsK of KP(B)Uz. However, her work at the Zhenotdel was considered 
unsatisfactory and in 1926, the party ordered her to leave Central Asia. The protests of the women and 
workers at the Zhenotdel were unsuccessful. In 1927, she became head of the Eastern group of the 
department of female workers and peasants at the TsK of the VKP(b), and in 1928, she was appointed 
president of the regional executive committee in Kaluzhska. After the Kaluzhska gubernia had been 
incorporated into the Moscow region, Serafima headed the department of people’s education for the next 
five years. Starting in 1934, she occupied the top position at the public relations office in the Moscow 
region, and later in the Jewish autonomous region. In 1945, the MK of the VKP(b) sent her to work for 
the Moskovskii propagandist newspaper and then for the Moskovskii rabochii. From November 1948 
onward, she was director of the House of children books. After the war, she defended her PhD thesis and 
received the title of “kandidat istoricheskikh nauk.” She retired in 1958 and died in 1970. Serafima 
Timofeevna Liubimova’s political achievements include: memberships in the Kuznetskii ukom (1920), in 
the Saratov gubkom (1921), in the TsK of the KP(b)Uz (1925), and candidacies for membership in the 
Sredazbiuro of the TsK VKP(B) (1923-1926), in the Kaluzhskii gubkom (1928), in the Moscow gorkom 
of the party (1929-1937), and the obkom and gorkom of the Jewish autonomous region. Finally, she was a 
member of the VTsIK at two convocations and a delegate at three congresses of the VKP(b) (IX, XII, 
XV). (See Kh. T. Tursunov, ed., Khudzhum znachit nastuplenie, Tashkent, Uzbekistan, 1987, pp. 126-
131). 
14 Maria Fedorovna Muratova (1900-after 1987?) was born in 1900 in the small village of Bakhmach in 
the Ukraine. Her father was a railway worker. At age fourteen, she started to work in a tobacco factory in 
Rovno. In 1918, she entered the Komsomol and was on the revolutionary committee in Bakhmach. In 
April 1919, she joined the Communist Party and became head of the local Zhenotdel; in 1922, she was 
appointed head of the Zhenotdel in Minsk, later of the Zhenotdel of the TsK of the KP(b) of Belorussia. 
Muratova was further a member of the Tsk KP(b) and the TsIK of the Soviets of Belorussia. After being 
sent to Uzbekistan, she was active in the Zhenotdel and worked on improving conditions in the silk 
industry. In 1930, the Zhenotdel was disbanded and she became head organizer in the Sredazbiuro and 
vice-representative of the TsKK in Central Asia. At the end of 1931, she went to Moscow to work for the 
party. From 1933 onward, she was in the female section of the political department at MTC. Muratova 
was also one of the delegates to the XII-XVII Congresses of the VKP(b), to the III-V Congresses of the 
KP(b)Uz, and to the I-III Congresses of the soviets of the SSSR. She attended the III-V congresses of the 
KP(b)Uz as a member of the TsK. (See Tursunov, Khudzhum znachit nastuplenie, pp. 131-137). 
15 Ida Isakovna Finkel’shtein (1880-1962) was born in 1880 in the district of Zolotonosh (gubernia of 
Poltava). Her father, a trader, died when she was twelve. As outstanding student, she completed eight 
classes at the women’s gymnasium in Prilukakh and continued her studies at a private institute for nurses 
and midwives in Kiev. In 1905, she went to St. Petersburg to pursue advanced studies. Through her work 
in a bookshop she became acquainted with Marxist literature and joined the RSDRP in 1905. Soon after, 
she was arrested and after a period of imprisonment in the castle of Litov, she was expelled from the city 
and banned from St. Petersburg and Moscow. In 1910, she was forced into exile and went to Central Asia. 
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goals through the activities of the Zhenotdel.16 These activists spent several years in 

Central Asia, establishing contact with the region and its inhabitants. They were 

supposed to understand the Muslim perspective, but they were still party activists 

educated in parts of the USSR outside Central Asia who had clear intentions of making 

the region more Soviet beginning with its women. The latter were certainly suspicious 

of the former, who first approached them with objects such as soap or sewing machine. 

Notwithstanding the initial careful approach, the hujum was a critical moment 

accelerating the contacts and clashes between the two worlds.  

 

 
Figure 31: Picture of Serafima T. Liubimova. 
                                                                                                                                          
With her husband (V. N. Finkel’shtein, 1887-1919), she first lived in Merv and then in New Bukhara, 
where the couple organized an illegal library of Marxist literature and were active “propagandists” among 
the workers. After her husband was mobilized in the tsarist army, Ida moved with her son to Samarkand 
in 1915. Following the February revolution, she was one of the founders of a cell of the RSDRP in that 
city. In May 1917, she joined her husband in Kokand, and starting in August 1917, she served as 
secretary of the Tashkent soviet of trade unions. At the first Congress of Turkestan trade unions, she was 
appointed secretary of the Central Bureau of trade unions. In November 1917, as a member of the 
revolutionary committee, she organized the medical aid. During the events of January 1919 in Tashkent, 
her husband was shot and killed. On June 15, 1919, the TsK RKP(b) created the department of women, 
later called department of female workers and peasants. Finkel’shtein not only headed that department, 
but soon after became secretary of the party’s central district committee in Tashkent and president of the 
housing department. In 1921, she was at the helm of the Zhenotdel in the Syr-Dar’ia party’s regional 
committee and was appointed president of the party’s purging commission in the district of Chimkent. In 
1924, she became chair of the department of information and statistics of the TsK of the Communist Party 
of Turkestan, and then of the TsK of the Communist Party of Uzbekistan. In 1927, she joined the Istpart 
and in 1929, she headed the party’s purging commission in the districts of Tashkent and Osh. In 1930, she 
was appointed secretary of the board of the TsKK of the Tajik Communist Party. In 1931, she started to 
work in Moscow as “assistant informant” at the TsIK of the SSSR. In 1933, the TsK of the VKP(b) sent 
her to Samara as member of the party commission of the Sredne-Vol’zhe district committee. From 1934 
to 1936, she worked as a party instructor in Dnepropetrovsk. During the so-called Great Patriotic War, 
she was evacuated to the district of Stavropol’, then went to Tashkent. From 1942 onward, she headed of 
the “cadres’ department” and then the head of the Marxist-Leninist cabinet of the Central-Asian state 
university in Tashkent. She died on February 3, 1962. (See Tursunov, Khudzhum znachit nastuplenie, pp. 
117-126). 
16 On the Zhenotdel in Central Asia during the 1920s, see Chiara De Santi, “Il Zhenotdel in Asia centrale 
(1923-1929),” Italian Laurea’s Thesis, Facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia, University of Florence, 1999-2000. 
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Figure 32: Picture of Maria F. Muratova.  

 

Following several circulars issued by Sredazbiuro, in December 1926, a 

commission on the hujum was established. During its first meeting on 18 December 

1926, it was announced that in the republics of Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and 

Kyrgyzstan the Communist Party would have to undergo reform and adopt a program 

embracing the tenets of the hujum,
17

 which was mainly a campaign against chachvan 

and paranja in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Azerbaijan,
18

 while in semi-nomadic and 

nomadic Turkmenistan,
19

 the offensive concentrated on changing women’s status within 

marriage and the family through legal reforms.
20

 In the former republics, the party 

called for mass unveiling on dates such as March 8, May 1, or October 17, which would 

eventually celebrate the “unveiling” of the region. It is significant that the mass 

unveilings were planned for those days that the Soviets had ritualized as part of socialist 

tradition, so that the hujum itself could serve to uproot Central Asian culture by 

superimposing Soviet tradition. Certainly, the calls to unveil on these dates were 

intended to involve activists in the process of sovietization as a conversion process 

paralleling the desired conversion from Islam to the atheistic Soviet state. In this way, 

the hujum can be seen as a public rite similar to a religious conversion embodying the 

repudiation of the old and the adoption of a new Soviet identity.  

 

In order to support women affected by the hujum in understanding their rights, 

presidiums of the zhenskie sobraniia (women’s meetings) were organized. Even if the 
                                                
17 For more in-depth discussion of the hujum, see the afore-referenced Massell, Northrop, Kamp, and 
Edgar. 
18 This thesis does not analyze the case of Azerbaijan or the Caucasus in general. 
19 Adrienne L. Edgar, “Emancipation of the Unveiled: Turkmen Women under Soviet Rule, 1924-29,” 
The Russian Review, 62 (January 2003), pp. 132-149; Edgar, Tribal Nation, pp. 221-260. 
20 Edgar, Tribal Nation, p. 221. 
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initiative came from above, the party and its cells were given the responsibility to 

reeducate all party members regarding the proper models for a socialist lifestyle, 

involvement of their wives in social life, and activity within the party in the realization 

of the cultural, economic, and legislative work on behalf of women. In these months, it 

was decreed that the veil was incompatible with party membership.  

The following figure introduces the theme of the removal of the paranja in 

Uzbekistan. The picture, taken in Tashkent in 1927, shows the presidium of a women’s 

meeting (zhenskie sobraniia) during a mass unveiling. In attendance were foreign and 

native women all wearing headscarves, with only one in the corner covered by paranja 

and chachvan, while several men were performing clerical duties. 

 

 
Figure 33: Picture of the removal of the paranja (Tashkent, 1927).21 

 

The hujum was most successful in Uzbekistan, climaxing in 1927, when – if one 

accepts Soviet data – roughly 100,00022 women, constituting about six percent of all 

Uzbek women,23 removed their veils mostly on key dates such as March 8 (Women’s 

Day), May 1 (Workers’ Day), and the anniversary celebrations of the October 

revolution. The Soviets understood the importance of chachvan and paranja as the most 

                                                
21 Figure 33 (RGAKFD, 2-65441). 
22 For instance, in the region of Tashkent, 2,342 women took off their veils: 757 in the kishlak and 1,475 
in the city; if we accept the total of 2,342, the origin of 110 women remains unclear. See RGASPI, f. 62, 
op. 2, d. 1242, l. 55. For statistics on unveilings during the hujum, see Northrop, Veiled Empire, p. 97. 
23 Northrop, Veiled Empire, p. 97. 



 217 

important indicators of social status and personal identity for the indigenous woman. 

Unveiling, therefore, was a grave violation of Muslim tradition and an attack upon 

national and traditional identity.24 While Northrop claims that “wearing a veil became 

more than a narrowly religious or moral matter; [and] for many people it also became an 

act of political and national resistance to an outside colonial power,”25 I argue that the 

reaction to the mass unveilings did not assume the character of conscious political 

resistance to a colonial power, but was a spontaneous (and unconscious) reaction to the 

perceived assault upon the traditional system of social and gender relations. The Soviets 

read the resistance to the unveilings as opposition to their legitimate right to wield 

power in Central Asia and so reacted forcibly to such resistance. Who were the women 

who initially responded to these appeals? Northrop sketches a possible scenario: 
 

Some were the wives and relatives of Communist Party members, especially high-ranking ones, 
who faced strong pressure to liberate their families at the outset of the unveiling campaign. 
Desperately poor female beggars and especially prostitutes – few of whom had worn veils in 
any case – also sought Zhenotdel aid and support. Other Uzbek women unveiled for just the 
reasons party activists expected: they resented the restrictions placed on local women. In this 
sense, and for these women, the Soviet campaign brought new possibilities, even a real kind of 
liberation. ... Local women who unveiled in the hujum’s early days hailed disproportionately 
from marginal social positions: orphans, widows, and runaway girls, for example, sought refuge 
in Soviet institutions and women’s clubs far out of proportion to their overall members.

26
 

 
Not surprisingly, there was a counter-movement to the mass unveilings in the 

form of mass re-veilings, a widely known fact, well documented in secret police reports 

and the Central Asian press. Re-veilings occurred for multiple reasons, and the ongoing 

debates over their actual numbers demonstrate that the statistics of unveilings versus re-

veilings are controversial and certainly not definitive. Causes for the discrepancies in 

the data include the areas taken into statistical consideration (some regions, such as 

Ferghana Valley, were more conservative) or the degree of zeal among the workers in 

the hujum commissions. For instance, Northrop claims that “only a tenth of the initial 

100,000 women were still unveiled in December [1927].”27 Other data from 1927-1928 

indicated that roughly 50-60 percent of the women who had taken part in unveiling 

ceremonies eventually put their veils on again, and in some places the rate was one 

hundred per cent. In Khodzhent, according to one source, following a period of 

inactivity of the hujum commissionaries, 500 out of 1,000 unveiled women lapsed 

                                                
24 Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat, p. 232; Marianne R. Kamp, “Pilgrimage and Performance. Uzbek 
Women and the Imagining of Uzbekistan in the 1920s,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, 34 
(2002), pp. 270-273; Northrop, Veiled Empire. 
25 Northrop, Veiled Empire, p. 13. 
26 Ibid., p. 90. 
27 Ibid., p. 97. 
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back.28 In the region of Khodzhent and Samarkand, roughly 50-60 per cent reclaimed 

their veils between June 1927 and February 1928.29  Secret police reports to Stalin 

claimed that in one three-month period in 1928, almost the entire community, namely 

205 out of 210 unveiled women in Samarkand, resumed wearing the paranja.30 It is 

particularly interesting that in April 1928, in the regions of Bukhara and Zeravshan, 

local organizations registered 12,000 women returning to an unveiling ceremony for the 

second time after having taken off the veil earlier and resumed wearing it the year 

before.31 In 1927 in Rishtan (Ferghana region), out of 290 unveiled women, 268 

rescinded; in Kokand, out of 620 unveiled female club members, 300; in Kaukchakh 

(Tashkent region), out of 439, 413 covered themselves again. Such behavior was also 

documented among party members (6 cases in Kokand, 20 in Rishtan, 12 in Chust’).32 

Secret police reports to Stalin33 from 1927 revealed that members of rural soviets were 

guilty of re-veiling their wives,34 and this was another reason that eventually led to party 

controls and purges. 

After shedding the paranja, many women continued to cover their heads when 

they left the home,35 as did the women at the zhenskie sobraniia in Tashkent in figure 

33. 

Below, table 1 presents data based on records compiled on 25 April 1928, by 

Smirnova (local head of the Zhenotdel) and Mamatova (local secretary of the Zhenotdel) 

on unveilings in the Andizhan region.36 While the first four columns give the numbers of 

unveilings in 1927 and 1928, the last column shows the percentage of women still 

unveiled on 20 April 1928.  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
28 “Sovershenno sekretno:” Lubianka – Stalinu o polozhenii v strane, 1922-1934 gg., Tom 5, 1927 g. 
(Moscow: Izdatel’skii tsentr Instituta rossiiskoi istorii RAN, 2003), p. 531. 
29 “Sovershenno sekretno:” Lubianka – Stalinu o polozhenii v strane, 1922-1934 gg., Tom 6, 1928 g. 
(Moscow: Izdatel’skii tsentr Instituta rossiiskoi istorii RAN, 2002), p. 61. 
30 “Sovershenno sekretno,” Tom 6, p. 132. 
31 Ibid., p. 229. 
32 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 56, l. 279. 
33 The secret police reports derive from the collections of documents entitled Sovershenno Sekretno. 
34 “Sovershenno sekretno,” Tom 5, p. 530. 
35 Ibid., p. 531. 
36 The note to the table reported by Smirnova and Mamatova, stated that regarding Kurgan-Tepe, and 
according to information from the secretary of the district committee Alikhanov, 2,603 unveiled Uzbeks 
participated in the demonstrations and women’s gatherings. This figure conflicts with the numbers of 
unveiled women furnished for the district. In the opinion of Smirnova and Mamatova, the total of 
unveiled women in all districts was underestimated. For instance, Izbaskent district furnished data of 
unveiled women for seven village-soviets (1,100 women), while there was no information for as many as 
20 other village-soviets.  
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Table 1: Unveilings in the region of Andizhan, 1927-1928. 
 
Districts Number of 

Unveilings 
on 1 May, 
1927 

Number of 
Unveilings 
on 1 
October, 
1927 

Number of 
Unveilings 
on 8 March, 
1928 

Number Still 
Unveiled on 
20 April, 
1928 

Percentage 
Still Unveiled 
on 20 April, 
1928 * 

1.Andizhan 2,362 950 291 1,241 34.4% 
2.Namangan 3,100 650 312 819 20.2% 
3.DzhalialKuduk 149 30 50 80 34.9% 
4.KurganTepe 1,367 207 ** 207 13.1% 
5.Balykchi 80 84 60 287 128.1%37 
6.Assaka 373 275 40 306 44.5% 
7.Markhamat 50 71 32 92 60.1% 
8. Kasan-Sai 267 600 140 686 68.1% 
9. Naryn 1,768 250 62 312 15.0% 
10.Izbaskent 200 500 600 1,100 84.6% 
11.Sharikhan 9 48 98 146 94.2% 
12.Iangi-Kurgan 500 280 101 291 33.0% 
13. Aim ** ** 38 38 100.0% 
TOTAL 10,225 3,945 1,824 5,605 35.0% 
* Author’s own calculations. 
** No data available. 
Source: Kompartiia Uzbekistana v bor’be za reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v period stroitel’stva 
sotsializma (1917-1937 gg.). Sbornik dokumentov i materialov (Tashkent, 1977), p. 227. 
 
 

Engaging in a comparison of the various regions is made difficult by the lack of 

information on the total number of women in each district that prohibits one from 

assessing the relative effectiveness of policies in the individual regions. Moreover, since 

the thesis is not focused particularly upon the Ferghana Valley, it is beyond its scope to 

understand the differences between small sub-units of this region. The table is mostly 

useful as an indication of how the data were collected and aggregated for the 

information of the upper-level bodies. For instance, in the Andizhan region, 15,994 

unveilings took place in 1927 and 1928, but only 35 per cent of these women (5,605) 

were still unveiled in April of 1928. These data seem to support the secret police reports 

mentioned above. However, it is important here to point out that the numbers furnished 

by local party organizations were often inflated in order to meet certain quotas, and the 

re-veilings were also a way to forge internal enemies of the state who could easily be 

identified as prepared to oppose the sovietization path. 

 

                                                
37 In the data for Balykchi, the number of “still unveiled women” on April 1928 was higher than the total 
that had taken off their veils up to that date. It might be that some additional women may have unveiled 
prior to May 1927, and the data for this period is not available, or that included in the total number of 
“still unveiled women” might be those who had not worn a veil in the first place. Disregarding the data 
for Balykchi because it is incongruous and risks distorting the average, the percentage of “still unveiled 
women” on 20 April 1928 would be 33.2%, not 35.0%. 
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In constructing internal enemies, the Soviet press identified as opponents of the 

hujum, and subsequently of the modernization process, mainly the most conservative 

members of society, such as the religious leaders, when, in actuality, large sections of 

society and even party members and activists objected to the hujum softly or even 

openly, thereby highlighting the instability of the party in Central Asia. Those who 

sought to eradicate these customary practices met with stark opposition from the 

powerful mullahs, imams,38 and Basmachi,39 who all held that women who removed 

their veils acted in defiance of Allah, and should be considered as prostitutes.40 One can 

also speculate that the hujum was launched with the intention of deliberately provoking 

such reactions especially within this class of people, who could subsequently be 

attacked by the Soviet establishment as adversaries of the modernization process. The 

problem was that the party did not consider that it would have to also reckon with its 

own activists and members, who often opposed the attack on customs and traditions. 

More than declarations of opposition to the Soviet state, indigenous Communists’ 

disagreement with unveiling was strictly connected to the traditional gender relations, 

which few natives wanted to see undermined. If some activists fully acknowledged the 

Soviets in many of their policy ambitions, when women’s rights came to the fore, 

Central Asians were less progressive and more conservative than the authority expected. 

I label this attitude “unconscious resistance,” and I imagine that most of the indigenous, 

including non-activists, felt similarly toward their women. While such an argument 

cannot be confirmed by archival documents or oral interviews, the assertion rests upon 

the body of evidence presented in the documents considered later in this part. 

Certainly, party members were called to participate aggressively in the 

“offensive against the old way of life” and in the fight against the veil, but as mentioned 

previously there were still those who refused to cooperate, openly voicing their 

reservations or even disobeying party orders. An emblematic case is that of Karimov, a 

former member of the TsIK in Uzbekistan who arrested a worker by the name of 

Tashtram because he had allowed his wife to unveil.
41

 After being found guilty through 

                                                
38 Still, not all religious leaders were as conservative as presented by the party and the Soviet press; there 
were also progressive thinkers among them who participated in public debates. Concerning progressive 
clerics, see RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 775, l. 13; Northrop, Veiled Empire, chapters 2-3; Serafima T. 
Liubimova, V pervye gody. O rabote kommunisticheskoi partii po raskreposhcheniiu zhenshchin 
Sovetskogo Vostoka (Moscow: Gospolitizdat, 1958), p. 50. 
39 Dilorom A. Alimova, Reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v Uzbekistane, 1917-1941 gg. (Tashkent: Fan, 1987), 
p. 31; Rakhima Kh. Aminova, Oktiabr’ i reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v Uzbekistane (Tashkent: Fan, 1975), 
pp. 148-149; Liubimova, V pervye gody, p. 73; Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 92-93. 
40 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 775, ll. 12-13. 
41 RGASPI f. 62, op. 2, d.1211, l.120; Nikolaeva, “Pervye itogi,” p. 52. 
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a trial, the Control Commission
42

 expelled Karimov from the party.
43

 Another case 

occurred in the kishlak Tuzel’ in the region of Tash, where the secretary of the 

Komsomol cell was arrested for failing to allow his wife to shed the veil.
44

 

This proves a divisive issue in public as well as in private spheres.45 Local 

officials, judges, and members of the party who publicly supported party policy 

regarding the emancipation of women and the subversion of the “patriarchal society,” 

privately prevented their own female family members from attending public meetings 

organized by the party, forcing them to wear the veil and barring them from receiving 

an education or entering into the workforce, so they should be categorized as 

“unconscious resistants.” Most of these same officials and judges did not relinquish old 

traditions such as polygamy and kalym. These customs continued to be practiced in 

private, while the new customs were exhibited in public. The discrepancy between 

private versus public behavior was one of the main challenges for the Soviet party-state 

in Central Asia, and another reason for setting up the purges, which hit both conscious 

as well as “unconscious resistants.”  

“Unconscious resistance” among Central Asian Communists in the form of   

maintaining the old customs constituted, for the Soviets, a form of disloyalty to the 

party and its ideology and was harshly prosecuted. The “unconscious resistants” 

themselves, however, did not see their behavior as constituting disloyalty to the party; to 

them, the perpetuation of old practices was a social rather than a political act. The party-

state was blind to such distinctions. In fact, it was on the basis of such “backward” 

behavior that party members and candidates were judged during the proverki and chistki 

of 1929-1930. Even if the distinction between conscious and unconscious acts of 

resistance is difficult to confirm, it adds nuance to the deviant behavior of those party 

officials.  

“Conscious resistance,” on the other hand, was exercised in different ways. The 

most tangible was through violence against women and activists working for the hujum. 

The perpetrators of these violent acts of  “conscious resistance” – among them even 

party officials – were trying to prevent the social changes by creating a parallel justice 

system that did not recognize the legitimate authority of Moscow in these “private” 

                                                
42 Control Commissions are dealt with more deeply in chapter three of this part. 
43 Nikolaeva, “Pervye itogi,” pp. 52-53. 
44 Nikolaeva, “Pervye itogi,” p. 53. 
45 As part of its plan to sovietize Central Asian society, the party obviously requested that its members 
wholly embrace party policy and ideology, which clearly contrasted with many Central Asian Muslim 
traditions on family and women issues. Thus, tension was introduced into the family unit and rifts were 
produced between public and private lives because of the strong traditions to which people continued to 
feel bound. See also Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat, p. 287. 
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matters, even if they were not intended to rise to the level of political opposition to a 

colonizing power. While the Soviets desired a Central Asian population “speaking 

Bolshevik,” a large part of the indigenous population and fringes of the local party 

continued to “speak Muslim” while being Soviet. 



 

3 THE VIOLENCE IN CENTRAL ASIA  

 
If the sovietization campaign was expected to provoke a reaction – which was 

likely also welcome as a means for uncovering opposition and a pretense for lashing out 

at it –, the wave of violence and terror that erupted prior to, during, and after the hujum 

were probably more than projected. Independent of their actual intentions or internal 

motivations, some of the acts were classified by the authority as political violence, as 

illustrated by the slogan in figure 11 (see part one) explaining what constituted a 

political crime: “The Soviet power punishes the murder of female activists as a counter-

revolutionary crime through execution by firing squad.” While the murder of female 

activists was considered “counter-revolutionary,” other acts of violence or the murder of 

a woman not involved in the party apparatus were merely criminal acts and did not 

qualify as a political crime, even when committed with the intent to preserve the staryi 

byt (the old way of life) in defense against a new way of life. In those cases one speaks 

of bytovye prestupleniia (crimes based on custom)1 that were punished as criminal 

offenses since 1924,2 and therefore less severely than political offences, which could 

carry the death penalty. Being aware of the distinctions between political and criminal 

offences and between conscious and unconscious resistance, this chapter focuses on the 

reaction against social sovietization, in which the Central Asian Communist Party 

played a conspicuous role.  

 

The so-called terror,3 which manifested itself in multiple murders of women and 

other forms of violence including death threats, beatings, rapes, or public insults, 

                                                
1 See crimes of daily life in Douglas T. Northrop, “Subaltern Dialogues. Subversion and Resistance in 
Soviet Uzbek Family Law,” Slavic review, 60/1 (Spring 2001), pp. 132-134; Douglas T. Northrop, Veiled 
Empire. Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2004), 
pp. 242-283. Regarding bytovye prestupleniia, see also the first part of the thesis about propaganda, where 
two posters featuring crimes based on custom are displayed. 
2 In October 1924, a supplement to the Criminal Code of the USSR applying to Central Asia created the 
category of bytovye prestupleniia invalidating the most important laws of the sharia and adat regarding 
family issues (polygamy, underage and forced marriage, and so on), which were in conflict with Soviet 
norms. 
3 Velikii Oktiabr’ i raskreposhchenie zhenshchin Srednei Azii i Kazakhstana, 1917-1936 gg. Sbornik  
dokumentov i materialov (Moscow: Mysl’, 1971), p. 117; Shoshana Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca. The 
Soviet Campaign against Islam in Central Asia, 1917-1941 (Westport-CT and London: Praeger, 2001), 
pp. 194-195; Northrop, “Subaltern Dialogues. Subversion and Resistance in Soviet Uzbek Family Law,” 
pp. 125-126. 
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reached its climax between 1927 and 1928, and decreased in 1929.4 The actual number 

of murders remained in the hundreds and represented the tip of the iceberg, namely the 

most visible realization of the terror. During these years, women became more visible in 

the streets, even if they still wore paranja and chachvan. In fact, with the Soviets 

calling for them to assume active roles in politics and in the economy, figure 34 shows a 

large crowd of women in paranja and chachvan at an election rally in Tashkent, 

together with traditionally dressed children in the foreground. If the picture was really 

taken in 1929, it shows that women still wore their traditional dress in the wake of the 

hujum of 1927-1928, presumably with the tacit acceptance of the Soviet establishment.  

 

 
Figure 34: Picture of election rally in Tashkent (1929).5 

 

To further illustrate the appeal of political involvement, figure 35 shows 

Turkmen and Uzbek women watching a political demonstration in the district of 

Tashkent in 1929. Though most of the women were also covered by paranja and 

chachvan, one might see them as “Homo Sovieticus-to-be:” while clinging to their 

Uzbek identity in terms of dress, they had left their houses in order to actively 

participate in the new life as propagated by the Soviets.  

 

                                                
4 Gregory J. Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat. Moslem Women and Revolutionary Strategies in Soviet 
Central Asia, 1919-1929 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), p. 281. 
5 Source: RGAKFD, 4-16322. 
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Figure 35: Picture of Turkmen and Uzbek women at a political demonstration in the district of 
Tashkent (1929).6 
 

Again, within the construction of opponents and enemies for purposes of 

ideological propaganda, the authority mainly interpreted the violence not simply as a 

reaction against the hujum, but also as a premeditated act of resistance to provoke the 

Soviets. To support this, in May 1927, a report7 drawn up by the secret police surmised 

that the resistance was targeting the zhenkampaniia (the female campaign, as it was 

referred to in the reports) in order to discourage other Soviet initiatives, such as land 

and water reforms that assigned land to women. The secret police claimed that these 

were the true concerns behind the terror and violence. If true, one can imagine that in 

response the Soviet establishment decided to instrumentally attack the attitudes against 

the hujum to avoid bringing into question other policies, which they possibly viewed as 

more important, such as the land reform itself.  

Obviously, violence could have different motivations: if some of the women’s 

murders were committed with the intent of destabilizing the system, other killings and 

acts of violence arose from strife within families and clans, or in connection with the 

divorce requests, but they could also be spontaneous responses of irritation on the part 

of the indigenous population that did not share the Muscovite modernizing dreams of 

subverting traditional gender and family roles.  

                                                
6 Source: RGAKFD, 4-15398. 
7 “Sovershenno sekretno:” Lubianka – Stalinu o polozhenii v strane, 1922-1934 gg., Tom 5, 1927 g. 
(Moscow: Izdatel’skii tsentr Instituta rossiiskoi istorii RAN, 2003), p. 372. 
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In the mid-1920s, before the hujum was conceived, the first murder classified as 

an act of political or counter-revolutionary violence by the Soviets took place: the 

assassination in February of 1925 by a group of Basmachi of the female delegate 

Suleimanova8 from Karatepe.9 According to Soviet accounts, Suleimanova was killed 

while working as a party activist, yet there is no record of whether the guilty were 

caught and punished. It seems that the violence increased in the wake of the hujum, 

making the center seriously concerned about the situation, which was exceeding its 

expectations.  

Moreover, regional Communist Party cell reports pointed out a connection 

between requests for divorce and subsequent acts of violence or even murders. To list a 

few, in the region of Tashkent, Ishbulatova, an 18 year-old Tatar, divorced, member of 

the Komsomol, was killed on her way to a klub in June 1928 by her former husband (an 

illegal worker); a 22-year old divorcee, Karabaeva, Uzbek Party candidate and 

administrator of a female lavka (shop), was killed in June 1928 by her former husband 

(a farm hand); in Kainchi,10 a 20 year-old divorced delegate, Rasuleva, was killed by 

her former husband in May of 1928. In the district of Shavat (Urgench), 17 year-old 

divorcee Radzhap Safaeva was killed by her former husband with complicity of his 

brother and four female relatives.11 The archival documents do not clarify whether these 

women were unveiled, whether their husbands were sentenced for a political crime or 

just an ordinary crime, or whether the men had any party ties, and it is not clear whether 

the requests served as a pretext for the violence, as this archival document of the Uzbek 

Zhenotdel of 1928 circulated to all regional committees of the Communist Party read: 

  
During three months – May, June, and July –, in the region of Khorezm, we registered 36 
murders of women; most of which had been perpetrated following their divorce. There are not 
yet many investigations that examine whether divorce is being used as a pretext for the murder 
of women. Undoubtedly, there are single cases of homicide against women who engage in 
public activities. Certainly, women are pushed to ask for divorce. … A woman, who recognizes 
the essence of the Soviet legislation, is aware of her right to obtain the divorce. … So far, the 
majority of party members have not expressed their opinion about the women’s murders, and 
most of them did not know anything about it. For this reason, it is fundamental that the Raikom 
(regional committees) organizes meetings concerning the unacceptability of women’s murders, 
first of all among the activists, then among the party members.12 
 
                                                
8 On 13 November, 1925, the meeting of the central commission for the fight against Basmachi awarded 
500 rubles compensation to Suleimanova’s mother (RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 207, ll. 165-167). 
9 Karatepe is in the Ferghana region, between Osh and Namangan. 
10 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, l. 75. 
11 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, l. 21. 
12 RGASPI, f. 62 op. 2, d. 1692, l. 22. 
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Even though in some cases the killings were attributed to the fact that the victim 

was an activist, at that time there were no proceedings in place for uncovering the 

motives behind the murders. There was also no mention of whether those responsible 

were found and sentenced, and whether the activists’ murders were judged according to 

the Soviet criminal law, but the author of the report was clearly soliciting the opinions 

of local party members on these killings as well as on the requests for divorce and 

actual divorces that had so closely preceded the crimes. On one hand there were the 

women’s divorce requests encouraged by the Soviet authorities through new legislation 

and the subsequent killings in response to such demands, while on the other hand there 

was the unclear position of local party members and candidates concerning murder and 

divorce. The ambivalence of those people with regards to their behavior in public and in 

private gives credence to the claim that some of the opposition against the Soviets came 

from within the party itself. The need to issue an urgent call for meetings and 

conferences to mobilize party opinion regarding the murders was an indication that 

party members and even activists were disinterested in the issue simply because they 

did not deem such murders as unacceptable. The fact that those who were supposed to 

have a heightened consciousness about supporting and realizing party-state-sponsored 

policies evinced so little moral responsibility raised serious concerns about the ultimate 

success of the sovietization campaigns. Thus, the purges at the end of the 1920s were 

also planned to expel those at the fringes who were not aligned with the ideology and 

aspirations of the central authorities. 

 

Women’s murders and other crimes perpetrated against women constituted a 

difficult and unexpected problem for the Soviet establishment. The hunt for statistical 

data has been under way ever since the 1920s, and the debate over the actual numbers is 

ongoing in the field of Soviet studies.13 In an attempt to add a small piece to the bigger 

puzzle of Soviet and Central Asian history, this chapter makes a further contribution to 

the quantitative mapping of the terror.14 

                                                
13 Readers will certainly recognize the difficulty historians face when trying to quantify the number of 
people involved or killed during the Civil War, during the collectivization campaign, from the famine in 
Ukraine at the beginning of the 1930s, or even during the Great Terror of the second half of the 1930s. 
For Western historians, the persistent difficulty in obtaining access to the archives of the former KGB or 
the presidential archives in Moscow and Tashkent greatly reduces the ability to understand the scale and 
nature of these types of phenomena. 
14 While the data are incomplete and disparate, not allowing for a coherent picture, they at least offer a 
partial portrait of the terror from the relevant point of view of the secret police. The intention behind 
furnishing this data is to provide non-Russian readers access to information gathered from FSB archival 
documents that are in the process of being published or forthcoming (see the series of Sovershenno 
Sekretno in the bibliography). 
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According to data from the regional sections of the female workers and peasant 

women organization in Uzbekistan published in the Soviet literature, a total of 259 

women were killed in 1927;15 118 women were killed in 1928;16 and 63 were killed in 

the first half of 1929.17 Other sources presented higher figures: 203 killings for 1928,18 

and 165 for the first half of 1929.19 As mentioned before, the Soviet press of the 1920s 

suggested that the victims were mainly activists in the Komsomol and Zhenotdel as well 

as delegates and female workers in the administration,20 but it is unclear to what extent 

these qualifications were motivated by ideological propaganda. 

As to the level of violence, the secret police provided Stalin with monthly 

reports to enable him to keep track of the situation to the extent that a rise in killings 

was considered a strengthening of the opposition to social change and Soviet authority. 

The report of May 1927 tabulated that in Uzbekistan 14 women had been murdered and 

seven injured.21 During the campaign from June 1927 until February 1928, 43 people 

were killed and wounded, 15 unveiled women were raped, and 48 women were verbally 

accosted.22 The following table lists the crimes against the zhenkampaniia in Uzbekistan 

between June and December 1927: 
 
Table 2: The crimes against the zhenkampaniia in Uzbekistan (June-December 1927). 
 
 June July August Sept. October Novem. Decem. TOTAL 
Killed and 
wounded 

4 8 4 2 6 4 9 37 

Raped - 1 2 5 3 1 3 15 
Verbally accosted for 
activism in 
zhenkampaniia 

3 8 2 7 7 1 4 32 

Insults  against 
women 

2 4 - - 2 1 7 16 

Source: “Sovershenno sekretno:” Lubianka – Stalinu o polozhenii v strane, 1922-1934 gg., Tom 6, 1928 
g. (Moscow, 2002), p. 88. 
 
                                                
15 Khudzhuma S. Shukurova, Sotsializm i zhenshchina Uzbekistana (Tashkent: Fan, 1970), p. 191. 
16 Rakhima Kh. Aminova, Oktiabr’ i reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v Uzbekistane (Tashkent: Fan, 1975), p. 
98. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Velikii Oktiabr’ i raskreposhchenie zhenshchin Srednei Azii i Kazakhstana, p. 128. 
19 These data are corroborated by Dora M. Rudnitskaia (Zhenshchina Sovetskogo Uzbekistana, Tashkent, 
Uzgiz, 1939, p. 25), Khadiiakhon Iakubova (Zhenshchina Sovetskogo Uzbekistana, Tashkent, Kzyl 
Uzbekistan and Pravda Vostoka, 1947, p. 12), and Vasilia Sadykova (Svobodnaia zhenshchina 
Sovetskogo Uzbekistana, Tashkent, Kzyl Uzbekistan and Pravda Vostoka, 1950, p. 19). Iakubova and 
Sadykova considered the guilty parties to be counter-revolutionary baisko-kulatskie (bai/kulaks) 
elements. Only Rudnitskaia spoke about religious leaders. Khalima Nasyrova (Zhenshchiny Uzbekistana v 
bor’be za mir, Tashkent, Gosizdat UzSSR, 1954, p. 31) reported the same data confirming the earlier 
reports. 
20 Aminova, Oktiabr’ i reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v Uzbekistane, pp. 98-99. 
21 “Sovershenno sekretno,” Tom 5, p. 372. 
22 “Sovershenno sekretno:” Lubianka – Stalinu o polozhenii v strane, 1922-1934 gg., Tom 6, 1928 g. 
(Moscow: Izdatel’skii tsentr Instituta rossiiskoi istorii RAN, 2002), p. 61. 
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Comparing the data furnished by table 2 with the data procured by Shukurova,23 

who spoke of some 259 women being murdered in Uzbekistan throughout all of 1927, it 

seems that between January and May 1927, 222 people were killed in Uzbekistan. Since 

data gathered from Soviet literature was likely exaggerated, there is reason to place 

greater trust in the secret police’s data.  

Other Secret Police reports to Stalin stated that in January 1928, six people were 

killed and a large number of women24 were beaten in the regions of Samarkand, 

Bukhara, and Zeravshan.25 In April 1928, three murders of unveiled women, two cases 

of poisoning, eight cases of beatings, and one case of kidnapping were reported in the 

region of Kashka-Dar’ia.26 In Kyrgyzstan, there were 14 cases of women being forced 

to resume wearing the paranja and six cases of women being raped by “hooligans.”27 

For June 1928, seven cases of killing, wounding, raping and beating were reported in 

the regions of Andizhan, Samarkand, Kashka-Dar’ia, Khorezm, and Zeravshan.28  

In 1929, the focus on zhenkampaniia in the secret police reports to Stalin 

weakened. Still, the scenario in March 1929 resembled that of previous years: seven 

murders (districts of Ferghana and Andizhan), one attempted murder (district of 

Ferghana), one case of manslaughter (district of Andizhan), and one mass 

demonstration of roughly 200 people organized by religious leaders.29 In the same 

month, seven murders of unveiled women and a series of death threats were tabulated 

for the district of Syr-Dar’ia.30  

As often happened in Soviet times, in many cases the victims were ritually given 

“show funerals,” orchestrated events that included processions and meetings in which 

the guilty were publicly denounced.31 Victims such as delegate Suleimanova were 

considered “martyrs who fell on the front of the freedom of women,”32 a rhetoric that 

reinforced Soviet political decisions and elevated those who were killed to the role of 

heroes, which helped buttress the wider mythology of the socialist cause. In these 

circumstances, the party-state was trying to deflect blame away from its policies, and, 

instead it branded as criminals the perpetrators of these acts. This kind of information 
                                                
23 Shukurova, Sotsializm i zhenshchina Uzbekistana. 
24 The document did not provide the exact number, simply stating that it was quite a large number. 
25 “Sovershenno sekretno,” Tom 6, p. 61. 
26 Ibid., p. 229. 
27 Ibid., p. 231. 
28 Ibid., p. 344. 
29 “Sovershenno sekretno:” Lubianka – Stalinu o polozhenii v strane, 1922-1934 gg., Tom 7, 1929 g. 
(Moscow: Izdatel’skii tsentr Instituta rossiiskoi istorii RAN, 2004), p. 167. Unfortunately, there is no 
additional information about this gathering. 
30 Ibid., p. 166. 
31 Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat, p. 314. 
32 Ibid. 
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was supported by the state-controlled media that often wrote that those killed or injured 

were working for the zhenkampaniia. The press presented the crimes as motivated by 

anti-Communist sentiment when oftentimes, they sprang from feelings of guilt for 

having betrayed one’s traditions, such as granting a divorce, or simply from discord 

among different factions and clan, while references to land reform were absent in the 

press. The manipulation of these acts was prone to engender even more violence 

creating an atmosphere of fear based on uncertainty.  

 

The crimes considered to single out the zhenkampaniia were a concern not only 

to Moscow, but even more for the Central Asian Bureau. In April 1927, the latter 

ordered local party organizations to take emergency measures to protect unveiled 

women. In 1928, a decree on the “defense of unveiled women” was issued in 

Uzbekistan, empowering courts to sentence anybody who showed signs of resistance to 

the hujum.33 Since the violence in Uzbekistan was instrumentally interpreted by the 

Soviets as a reaction to the hujum and to the mass unveilings, measures to protect the 

“unveiled freed Uzbeks” were stronger there than elsewhere in Central Asia. There is no 

data as to how many sentences regarding the so-defined opposition to hujum were 

carried out and whether they were judged according to the standard criminal code or 

treated as counter-revolutionary acts. Even if they were judged as political acts of 

violence, the death penalty was unlikely to have been applied unless political activists 

were killed. 

Beyond murders and statistics on violent acts, a discussion of the punishments 

meted out casts a light on how severe the crimes were judged and whether the Soviets 

saw the potential to further educate the people as to proper socialist behavior. Some 

were sentenced for political crimes, which were deemed the severest and punishable by 

death by firing squad, while others were sentenced for crimes based on custom 

according to the civil code. An archival document34 stated that in 1928, the Narkomiust 

(People’s Commissariat of Justice) heard 203 murder cases (most of the victims were 

women) linked to emancipation. Of these 203 murders, 24 were committed against 

                                                
33 “The Uzbek Supreme Court agreed, having already declared in August 1928 that any ‘murder or 
serious attack against a woman in connection with her liberation from all types of oppression, and in 
particular against a woman who has unveiled,’ henceforth qualified as a terrorist act, a 
counterrevolutionary crime, under Article 64 of the Uzbek criminal code. Such acts were capital crimes, 
subject to the death penalty. The Court restated this decision in 1929 and again in 1930 and 1931. In 
January 1930 the decision was broadened to include threats of murder or violent attack” (Northrop, Veiled 
Empire, p. 257). For data on crimes of daily life in Uzbekistan in 1927-1929, see table 4 in Northrop 
(Veiled Empire, p. 260). For data on the prosecution and sentencing of byt terrorists in the Uzbek SSR in 
1927-1929, see table 5 in Northrop, Veiled Empire, p. 261. 
34 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, ll. 147-148. 
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activists of both sexes working in the emancipation campaign. The other 179 were not 

specified, but they may have been lumped together under crimes based on custom, 

family issues, and divorce requests. The Narkomiust classified the 24 activist murders 

as acts of political (counter-revolutionary) violence and the Verkhsud (Supreme Court) 

confirmed punishment for 21 of those, yet without specifying the type of punishment. 

In addition to these official court trials, numerous public show trials were 

organized in typical Soviet ritualized fashion.35 The difficulty of verifying the statistics 

of these show trials or gaining even rudimentary information about them is shown in the 

fragmentary figures that follow. Because of the different locations reporting and the 

variety of crimes, it is extremely difficult to aggregate the results. According to Pravda 

Vostoka of 11 July 1928, 20 persons were condemned to the firing squad for having 

committed (unspecified) crimes linked to the hujum. In the first half of 1928, the courts 

deliberated on 57 cases of crimes perpetrated against women who had discarded the 

paranja, 408 cases of payment of the kalym, and 170 cases of forced marriage.36 

Following these trials, 671 people were sentenced: 86 were jailed for one year, 138 

received a maximum of three years of imprisonment, 60 received a maximum of ten 

years of imprisonment, and seven were condemned to death.37 In Tashkent, three mass 

trials against 500 people who had either killed their wives or continued with the kalym 

were concluded in 1927.38 Since further information is unavailable, one can only 

assume that those who received the death penalty had been accused of counter-

revolutionary activities. 

Functionaries, activists, and members of the party were often involved in crimes 

based on custom.39 When found guilty of such acts, they were sentenced by people’s 

courts if criminally punishable, while departure from party morality or ideology led to 

                                                
35 Aminova, Oktiabr’ i reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v Uzbekistane, p. 99; Kompartiia Uzbekistana v 
bor’be za reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v period stroitel’stva sotsializma (1917-1937 gg.). Sbornik 
dokumentov i materialov (Tashkent: Uzbekistan, 1977), pp. 116-117; Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat, 
pp. 315-317; Northrop, “Subaltern Dialogues. Subversion and Resistance in Soviet Uzbek Family Law,” 
p. 124; Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 262-263; Shukurova, Sotsializm i zhenshchina Uzbekistana, p. 192; 
Velikii Oktiabr’ i raskreposhchenie zhenshchin Srednei Azii i Kazakhstana, pp. 227-230. 
36 Shukurova, Sotsializm i zhenshchina Uzbekistana, p. 192. 
37 As previously noted, the data provided by Shukurova should be considered with caution. Nevertheless, 
it is furnished to provide an idea of how the subject was covered in the Soviet literature. See Shukurova, 
Sotsializm i zhenshchina Uzbekistana, p. 192. 
38 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1242, l. 55. 
39 The next chapter focuses more on the involvement of party members and activists in the crimes based 
on customs. 
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internal party trials that often resulted in expulsions from the party and reprimands,40 

while detentions, deportations, and death by firing squad are not confirmed.  

In the eyes of the Soviet party-state, all perpetrators were resistors opposing 

Moscow’s policy on women and family issues. Consciousness or unconsciousness was 

a personal matter of little consequence to the authorities, but resistance was a 

straightforward public concern. If the Soviets had acknowledged that there were two 

kinds of resistance – and at a certain moment, during the purges, it seems that they had 

such an understanding – it would have been tantamount to admitting to the existence of 

a split between the public and the private within the party-state. By treating all resistors 

alike, the authorities could use the rhetoric of deviation from the party line, which was 

very useful in Central Asia, where, at the end of the 1920s, the party did not have solid 

basis, and it was still uncertain whether Homo Islamicus would give way to Homo 

Sovieticus. 

  

It was not only Soviet historians who did not focus on the involvement of party 

members in terrorist acts or their refusal to partake in the Soviet fight against tradition, 

but in the press of the 1920s, the involvement of party members and candidates in 

upholding Muslim tradition and in other crimes was often disregarded and suppressed. 

Instead, the Soviet sources tended to implicate religious leaders and landowners 

(mullah, bai, and Basmachi), and in so doing they built a class of enemies. For instance, 

writing in the 1920s on hujum, Adalis41 related facts about murders of which he accused 

religious leaders and landowners, but not a single party member. This indicated how the 

media and consequently the populace came to view these crimes. Only Alexandra 

Artiukhina,42 a party member, head of the central Zhenotdel, candidate to be member of 

the party secretariat, and coworker of Emel’ian Iaroslavskii43 at the Central Control 

Commission,44 went against this trend by reporting in the newspaper Kommunistka that 

many party members and activists still did not allow their wives to remove the veil.  

In fact, even if it remained undisclosed at the level of mass media and was 

officially muted, Moscow and the upper cadres of the Central Asian Communist Party 

were informed of the state of affairs within their rank-and-file and orchestrated the 

                                                
40 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, l. 10; Douglas T. Northrop, “Languages of Loyalty. Gender, Politics, 
and Party Supervision in Uzbekistan, 1927-1941,” The Russian Review, 59 (April 2000,) p. 193; 
Northrop, Veiled Empire, p. 224. 
41 Adalis, “Voprosy khudzhuma,” Revoliutsiia i kul’tura, 12 (30 June 1929), pp. 29-40. 
42 Aleksandra Artiukhina, “Ot ‘nastupleniia’ k sistematicheskoi rabote,” Kommunistka, 1 (January1928), 
pp. 61-62. 
43 For more biographical information on Iaroslavskii, see next chapter. 
44 Artiukhina, “Ot ‘nastupleniia’ k sistematicheskoi rabote,” p. 57. 
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campaign and the reactions to the violence to generate support and legitimacy in a 

region where the Communist Party was not yet strong. To check upon it, following the 

hujum in 1928, it was decided to start exerting strict control over the local party and to 

investigate irregularities. Later, a second drive on the “administrative assault”45 – as per 

Gregory Massell – overlapped with the program of controls and purges (proverki i 

chistki) of the Communist Party launched by Emel’ian Iaroslavskii during the XVI 

Party Conference (April 1929) and also intersected with the policy at the end of the 

1920s with the well-known First Five-Year Plan. 

                                                
45 Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat, p. 318. 





 

4 THE REACTION OF THE CENTER 

 
Notwithstanding policies decided in agreement between center and periphery, 

the reactions to social change and sovietization took on such violent forms that the 

Soviet authorities became concerned about the rise of terror in general, and the 

involvement of party members and activists in counter-hujum activities in particular, 

underlining the weak base of the Soviet regime in Central Asia and the huge difficulties 

encountered by the Soviets in applying the policy of korenizatsiia. With its symbolism, 

the hujum, which was launched to elicit swift social change, ended up provoking an 

unexpected crisis and a strong reaction, which almost involved the entire population. If 

the crisis was harsher than expected, the authorities nevertheless were able to 

manipulate it toward their own purposes, orchestrating the press, show funerals, show 

trials, controls, and purges, which helped to create enemies and to attack those classes 

identified as the opponents of the Soviet establishment. As the situation veered out of 

control, the center saw itself justified in calling for controls (proverki) and purges 

(chistki). The involvement of party activists, members, and candidates in the anti-hujum 

and in the anti-sovietization process exceeded all expectations. The criticism and the 

attack by the Soviet establishment on those not in line with the party ideology did not 

appear to have been a means for deflecting criticism of its own role in provoking the 

crisis, but was probably more to obscure their own surprise and weakness. In such a 

context, Moscow’s subsequent response to the internal crisis through controls and 

purges represented open hard-line policy, which was then affirmed and confirmed 

during the general purges of 1929-1930.  

 

The “administrative assault” in Central Asia began in February 1928, when the 

Central Asia Bureau ordered an examination (proverka1) of local party bodies to check 

whether they were following Moscow’s guidelines regarding women’s emancipation 

and the sovietization of the region.2 On 1 October 1928, a commission that received its 

                                                
1 See Douglas T. Northrop, “Languages of Loyalty. Gender, Politics, and Party Supervision in 
Uzbekistan, 1927-1941,” The Russian Review, 59 (April 2000), pp. 188-197; Douglas T. Northrop, 
Veiled Empire. Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca and London: Cornell University 
Press, 2004), pp. 219-234. 
2 Rakhima Kh. Aminova, Oktiabr’ i reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v Uzbekistane (Tashkent: Fan, 1975), p. 
158; Shoshana Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca. The Soviet Campaign against Islam in Central Asia, 1917-
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instructions directly from the Central Asian Bureau was charged with carrying out these 

examinations. The supervisor, Dmitrii Manzhara,3 was to analyze the situation and 

suppress the growing terror not only in Uzbekistan, but throughout Central Asia.  

 

 
Figure 36: Picture of Dmitrii Manzhara.  

 

Within the action taken by Sredazbiuro under Manzhara’s supervision and 

support, the Control Commissions had the task of checking upon those Communists 

who proved disloyal to the Soviet authorities by subordinating party interests to their 

traditions, and those found guilty were expelled from the party or otherwise sanctioned. 

The 1928 commission had the task of identifying so-called anti-Soviet elements and 

enforcing sanctions, thereby anticipating the general purges4 and echoing the state-

                                                                                                                                          
1941 (Westport-CT and London: Praeger, 2001), pp. 70, 76, 180; Gregory J. Massell, The Surrogate 
Proletariat. Moslem Women and Revolutionary Strategies in Soviet Central Asia, 1919-1929 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1974), p. 318. 
3 Dmitrii Ivanovich Manzhara (1885-1937) was born on November 9 1885 in Belopol’ (gubernia of 
Khar’kov) into the family of a railway worker. After spending his youth in the Ukraine, he moved to 
Tashkent in 1909 to work as a blacksmith in the main studios of the Central Asian railways, which were 
the center of revolutionary agitation in Turkestan. Together with his wife Elena, who had come to 
Tashkent after being exiled in Irkutsk, he started a revolutionary circle. In 1917, he joined the Bolshevik 
Party. He took part in the October revolution in Tashkent, as well as in the Civil War. During the events 
of 1919 in Tashkent, he was among those who led the workers in repulsing the counterrevolution. Later, 
Manzhara was party secretary in Tashkent’s third railway regional committee, the secretary of the TsK of 
the KPT, secretary of the Turkbiuro of the VTsSPS, people’s commissar of the RKI of the republic, and a 
representative of the TsKK-RKI of the SSSR in Central Asia. In 1926-27, Manzhara represented the 
Central Control Commission of VKP(b) on Sredazbiuro’s Ispolkom (Executive Committee). From 1934 
to 1937, he was vice-president of the TsIK of the UzSSR, and he was also one of the organizers of Istpart 
(Institute of the History of the Party) at the TsK of the KP(b)Uz. He was “repressed” in 1937 during the 
Great Terror. (See Revoliutsiei prizvannye, Tashkent: Uzbekistan, 1987), pp. 138-142.). 
4 Some of the activists involved were accused of “crimes based on custom” (bytovye prestupleniia). See 
Kompartiia Uzbekistana v bor’be za reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v period stroitel’stva sotsializma 
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sponsored standard policy in the wake of the October revolution. In fact, in the 1920s 

and 1930s, party rank-and-files, cells, and government institutions had already been 

subjected to inspections at various times: in 1921, after the X party congress; in 1924,5 

after the XIII party congress; in 1929, after the XVI party conference;6 and in 1933.7  

Prior to Manzhara’s report, it was already abundantly clear that party work in 

Central Asia was going poorly if not failing entirely. A report from 1925 on the region 

of Kashka-Dar’ia emphasized that the party cells, the cells of Komsomol, and the local 

Zhenotdel were not actively working with the population and had failed to apply the 

directives of the Central Asian Bureau, and that their secretaries were illiterate and 

uninterested in party work.8 Party members and candidates were accused of crimes 

considered in opposition to party ideology, and proverki and chistki realized in 1926 in 

Uzbekistan offer a valuable overview of the procedure adopted by the party, 

representing a prelude to the hard-line policies addressed in the next part of the thesis. 

An inspection of reports on the party cells in three districts (Khiva, Urgench, and 

Gurlen) of the region of Khorezm offer insights into the nature of the crimes for which 

people were expelled from the party, which were best summarized by what the Soviet 

claimed to be the Uzbeks’ “lack of dedication to the Soviet cause.”  

Of the 288 people controlled,9 fifty-two were expelled for infractions such as 

ballast (nine), malfeasance in office (one), bureaucratism (one), isolation from the 

masses (four), personal enrichment (two), non-payment of party-memberships (four), 

non-recognition of the control commission (six), non-attendance of meetings (six), 

careerism (one), political illiteracy (one), foreign element (two), failure to police the 

party (one), waste (three), no desire to be in the party (one), polygamy (one), being a bai 

(four), systematic alcoholism (three), bribery (one), and speculation (one).10 Of these 

fifty-two, twenty-seven were peasants, seven were employees, four were non-industrial 

workers, one was an artisan, one a non-industrial craftsman, six were undefined and six 

unknown. Thirty were Uzbeks, four Tatars, seven Russians, and the remaining were of 

different nationalities – Kyrgyz, Karakalpak, Bashkir, Jews, Polish; six were 

unknown.11  

                                                                                                                                          
(1917-1937 gg.). Sbornik dokumentov i materialov (Tashkent: Uzbekistan, 1977), pp. 119-124; Massell, 
The Surrogate Proletariat, p. 287; Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 242-283. 
5 These continued through 1925 and 1926. 
6 The purges inaugurated by Emelian Iaroslavskii continued through 1930. 
7 RGASPI, f. 613, op. 1, 2, 3, 4 (Central Committee and Central Control Commission RKP/b/-VKP/b/). 
8 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 1, d. 3, ll. 42-43; see ll. 45-46 for the results of the controls. 
9 It is unknown how many of the 288 cell members were Uzbeks or to which ethnic groups they belong. 
10 Most of these infractions would fall under Viola’s categories of active and passive resistance. 
11 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 1, d. 3, ll. 121-124. 
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Though the data is not exhaustive, the significance of the 1926 purges can be 

gathered from the following figures. Of the 288 people inspected, roughly 18 per cent 

were expelled from the party: among them, roughly 52 per cent were peasants (in fact, it 

was a control of non-productive cells) and roughly 58 per cent were Uzbeks. The 

expulsion of so many Uzbeks seems to indicate conflicts between the Russian and the 

indigenous representatives within the Uzbek Communist Party.12 Since those 

conducting the controls were mostly Russians, they tended to be especially severe with 

the Uzbeks in order to weaken the local presence inside the party cells. This attitude 

clashed with Moscow’s official policy of korenizatsiia apparata, designed to promote 

native cadres. However, those sent to live and work in Central Asia had begun to 

consider the Uzbeks as difficult to indoctrinate and slow to follow party directives.  

In 1926, among the moral crimes punishable by expulsion from the party, those 

based on custom (bytovye prestupleniia), and committed mainly by indigenous people, 

were insignificant: only one out of fifty-two members was expelled for polygamy. If 

one includes alcoholism (5.7 per cent of the total expelled) in this category, the 

percentage rises to 7.6 per cent of all expulsions. Even though the Zhenotdel was 

already active in Central Asia at the time of the controls, not one of the fifty-two was 

expelled for anti-emancipatory activity; this category was expressly created after the 

hujum, so that punishments and expulsions for bytovye prestupleniia and obstruction of 

women’s emancipation became more numerous during the purges of 1929-1930.  

 

If these were the antecedents of Manzhara’s commission, in his 1928 report,13 

which was for internal use and not publicly circulated, Dmitrii Ivanovich highlighted 

the existence of party organizations that neglected the emancipation of Central Asian 

women and frustrated the implementation of official policy.14 He reported that a 

commitment to the emancipation of women in internal party groups was practically 

nonexistent and, when it did exist, remained stuck in the planning stages.15 Work that 

                                                
12 Concerning the same dynamics inside the Turkmen Communist Party, see Adrienne L. Edgar, Tribal 
Nation. The Making of Soviet Turkmenistan (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004), pp. 
100-128. 
13 Manzhara’s report is reproduced almost in its entirety within this chapter, in the corpus or in the 
footnotes, representing the first time it has been published. In translating it from Russian into English, the 
language has been left intact, reproducing the original’s inexact and odd constructions. 
14 “Even despite the existence of a series of party instructions regarding the decisive passing to action for 
women’s real emancipation within the party…, most party organizations behaved formally when carrying 
out commands. They did not give the issue its due attention thus not approaching its resolution and its 
realization in practical life in a united manner” (RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, l. 1). 
15 “The female activity (for women’s emancipation) is conducted apart from the cell and only the political 
campaigns occasionally oblige the cell to participate in the work. In the best case, an ordinary woman is 
charged with this work  (in most cases, without a party card); she considers herself a delegate [delegatka] 
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could easily have been assigned to women was given to men instead; only when faced 

with personnel shortages were women given a chance. This behavior was typical for 

many party organizations and resulted in a lack of trust in women’s capabilities and 

little desire to involve them in any work. These results did not come as a surprise, 

considering that, notwithstanding progressive Soviet policies towards women during the 

1920s, by the end of the decade attitudes were reverting to more conservative stances. In 

a more traditional environment such as Central Asia it was quite normal to have male 

chauvinist attitudes towards women.   

According to Manzhara, even women’s associations made no decisive 

contributions and were frequently reduced to a passive observation status, that he 

explained thusly: first, non-indigenous women were not well trained to work in such 

environments, and second the indigenous women were not involved in what they were 

doing. On both sides, there was a lack of understanding of the process or even 

disinterest. Along this line, Manzhara listed numerous failings of the emancipation 

policy in Central Asia: 
 
Incorrect calculation or ignorance of neighborhood (mahalla) conditions in order to correctly 
and distinctly diagnose a plan for the development of the emancipation struggle. 
Lack of attention to the kalym question as to its form and changes, and lack of work explaining 
the decrees concerning everyday life. 
Lack of attention to the restructuring of communist family life and to the realization of party 
demands. 
Lack of due attention to the study of the peasants’ mood and to the hostility of part of the 
population (bai and clergy) towards us. 
Lack of due direction and lack of help in the emancipation struggle on behalf of the 
Komsomol16 organizations.17 
 
 

A profound lack of information concerning the actual conditions in Central Asia 

among party workers was evident throughout the report and it was not a surprise: the 

activists – half of whom were Russian or Russified individuals – for instance had no 

knowledge of the mahalla (Uzbek neighborhood) rules or of Central Asian traditions 
                                                                                                                                          
and she conducts the work without direction and sometimes also not to our advantage. Most cells work 
without a plan, and where there are some plans, there are no female activity items on the agenda. We 
registered a series of appeals and complaints about party members within the cell, for their terrible 
treatment of women, blows, mockery, but these complaints bore no consequences and were not 
differentiated in the cell committee” (RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, l. 4). 
16 “The Agitprop Department reports probably reflected a real difference in distribution of reading tastes 
between boys and girls, but they also reflected the cultural predispositions and prejudices of the officials 
who produced them. As Anne Gorsuch points out in a recent Slavic Review article, party and Komsomol 
officials tended to see women as ‘backward,’ passive, private, and apolitical, and men as forward 
thinking, active, public, and political. Even those who deplored women’s subordination reinforced the 
stereotypes by denigrating family life as slavery and private life as trivial and bourgeois” (Matthew 
Lenoe, Closer to the Masses. Stalinist Culture, Social Revolution, and Soviet Newspapers, Cambridge and 
London, Harvard University Press, 2004, p. 231). 
17 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, ll. 1-2. 
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such as the kalym, nor had they any idea of how to put the new Central Asian family on 

socialist foundations after the old order had been destroyed. They lacked an 

understanding of the indigenous substratum and of the ideological steps to be taken in 

building a new society, even if women such as Serafima Liubimova and Ida 

Finkel’shtein possessed a deeper knowledge and understanding.18 It seems that the 

activists had neither information nor direction, and in many cases they performed no 

work at all. Controls were set up to study precisely these problems, and purges seemed 

the best tools for addressing these issues in a coercive way.  

 

Moreover, it appears that, like the activists, the party cells were left entirely to 

themselves, indicating that the leaders did not play the roles that the party expected. 

Because complaints about cells and activists were a constant in the reports, whether they 

dealt with the party, the Red Cross and Red Crescent, or the Zhenotdel, it is quite 

possible that the standards requested by the party were so high that no one could satisfy 

them, or that the continuous criticism from the establishment was seen as the best way 

to keep control over the cells and they members. Manzhara noted the development of 

two types of party cells with different programs and attitudes that could be distinguished 

on the basis of their progress toward women’s emancipation: 

 
[Concerning Uzbekistan and the first type of party cells], the work in most cells is in embryonic 
form or it is absent. All programming is absent from the work, but if there is some programming 
in some cells, it is limited to a general activity amongst the women and there is no application to 
everyday life. In the activities’ plans, as in the resolutions, once the conferences and committee 
sessions are over, no concrete steps are taken. …  
 
In the second type of cells, the social organization regarding women’s emancipation is 
conducted half-heartedly and there is no interest in how Communists should conduct their lives 
on a daily basis and towards their families.  
 
Most cells have no programs for educating unveiled women. Only in the first type of cell is 
there some progress in the work for women’s emancipation. But there are very few cells of this 
type (an insignificant percentage).19 
 

 
The first type of cells, then, had no program and performed practically no work. 

That which did emanate from them was utopian and inapplicable to everyday life. While 

this type of cell was totally useless, the second type did some organizing, but failed to 

take into account that women were part of a family with their own lives and obligations. 

                                                
18 To remedy the lack of knowledge about the numerous communities of people present in the USSR, the 
Soviets made extensive use of ethnographies. See Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations. Ethnographic 
Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2005). 
19 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, ll. 5, 7. 
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None of these cells provided education for the women who had taken the step to discard 

their veils, indicating the cell members’ ignorance regarding the hujum: they assumed 

that with the unveiling ceremony their work was done, while, in actuality, it had just 

started. There was some educational work done in the first type of cells, but it was 

without a concrete basis of organization. Manzhara’s accusation was unmistakable: 

most of the cells were practically asleep, but this also implicated the heads of the cells 

and the party itself, which was not monitoring the activity. Even if Manzhara did not 

explicitly involve those responsible for the cells, the attack was clearly also directed at 

the upper levels of the hierarchy.  

Not being in the position to directly censure the heads and to combat these 

massive shortcomings of the party cells, control commissions (kontrol’nye komissii) 

were instituted as part of the hard-line bureaucracy, and here Manzhara made the 

following observations: 

 
Regarding the composition (in terms of figures) of control commissions, we can speak only 
about Uzbekistan, because we do not have data available for Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan. The 
control was conducted by selected commissions (for Uzbekistan) within cell assemblies. In all, 
220 commissions were chosen, for a total of 657 members: among them were 127 Russians 
(19.3%), 490 Uzbeks (74.1%),20 and 40 from other nationalities (6.6%).21 Ninety-two (14%) 
were women, and 33 of those Uzbeks. The commissions were only composed of a small 
minority of women, with only 5% being Uzbeks. Besides this, in old cities and in the kishlak 
regions many illiterate or semi-literate comrades were appointed. It was the new members who 
became influential and actually contributed to the success and positive outcome of the 
commissions’ work.22   
 
 
 This indicated that most of those appointed (nearly 75 per cent) to the control 

commissions were Uzbeks, with Russians numbering around 20 per cent. Even if the 

appointment rate for women was low (roughly 14 per cent of Russian, and 5 per cent of 

Uzbek origin), the success resided in the appointment of native people in agreement 

with the goals of the korenizatsiia apparata. However, illiteracy and poor literacy 

among those from the more conservative and “backward” areas, namely the villages 

(kishlak) and the old parts of the cities (starye goroda)23 posed a problem. In order to 

appreciate the importance of the national composition of the control commissions, one 

needs only to compare this with the Uzbek Communist Party itself. The figures in table 

15B in the appendix show that, in 1928, the Uzbek members and candidates constituted 

                                                
20 In reality, it is roughly 74.6%. 
21 In reality, it is roughly 6.1%. 
22 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, l. 3. Manzhara did not explain how the new members exerted a positive 
influence on the commissions’ success rates. One can only speculate that they had a better education and 
greater understanding of the commissions’ tasks. 
23 Bukhara, Samarkand, and Tashkent all have an older more conservative and traditional neighborhoods. 
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roughly 46 per cent of the Communist Party, while about 44 per cent were Russians. 

This shows that the number of Uzbeks appointed to the central commissions was 

roughly 30 per cent higher than that of Uzbeks in the Uzbek Communist Party. This 

apportionment reflected the central organs’ plans to involve more locals in the activities 

of the Communist Party, which, in turn, might be interpreted as complying with the 

korenizatsiia apparata guidelines on the appointment of indigenous people into the 

local cadres.  

The control commissions were expected to check up on Communists24 and their 

compliance with the Communist Party directives regarding the emancipation of women 

and their attitudes toward female coworkers and family members in general. 

Manzhara’s report contained information on that issue which provides us with a deeper 

understanding of Central Asian society during sovietization and offers a possible 

explanation for the limited success of the hujum: 

 
Regarding the emancipation of his own wife and family members, the activist takes the 
following position: with a few exceptions, most permitted their wives to take off the paranja (in 
Uzbekistan). Most communists unveiled their wives on 8 March, 1927, although some at the 
end of 1927 and at the beginning of 1928, but they did not do the same with their mothers and 
sisters; they justified this by saying that they had no bonds with the family, so they could not 
exert any pressure.25  
 
 
 Manzhara argued that most Communists allowed their wives to shed the veil to 

avoid deviating from the party line. The problem with mothers and sisters was that their 

respective husbands (the men’s fathers and brothers-in-law) made such decisions. In 

Central Asia, few women would have dared to shed the veil on their own initiative, 

needing their husband’s authorization for this step. In the case of Ana-Bibi, the main 

character of the story at the beginning of this part, the woman decided by herself, but 

with the moral authorization of the husband. The literal translation of the Russian 

original clearly stated: “most Communists unveiled their wives” rather than “most 

communists’ wives took off their veils,” disclosing a distortion of the emancipation 

                                                
24 “For Uzbekistan, 2,039 communists among the activists were checked. Regarding party seniority, 
social condition, and their type of work, we do not have complete information. Among the information 
that we have on social conditions: 368 are workers, 52 peasants, 678 clerks, and 163 defined as “others.” 
As to their type of work: 62 are central workers, 183 district workers, 349 neighborhood workers, and 
1,008 cell workers. Among them: 11 are members of TsK [Central Committee] KP(b)Uz, 5 members of 
TsKK [Central Control Commission], 75 are district committee members, 16 OKK [Local-District 
Control Commission] members, 193 Raikom [District Committee] members, 338 cell committee 
members, and the rest is linked to Soviet workers, professional organizations, and other organizations. 
We do not have such data for Kyrgyzstan or Turkmenistan” (RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, l. 8). 
25 Men exercised control over their wives following the application of the kalym custom in the marriage. 
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agenda that was deemed as only capable of reaching its main targets, women, through 

the affirmative male action.  

Certainly, the emancipation of women was not supposed to end with the 

unveiling campaigns, but to be followed by continuing education and a push toward 

literacy, which were at the core of the Cultural Revolution itself. The report showed that 

there was actually less concern among the new Communists about the more symbolic 

act of unveiling than about facilitating continued education thereafter, because that was 

what would actively encourage emancipation and a free woman who might ask to work 

outside the household or for a divorce.   

 
A small number of Communists worked with their wives and other family members to raise 
their educational level. In Kyrgyzstan, for example, 71 republican activists were checked; of 
those, 56 were married: 24 (42.9%) had illiterate wives and 12 (21.4%) had semi-literate wives, 
a total of 64,3%, and only 20 women (35.7%) were able to read and write. These figures 
illustrate how little progress was made in this area. As to local and district activists, there were 
207: 184 of those were married, whose 53% of their wives were illiterate and 29 (16%) were 
semi-literate. In the entire republic, there were 240 married comrades: 122 of the wives were 
illiterate, 41were semi-literate, and 77 literate. A summary of the composition of all female 
activists in party organizations, social organizations, and Komsomol shows the following 
picture for Kyrgyzstan: among all controlled women activists, 34 (14%) were in Komsomol, 21 
(8.8%) in the VKP(b), and 191 (79.6%) without party affiliation. The latter were women who 
did not belong to any organization and were not involved in any type of social work, but lived 
secluded in their homes where they were restricted to domestic duties.26 
  

The report indicated that 60-70 per cent of the Kyrgyz Communists’ wives were 

illiterate or semi-literate, which kept them under their husbands’ dominion. It seems that 

only a small number of Communists helped raise their wives’ level of education, and 

that number was of greater importance than the number of Communists who let their 

wives shed the veil, since the latter could be more a performance than something in 

which they actually believed. In fact, while the unveiling was an action performed in 

public, educational endeavors were pursued in the private sphere, where the state had 

less influence. It became clear that Central Asian Communists did not internalize Soviet 

policy since they were hardly eager to see their women emancipated, and consequently 

stalled on the first step towards it: providing education. The Communist Party, on the 

other hand, invested major effort to increase literacy – mass education being one of its 

main ideological goals since the October revolution – and asked its members and 

candidates to pursue this task. Because the party did not have access behind domestic 

walls in an Orwellian sense, it constantly tried to monitor progress in the education of 

                                                
26 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, ll. 8-9. 
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the activists’ wives27 by issuing sanctions or reprimands, or even expelling those who 

prevented their wives from studying. Archival documents offer the example of Iakub 

Gapar in the district of Osh (Ferghana Valley), who was expelled from the party for a 

series of misdemeanors, such as non-fulfillment of party work and failure to pay party 

dues, as well as for obstructing his wife’s emancipation and forbidding her to study, 

actions that led his wife to seek a divorce. The document read: “He did not authorize his 

wife to study, even if she expressed the desire to do so. When the district committee 

asked why he did not allow his wife to study, he agreed to give back his party-

membership card. He hid all this from the local control commission.”28 The case of 

Iakub highlighted the insecurity of activists regarding the status of their wives and 

female family members, while, at the same time, this insistence on women and wives’ 

education was symptomatic of some insecurity on the part of the party, which hoped to 

garner increasing local support once women were educated and aware of their rights.  

 

There were many Communists (activists, members, candidates, officials) who 

formally and publicly condemned so-called traditional and backward behavior, while 

maintaining these same attitudes inside their own homes, and in so doing they 

exacerbated the tensions between public and private spheres, thereby engaging in  

“unconscious resistance.” Certainly, it is hard to determine whether the reports were 

genuine or distorted, even if one can imagine that they were tailored to what the central 

authority wanted to hear.  

The April 1927 secret police report to Stalin documented the resistance of 

several Communists (soprotivlenie) to their wives’ emancipation. This was an 

opportune point to underline that during the general purges of 1929-1930 there was a 

category of crime identified as “conscious/deliberate hindrance of women’s 

emancipation.” Instead, the present cases seem to constitute “unconscious resistance” 

rather than “conscious resistance” because of the absence of political intent to oppose 

emancipation as an attack upon the party as state organ. The unveilings and subsequent 

re-veilings were a strong indicator of traditionalism rather than a relapse in 

sovietization: the male heads of the households were the ones who decided whether 

                                                
27 One example of this kind of monitoring concerns a Termez resident, Abdiev (RGASPI, f. 613, op. 2, d. 
57, l. 57). Another party member, Dalil Zul’fibaev (Kyrgyz), controlled in 1929 because of his passivity 
in his wife’s education, was issued a warning by the party and ordered to submit to inspection again 
during the following year to check if his wife had attained literacy (RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 164, l. 13). 
Unfortunately, there is not report of the next control. 
28 RGASPI, f. 613, op. 2, d. 48, l. 91. See also RGASPI, F. 121, O. 2, D. 164, L. 120. Local Control 
Commissions were appointed to check party rank-and-file during the purges of 1929-1930 in the districts. 
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their wives were allowed to unveil or had to re-veil, to be educated or to remain 

ignorant. Re-veiling was possibly a way for men to reassume their roles within the 

household.  

In many cases, the wives of Communists who unveiled on 8 March 1927 put 

their veils back on again, and in some localities the Communists banned their wives 

from attending women meetings.29 In the district of Kokand three party members 

unveiled their wives at the general meeting of the cell committee, but thereafter forced 

them to don the veil again.30 In May of 1927, many cases of Communists refusing to let 

their wives unveil were registered.31 In July 1927, in Tashkent, the wives of several 

communists put on their veils again.32 To avoid unveiling, there were also cases of 

falsifications and appeals to the Muslim legal system. In the Ferghana Valley, the 

subterfuge of party members of the kishlak Dangar (Kokand) went so far as to have the 

wives of acquaintances stand in at the official ceremony to circumvent bringing their 

own wives.33  

In April 1928, some Uzbek party members of undisclosed social origin refused 

to unveil their wives, justifying this disobedience by citing the sharia,34 which 

contradicted party ideology and morality. It was not the only case in which a party 

member evoked Islamic law. That same year, in the district of Andizhan, responding to 

the village Soviet’s request to unveil his wife, president Gil’dardao exclaimed: “I will 

not unveil my wife because it clashes with the sharia,” and threw away the order.35 The 

secret police reported some cases of party members who declared that they would rather 

return their instruments of power – land, money36 or their membership cards37 – than 

permit their wives to unveil. However, veils or female attendance at women’s meetings 

were not the only problem. 

Indifference and disunity among party members and activists often resulted in 

poor organization and inertia within the institutions devoted to women. In January 1928, 

in Samarkand, circles for women and likpunty (small centers activated to eliminate 

                                                
29 “Sovershenno sekretno:” Lubianka – Stalinu o polozhenii v strane, 1922-1934 gg., Tom 5, 1927 g. 
(Moscow: Izdatel’skii tsentr Instituta rossiiskoi istorii RAN, 2003), p. 325. 
30 Ibid., p. 344. 
31 Ibid., p. 372. 
32 Ibid., p. 502. 
33 “Sovershenno sekretno:” Lubianka – Stalinu o polozhenii v strane, 1922-1934 gg., Tom 6, 1928 g. 
(Moscow: Izdatel’skii tsentr Instituta rossiiskoi istorii RAN, 2002), p. 250. 
34 Ibid., p. 229. 
35 Ibid., p. 250. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., p. 344. 
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illiteracy) were closed down, most likely due to member indifference,38 and in the 

district of Bukhara, local Soviet workers manifested indifference toward activities 

promoting the independence of women, and in some cases attempted to boycott them.39 

By 1929, the interest in the success of zhenkampaniia was declining. For this year, 

figures only appeared in the secret police reports of March,40 and only the report on the 

Syr-Dar’ia district devoted attention to “overt opposition to zhenkampaniia” and 

incidents of passivity in the ranks of Communists and representatives of the lower 

apparatus, such as preventing their wives from removing the paranja and attending 

general meetings.41 1929 was the year of the general purges and the XVI Party 

Conference, and the burning issues of the day were expected to be more closely linked 

to the industrialization drive, to collectivization, and the dekulakization-debaization 

than to the zhenkampaniia. 

 

As head of the all-Soviet executive bureau of the Union of Atheists and a 

member of the party’s Central Control Commission, Emel’ian Iaroslavskii42 was the 

most prominent theorist43 and inaugurator of the purges of 1929-1930, which officially 

                                                
38 “Sovershenno sekretno,” Tom 6, p. 61. 
39 Ibid. 
40 “Sovershenno sekretno:” Lubianka – Stalinu o polozhenii v strane, 1922-1934 gg., Tom 7, 1929 g. 
(Moscow: Izdatel’skii tsentr Instituta rossiiskoi istorii RAN, 2004), pp. 166-167. 
41 Ibid., p. 166. 
42 Emel’ian Mikhailovich Iaroslavskii. Real name: Minei Izrailevich Gubel’man (1878-1943). He was 
born on February 19, 1878 (following the old calendar: the personal fund of Iaroslavskii is kept at 
RGASPI f. 189, op. 1-11) in the city of Chita (near the borders of Mongolia and China). In 1898, he 
joined the RSDRP and organized a social-democratic circle among the railway workers of the Baikal 
region. At the beginning of the twentieth century, he also worked for the party in Ekaterinoslav and St. 
Petersburg. He served prison sentences in Chita (1902), in St. Petersburg (1904 and 1907), in Odessa 
(1905), and in Moscow (1906), and was sent into penal colony (katorga) in St. Petersburg and Moscow 
(RGASPI, f. 124, op. 1, d. 2256, l. 3). From 1908 to 1913, he was in the penal colony in the city of 
Zoreytue, Eastern Siberia; from 1913 to 1917, he lived in exile in Iakutsiia (RGASPI, f. 124, op. 1, d. 
2256, l. 3). After the February revolution, he became a member of the Iakutsi committee of public 
security. From July 1907 onward, he worked in the Moscow war organization of the RSDRP(b). During 
the October revolution, he was a member of the war-revolution committee and the first commissar of the 
Kremlin. From 1918 to 1919, he was the representative of the TsK for the mobilization of the Red Army. 
From 1919 to 1922, he was president of the Gubkom in Perm and member of the Siberian regional bureau 
of the TsK of the RKP(b). In 1921, he served as secretary of the TsK and became a member of the TsKK 
and the TsIK of the SSSR. From 1922 onward, he was president of the Central Soviet of the Union of 
Militant Atheists. In 1923, he published the book O religii. He was also on the editing board of Pravda 
and Bol’shevik and of journals such as Bezbozhnik, Bezbozhnyi krokodil, Bezbozhnik u stanka, and Za 
tempy. Finally, he was the president of the Society of the Old Bol’sheviks. Between 1923 and 1934, he 
was secretary of the party board of TsKK (Central Control Commission) RKP(b)-VKP(b) (Russian 
Communist Party – All-Union Communist Party). He was member of the board of the People’s 
Commissariat of the Worker-Peasant Inspectorate. (See RGASPI, f. 89, op. 1, 2, 3, 4; Shoshana Keller, 
“Trapped between State and Society. Women’s Liberation and Islam in Soviet Uzbekistan, 1926-1941,” 
Journal of Women’s History, 10/1, Spring 1998, pp. 25-26; Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca, p. 59; 
Northrop, “Languages of Loyalty. Gender, Politics, and Party Supervision in Uzbekistan, 1927-1941,” pp. 
188-189; Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 219-220). 
43 Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat, p. 318. 
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commenced in April 1929, when the procedure was formalized after the XVI Party 

Congress, and subsequently lasted through 1930.44 

Iaroslavskii’s words in 1929 were indicative of the developing scenario:  
 

In the future we will be checking up on the ranks of our party. ... [They] must be cleansed of all 
alien elements; of the corrupted, the bureaucratized, [those who have] attached themselves [to 
us], the ideologically alien. Is it possible to consider a person ideologically suited to be a 
Communist [if he] locks up his wife, holds her under the paranjii, forbids her to go to meetings; 
[if he] teaches his children in the Islamic school [madrasa]; [if he] relies in his work on some 
mullah or other-really, can we consider such a person our own [rodnyi], a Leninist Bolshevik? It 
would be better for us to have fewer people in the party, but to have party members who accept 
the entirety of our program, and not just parts [of it]. …  We will need to check up on our 
party’s ranks in this way, particularly in the national organizations of the East. A party member 
may pay his membership dues regularly, he may attend meetings punctually, but we need to ask 
him, to verify, how he relates to his wife, how he relates to his sister, to his children. Does he 
support any of the forms of social-byt oppression that hinder us from carrying out our socialist 
measures? We need to check up on him like this, and not simply from the point of view of 
whether he pays his membership dues.45  
 
 

 
Figure 37: Picture of Emel’ian Iaroslavskii. 

During the 1929 general purges the criteria used for judging functionaries and 

party members were slightly different from the previous, not only including social 

origin, social behaviors (such as alcoholism, gambling), and economic issues 

(speculation, kulachestvo-to be46), but also reactions to the hujum,47 and whether the old 

customs were perpetuated. As one sees, sub-categories of the latter included sexual 

                                                
44 Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat, p. 318; Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 219-237. 
45 Quoted in Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 219-220.   
46 Kulaki, rich peasant. 
47 Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat, p. 318. 
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dissoluteness, alcoholism, rude behavior towards the family, and polygamy with crimes 

based on custom representing roughly 12 per cent of the reasons for expulsions,48 the 

carrying-out of religious rites 6 per cent, and conscious hindrance of women’s 

emancipation as much as 6 per cent, the latter figure indicating the rise in interest in 

women’s issues as compared to the previous years’ controls and purges. The general 

purges, as policies effectuated by the hard-line state-sponsored bureaucracy, 

surprisingly exhibited more expulsions due to crimes based on custom and similar 

offenses than crimes directly connected to the First Five-Year Plan, as was generally 

supposed, and this is the topic will be more deeply explored in the next and final part of 

the thesis. 

                                                
48 15.6 per cent of crimes fell under the category of “foreign element,” 17.4 per cent under “criminal 
behavior,” and 23.4 per cent under “anti-party misdemeanor.” 



5 CONCLUSION 
 

Following the Bolshevik revolution, Central Asia proved a locus of challenges 

and experiments for Soviet policy makers. As argued in the first two parts, social 

change was one of the main goals of the new authority, which strove to communicate 

with the people through the voice of socialism. Individual communicators, institutions, 

and propagandistic media were the preferred tools for this strategy. In Uzbekistan, the 

hujum was the most tangible and symbolic aspect of social change intended to reshape 

the existing social modalities according to the Soviet model. Though there are no 

specific documents about the direct involvement of the Uzbek Red Crescent in the 

hujum, there was “a doctors’ conference especially convened [in 1927, during the 

hujum] to attest to the grave harm done to Moslem mothers and infants by the veil – not 

only depriving them of sun and air but directly causing skin diseases and other maladies 

– and the findings of the conference were widely publicized.”1 As noted, even if this 

was a fabrication for attacking the veil under the auspices of public health, it is still 

important within the discourse over hygiene, because it explains first the Uzbek Red 

Crescent’s strong interest in women and children, and second the tight bonds between 

the Red Cross, the Red Crescent, and the Soviet party-state, so that one can surmise the 

strong involvement of the front organization in the hujum.  

With the breakthrough campaign of the hujum, the center wanted to transform 

the “Homo Islamicus speaking Muslim,” into the “Homo Sovieticus speaking 

Bolshevik,” but Central Asia did not respond positively to the immediate action that 

was supposed to drive this project forward. The Uzbek response to the Soviet 

colonization efforts had different faces, depending on the actors (religious leaders, 

landowners-bai, Basmachi, party officials, men or women). Often, it took the form of 

either conscious or unconscious resistance, which was explored in this part of the thesis 

in its various manifestations including acts of terror. The perpetuation of old customs 

and traditions was not always an act of intentional resistance, but arose from the 

importance these values held for the indigenous populations. The center usually 

interpreted such behavior as political or counter-revolutionary resistance, even if it 

mostly constituted  “unconscious resistance.” For the Soviets, the participation of Uzbek 

                                                
1 Gregory J. Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat. Moslem Women and Revolutionary Strategies in Soviet 
Central Asia, 1919-1929 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), p. 239. 
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Communists in resistance, conscious or unconscious, had to be eradicated. The Central 

Asian Communist Party was expected to stand up for socialist morality and propagate 

the “correct and necessary sovietization.” To reach that goal, chistki and proverki were 

planned and implemented from 1929 through 1930.  

The “hard line” controls and subsequent purges of the Communist Party were 

intended not only to create a clean party that would become the model for the entire 

populace, but also to construct categories of enemies to be used as scapegoats. In this 

context, new norms for personal behavior were widely publicized2 through pamphlets 

on party ethics and advertising in news media. Moscow wanted to inculcate new 

socialist values into a traditional Muslim society, which caused many problems and 

created a rift between the public and private spheres. The anti-Soviet attitudes of many 

Central Asian activists and the ineffectiveness of local party organizations, including 

the Zhenotdel, were an indication that the Soviet’s expectations were not being met and 

that the creation of Homo Sovieticus was not proceeding as planned. Summarizing the 

problems encountered in Central Asia by the Zhenotdel and subsequently by the party 

itself, Manzhara’s report of 1928 presents the final accusatory summary: 
 
On the whole, we note that party committees and Zhenotdel branches throughout the entire 
republic did not carry out the party’s directions on women’s emancipation in a sufficient 
manner. They did not pay sufficient attention to the social campaign conducted in connection 
with it, and the control was not sufficiently understood by many party members. Party 
organizations were very weak and in some places they did not concretely carry out party 
directions regarding women’s emancipation, while party cells did not explain to their members 
the tasks that had to be carried out by the communists: because of this, we had the orders of the 
Central Asian Bureau of the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party in 1926, but 
they were not studied in depth. Not only simple party members but also party committee 
members were not even aware of the existence of these specific orders. Most cells and party 
committees paid formal attention to this issue only during revolutionary holidays such as 8 
March, 1 May, and 7 November. During these days, they rattle off social slogans that are 
forgotten the next day. The practical work is done only in Zhenotdel branches, but in view of 
the indifference of the party committees they achieved no significant success. Some 
exaggerations with regard to strengthening the sanctions for insufficient explanatory work, for 
lack of assistance, and others were discovered inside those same control commissions: this 
strengthening of sanctions led to heated discussions on the issue of commissions and at public 
conferences. In line with those, let us note that the checks on the execution of party directions 
for the emancipation of women is very upsetting to the party organizations, in particular to the 
native party members. They were obligated to be more attentive to this important part of the 
party work, to check party activity, and to find new initiatives for furthering women’s 
emancipation. Concerning the work of judicial organs for emancipation, we note that party 
directives regarding a more decisive execution of the revolutionary legislation on issues relating 
to women’s emancipation were carried out poorly.3 
 
 

                                                
2 Douglas T. Northrop, Veiled Empire. Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 2004), p. 243. 
3 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1692, ll. 10-11. 



 251 

These assessments pointed out some of the causes for the failure of the Central 

Asian Zhenotdel in fully realizing the hujum and for its replacement by the zhensektory. 

The attitude of a great many Central Asian party activists toward the program of social 

change, and in our specific case toward women’s emancipation in Uzbekistan, 

represented a black mark upon “Moscow’s greater sovietization program.” This proved 

to be the trigger for the last phase of the campaign, which proved to be the harshest, 

most coercive, and broadest: it was only through the purges that the party-state now 

thought to be able to prevail over its subjects.  





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

PART FOUR 
 

Chistki and Proverki in the Service of the Sovietization 
Process



 



1 INTRODUCTION 

 
It is absolutely necessary to combat those elements, who actually fight against 
the party line under the influence of social reactionary vestige of everyday life, 
against “liberated” women, who still sell and buy women, who forbid women in 
the East to take off the veils, to attend meetings, and to participate in public life.  

 
Emel’ian Iaroslavskii, 19291 

 

The last of the Soviets’ various contemporaneous attempts to shape Central 

Asian society after the regionalization of 1924 were elements of the hard-line policies of 

coercive political control, and this part of the thesis shows how they were used to try to 

transform Homo Islamicus into Homo Sovieticus. Thus, while the dissemination of 

ideological propaganda was a soft-line measure aimed at strengthening the support 

among the populace, with the co-option of the front organizations of the Red Cross and 

the Red Crescent leading up to hard-line policies, the hujum constituted the first step of 

the coercive hard-line policies engineered and finalized through the purges of 1929-

1930.  

 
Figure 38: Picture of an old mullah with a long white beard carrying a staff (1927).2 

                                                
1 It continued: “With regard to that, the decision, taken by the Sredazbiuro [Central Asian Bureau] in 
1928 and confirmed by the Orgburo [Organizational Bureau] of the TsK VKP(b), remains absolutely a 
correct and necessary directive for the control commissions during the proverki” (Emel’ian M. 
Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP/b/, Moscow and Leningrad, Gosudarstvennoe 
Izdatel’stvo, 1929, pp. 25-26). See also XVI Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). 
Stenograficheskii otchet (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929), p. 289. 
2 Figure 38 (RGAKFD, 2-65443) from 1927, Uzbekistan, shows an old mullah with a long white beard 
carrying a staff; it is an example of what the Soviets at that time called “backward Central Asia.”  
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In fact, as the general purges at the end of the 1920s marked the onset of new 

policies throughout the Soviet Union that were embarked upon after Stalin’s 

appointment as vozhd, the Shakhty trial, and the announcement of the First Five-Year 

Plan with the subsequent launch of collectivization, forced industrialization, and 

dekulakization, in Central Asia these political and economic measures were aimed at 

profound structural as well as cultural changes: the purges were actually instrumental to 

achieving those goals and not just to support and to control those of the First Five-Year 

Plan.  

In Central Asia, the proverki (controls) and chistki (purges) of the party and 

other government branches were certainly launched in order to monitor the progress of 

the First Five-Year Plan, but also to enforce the actual implementation of the “state-

sponsored modernizing sovietization,” and the regional Communist Parties’ and 

government institutions’ compliance with the central directives on “party ethics” 

(partetika) and “party morality.”3 Through the “cleansing” of local Communist Parties 

from “non-aligned people” among their members and candidates (in Uzbekistan, the 

Homini Islamici as “internal enemies of the people”), Moscow intended to create a 

“pure bolshevized4 institution” that, having been cleansed from traditional customs, 

would serve as a model for the entire population. In Central Asia, negative attitudes 

towards women and the hujum, continued adherence to old traditions such as polygamy, 

kalym, forced marriage of both under-age girls and boys, and to religious rituals (during 

cell meetings, many native activists left the room in order to pray5), but also wide-

spread alcoholism, were among the main reasons for the forceful intervention from the 

center along with native party activists who participated in the committees charged with 

carrying out the purges. The main purpose of the cleansings was that of acquiring 

legitimacy and of building a new sovietized byt by instilling a new popular 

consciousness and new Soviet identity in the indigenous people, even if it took the form 

of coercion.  

The indigenous populations’ limited involvement in the Red Cross and Red 

Crescent activities and their weak acceptance of the hujum and of divorce requests 

convinced the party-state that it was necessary to adopt harsher policies: the general 
                                                
3 Regarding partetika, see Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, Moral’ i byt proletariata v perekhodnyi period 
(Leningrad: Rabochee Izdatel’stvo Priboi, 1926); Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, O partetike (Leningrad: 
Izdatel’stvo Kubuch, 1925); O partetike (Proekt predlozhenii Prezidiuma TsKK-Plenumu TsKK RKP/b/) 
(Tashkent: Publisher unknown, 1924). 
4 The archival documents contain references to the bolshevization of the party rank-and-file: 
bol’shchevizatsiia nashikh riadov (see RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 34, l. 39: Manzhara’s discourse in 1927). 
5 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 34, l. 34.  
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purges launched in 1929 offered that opportunity. The general reports on the situation 

that reached Moscow were certainly unsatisfactory as they documented that, in the 

cells, the old traditions and Muslim religion were not undermined or attacked as 

expected; not even Communist newspapers and magazines spread the appropriate 

ideological propaganda.6 Beyond that, Communist leaders were concerned about the 

attitudes of most Central Asian Communists: these people were loyal to their traditions 

and religious practices and opposed the emancipation of women; often they used the 

party solely to satisfy personal needs such as increasing their power or gaining 

employment. In the regions of Andizhan and Ferghana, for instance, party activists and 

Soviet workers were accused of raping women, gathering to study the Koran, having 

wedding ceremonies according to old religious rites where the women still wore the 

paranja, forbidding their wives to take off their veils and excluding them from party 

meetings.7 The reports also showed that many party members maintained relationships 

with religious leaders,8 a behavior that called for prosecution. As mentioned in the first 

part, another central concern within the party itself was the rampant alcoholism,9 for 

which members and candidates were expelled from the party. 

 

In the wake of the 1928 November plenum of the TsK TsKK VKP(b) and the 

XVI Party Conference (23-29 April 1929), the general’nye chistki were launched 

throughout the Soviet Union. In Central Asia – as reported by Manzhara – they had 

been preceded by similar purges meant to accelerate the transition from Homo 

Islamicus speaking Muslim to Homo Sovieticus speaking Bolshevik. If this did not 

occur, there was expulsion from the party followed by persecution and actual 

prosecutions, loss of privileges and power, as well as public humiliation.10  

In Western historiography, most scholars dealing with the Soviet purges have 

studied those linked to the Great Terror of the 1930s,11 but the purges of the 1920s have 

                                                
6 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 56, l. 289. 
7 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 36, ll. 21-22. 
8 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 104. 
9 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 56, ll. 286-289; RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 86, ll. 84-91. 
10 “Membership in the party, considered a unique honor available only to certain classes and earned and 
continuously affirmed by deeds, also brought various privileges amid scarcity and hardship. And beyond 
the issue of privileges, the political reliability of party members needed to be ensured …” (Stephen 
Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain. Stalinism as a Civilization, Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London, University 
of California Press, 1997, p. 299). Regarding shame, see also Douglas T. Northrop, Veiled Empire. 
Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2004), pp. 
224-225. 
11 To list a few, Robert Conquest, The Great Terror. Stalin’s Purge of the Thirties (New York: 
Macmillan, 1968); Robert Conquest, The Great Terror. A Reassessment (New York and Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1990); Arch J. Getty and Roberta T. Manning (eds.), Stalinist Terror. New Perspectives 
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Arch J. Getty and Oleg V. Naumov, The 
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received minimal attention. Clearly, the backgrounds for these two waves of purges 

were very different: the second took place after the dismantling of the NEP, the Great 

Break of 1928, and the First Five-Year Plan, while the first occurred in the course of the 

Great Terror that followed Kirov’s murder in 1934. This part of the thesis aims to 

contribute to filling the gap on the 1920s purges in Soviet studies by offering some 

insights into the chistki and proverki as effected in Central Asia and referring back to 

earlier measures taken in the region. However, addressing the 1920s-purges throughout 

the entire Soviet realm is beyond the scope of this thesis. 

 

Among the few scholars dealing with the earlier purges, Stephen Kotkin 

peripherally mentions the purges of 1929,12 considered the “last and largest purges 

having taken place in the Soviet Union after the party came to power.”13 Though his 

main focus is on the purges of 1933 occurring in connection with the situation in 

Magnitogorsk, where most of the people joined the party after 1929, Kotkin’s analysis 

of the purges is extremely useful to understand the dynamics and logistics.14 

Matthew Lenoe mainly examines the journalistic environment when discussing 

the chistki and proverki of 1929-1930, show trials, self-criticism, Cultural Revolution,15 

and mostly “hidden enemies” as aspects of the party-state ideology: 

 
The theme of hidden enemies, whether “class enemies” or “enemies of the people,” was central 
to Stalinist culture from the First Five-Year Plan forward. Indeed, the master narrative of 
industrialization as heroic combat that stood at the center of Stalinist culture required enemies. 
This theme can be traced back to Marx’s theory of history as class warfare, but Soviet 
journalists and agitprop officials refashioned it during the NEP years for use as a tool of mass 
mobilization. Specifically, they learned that popular resentment of party privileges and stagnant 
living standards could be channeled by placing blame on corrupt officials and putative class 
enemies. They also found that rank-and-file activists, party, and Komsomol, responded with 
enthusiasm to the denunciation of class enemies. Thus, the elaboration of the theme of hidden 
enemies during the NEP years and after developed from a fundamental tenet of Bolshevik 

                                                                                                                                          
Road to Terror. Stalin and the Self-Destruction of the Bolsheviks, 1932-1939 (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1999); Barry McLoughlin and Kevin McDermott (eds.), Stalin’s Terror. High 
Politics and Mass Repression in the Soviet Union (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); Robert W. 
Thurston, Life and Terror in Stalin’s Russia, 1934-1941 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1996).  
12 Like Kotkin, Adrienne Edgar addresses the party apparatus in Turkmenistan during the purges of 1932-
33 and 1937-38, but unfortunately, not the general purges of 1929.  
13 The quotation has been changed to fit in with the paragraph. See Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain, p. 299. 
14 “Periodic ‘cleansings’ of incompetents, drunkards, and thieves, as well as ‘oppositionists,’ had occurred 
virtually since the party came to power, the last and largest one having taken place in 1929. But well more 
than half the membership in Magnitogorsk had joined since 1929, so 1933 was their first experience of a 
purge. The close scrutiny must have looked like a drastic change from the open-arms reception that had 
propelled the rapid growth of the early 1930s, when the regime strove to convert the ‘pathos of socialist 
construction’ into a greater political base of support” (Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain, p. 299). 
15 Matthew Lenoe, Closer to the Masses. Stalinist Culture, Social Revolution, and Soviet Newspapers 
(Cambridge-MA and London: Harvard University Press, 2004), pp. 94, 132-134, 145-161, 201, 209. 
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ideology (history as a class warfare) but was elaborated in response to the moods and deep 
cultural assumptions of the populace. The moods and reactions of Communist activists to 
central propaganda were important in driving this elaboration.16 
 
 

Depending on ideological considerations, the time, or the area, these enemies 

took on varying personalities. In Central Asia, they were seen not only in the kulaks, 

bais, mullahs, and Basmachi, but also in the indigenous people who supported 

traditional customs and habits and opposed the modernizing sovietization projects.  

Sheila Fitzpatrick, when addressing the purges of 1929-1930, speaks of 

unmasking members and candidates who belonged to a stigmatized class – kulaks, 

Nepmen, priests, and byvshie,17 defined as lishentsy (deprived of civil rights) – and the 

formation of a class identity through the destructive process of chistki and proverki, 

measures that would only contribute to the marginalization of the lishentsy. Fitzpatrick 

considers the last years of the 1920s as permeated by “class war ideology” aimed at 

eradicating all the kulaks throughout the USSR, and the Cultural Revolution was 

certainly part of this process. 

 
Avoiding ascription to a stigmatized class was among the basic concerns of many Soviet 
citizens in the 1920s, as was achieving ascription to the proletariat or the poor peasantry in order 
(for example) to get into university or secure paid job in the rural soviet. … The unmasking of 
class enemies rose to a pitch of hysteria and became a real witch-hunt at the end of the 1920s 
and beginning of the 1930s. The most remarkable episode of “class war” in this period was the 
dekulakization campaign whose purpose was to “liquidate kulaks as a class.” … The 
“heightened class vigilance” of the Cultural Revolution meant that the situation of lishentsy 
became ever more precarious even as the lists of officially disenfranchised persons grew longer. 
Lishentsy were liable to be fired from their jobs, evicted from housing, and declared ineligible 
for rations, while their children were unable to enter university and join the Komsomol or even 
the Young Pioneers (for ages ten to fourteen). A wave of social purging (chistki) swept though 
governments offices, schools, universities, Komsomol and party organizations, and even 
factories in 1929-30. … In 1929, on the eve of the great onslaught against class enemies in the 
countryside that was ascribed as “liquidation of the kulaks as a class,” Stalin had predicted that, 
as the defeat of the class enemy became more certain, his resistance would become all the more 
vicious and desperate. This introduced a psychological twist to Marxist doctrine on class 
conflict that discomforted some theoretically minded Communists. All the same, if what Stalin 
was saying was that “class enemies” become real enemies once you liquidate them as a class, it 
is hard to disagree with him. As he reflected somberly a few years later, destroying a class did 
not eliminate its (anti-Soviet) consciousness ...18  
 
 

Again, in Central Asia the situation contrasted that of the rest of the country. The 

plan to destroy kulaks as a class proved redundant since there were almost no kulaks in 

the region, and as the outcomes of the 1929 purges showed, out of 11,651 people only 

                                                
16 Lenoe, Closer to the Masses, pp. 78-79. 
17 Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Ascribing Class. The Construction of Social Identity in Soviet Russia,” in Sheila 
Fitzpatrick (ed.), Stalinism. New Directions (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), p. 28. 
18 Ibid., pp. 29, 31. 
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181, a mere 1.6%, were expelled from the party for being kulaks.19 In the chistki and 

proverki, the kulak-category was minor and in fact the class-war rhetoric was far weaker 

than the rhetoric of neutralizing those Central Asians guilty of crimes based on custom, 

who could not simply be categorized but comprised most of the local population. The 

war, in fact, was fought on the battlefield of customs and not of class.  

While exploring Soviet culture and byt at the end of the 1920s, the Italian 

scholar Gian Piero Piretto briefly explains what the chistki meant for the Soviets: 

 
The categories involved in the purges of 1929 were those of engineers (bourgeois specialists 
among the most harassed), university professors, members of the Academy of Science, and 
bureaucrats. The function of this special chistka was to cleanse the party of “socially alien” 
elements, and of those who strayed too much from the “general line” in the period of the so-
called socialist attack (sotsialisticheskoe nastuplenie) on the industrial environment. It was 
feared that this class could emerge as an anti-Soviet lobby. The Central Control Commission 
(CCC, created in 1920 and responsible for controlling party stability) officially declared that it 
practiced prevention before repression or punishment. Before proceeding to expulsions of rank-
and-file members, it was suggested and necessary to issue a warning and grant that person a last 
opportunity for redemption. It was emphatically stated that the Commission took no further 
action once the person was expelled from the party.20 

 

While the objectives of the 1929 purges were in most cases those detailed by 

Fitzpatrick and Piretto, in Central Asia the categories of engineers, university 

professors, members of the Academy of Science, and bureaucrats were – as in the case 

of the kulaks – poorly represented. Thus, the purges in that region were aimed also at 

subverting (gender) roles and at substituting the old customs with the new Soviet way of 

life and a new politicized community. The urgency to generate popular consciousness 

among the indigenous people certainly played an important role in the choice of policies 

and bureaucracies to be used, the purges being the last attempt to align the indigenous 

community with the Soviet expectations. The attitudes of the Communist officials 

during the purges were certainly not devoid of gender considerations, as theorized by 

two scholars, Gregory Massell21 and Douglas Northrop,22 who look at the phenomenon 

through the lens of the woman question in Uzbekistan. Massell argues that the purges in 

that country followed the examination of the Communists’ deportment during the hujum 

“for the purpose of determining each man’s real ideological commitments and actual 

conduct in executing the party tasks.”23 Like Massell, Northrop makes an explicit 

                                                
19 See tables 16A and 16D in the appendix. 
20 Gian Piero Piretto, Il radioso avvenire. Mitologie culturali sovietiche (Turin: Einaudi, 2001), pp. 90-91. 
21 Gregory J. Massell, The Surrogate Proletariat. Moslem Women and Revolutionary Strategies in Soviet 
Central Asia, 1919-1929 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), pp. 313-321. 
22 Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 219-225. 
23 “While the purge of party ranks at that time ultimately affected the Soviet Union as a whole, its process 
in Central Asia proved to be intimately correlated with the most intense (and last) phase of the khudzhum. 
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linkage between gender-family issues and the proverki, emphasizing that those purges 

represented “the first sustained practical effort to apply gender relations and family life 

as a principal criterion for cleansing the Uzbek party.”24 The results show that there was 

a great emphasis on “crimes” linked not only to gender and family relations, but also to 

customs and traditions. 

In another study, Shoshana Keller25 deals with the purges ordered by Turkbiuro 

in 1921 and 1923,26 controls and purges in Bukhara in 1924,27 and the purges of 1929.28 

Keller is mostly concerned with anti-clergy and anti-religious campaigns, and not so 

much in the institutional and economic aspect of the purges.  Instead, in his book on the 

Turksib in Kazakhstan, Michael Payne29 links the purges mainly to economic issues: for 

him, the Cultural Revolution is aimed at creating new professional figures, which is 

being achieved through the purges of the existing technostructure. Investigating the 

industrial sector, Payne looks at the purges of administrative cells and at the different 

“crimes” people were accused of. The analysis of the purge of the Turksib apparatus 

sheds light on the general dynamics within the industrial sector with the subsequent 

subversion of the old with the appointment of new industrial staff. Mechanisms 

previously restricted to the party apparatus are now applied to industry:  

 
The chistka represented more than a centralization of various uncoordinated persecutions; it also 
marked the importation of a party control mechanism into industry. This decision brought the 
political processes heretofore only used in the party, or organizations very much modeled on the 
party (the Komsomol and unions), into the heart of industry. In these institutions, purging, 
although clearly directed from above, involved a good deal of input from below.30  
 

The application of purge tactics to industry went hand in hand with their 

introduction into every environment, which made the borders between party, 

government, and society even more fluid. Political control became pervasive, following 

the USSR’s plan to renew itself by building a new class. In this sense, Payne’s 

definition of the purges is all-inclusive:  

                                                                                                                                          
… The inauguration of the purge on an All-Union basis (at the Sixteenth Party Conference, in late April, 
1929) merely formalized a process that had already been underway in Central Asia for many months [see 
Manzhara’s report]. Moreover, in the Moslem borderlands a crucial criterion for judging a Communist’s 
record was already established: his performance in the course of the khudzhum” (Massell, The Surrogate 
Proletariat, p. 318). 
24 Northrop, Veiled Empire, p. 219. 
25 Shoshana Keller, To Moscow, Not Mecca. The Soviet Campaign against Islam in Central Asia, 1917-
1941 (Westport-CT and London: Praeger, 2001).  
26 Ibid., pp. 47, 70. 
27 Ibid., p. 76. 
28 Ibid., pp. 151, 180. 
29 Matthew J. Payne, Stalin’s Railroad. Turksib and the Building of Socialism (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2001), pp. 173-181, 184-194. 
30 Ibid., p. 186. 
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The Sixteenth Party Conference in April 1929 called for a purge of “everything noncommunist” 
from the party. Although directed at those who opposed Stalin’s policies of forced 
industrialization and collectivization, the purge had a much broader focus that mere political 
dissent. Those deemed unworthy of the high title of party members-such as criminals, wife 
beaters, anti-Semites, and drunkards-were also thrown out. So too were those who brought 
“petit-bourgeois influences” (Bolshevik code for behaving like a peasant) into the party and 
“self-seeking elements, which do not actively participate in the improvement of labor 
discipline.”31  
 

If the 1929 purges were officially launched as part of the class war and as a way 

to punish those who opposed Stalin’s policies and create a new technostructure, Payne 

suggests that underneath the surface there was something more subtle going on, namely 

the attempt to effect a social renewal in the widest sense. The pernicious elements of the 

population guilty of immoral behaviors, as per party ethics, were to be neutralized. In 

Central Asia, the danger these elements represented was aggravated by their traditional 

Muslim bonds: perseverance in maintaining these traditions was established as a 

category for purging, as demonstrated by the bytovye prestupleniia category. 

 

This part of the thesis provides an analysis of the general purges of the 

Communist Party at the end of 1920s in Uzbekistan that occasionally extends to the 

other Central Asian republics. Based mostly on unpublished archival material from 

RGASPI, the treatment of the 1929 general chistki and proverki mainly examines their 

social aspect, with emphasis on the category of crimes based on custom aimed at 

demonizing and neutralizing the old traditions in order to substitute them with new 

Soviet values and morals. Through the hard-line purges, which were preceded by 

controls conducted at the time of Manzhara’s report and supported by some elements of 

the local population who – as evidenced by their inclusion in the troiki – participated in 

the process, the Soviets intended to change the face of the region through coercive 

measures. In fact, in Uzbekistan the Soviets adopted new elements of their hard-line 

policies with the purpose of concluding the process that had begun as soft-line control, 

progressing through different yet parallel phases and degrees of intensity.  

A closer examination of the categories of “crimes” that were created to identify 

those to be purged lends a deeper understanding of sovietization itself. However, it is 

still difficult to get a completely accurate picture of the prevalence of different crimes 

since expulsions or reprimands were often due to more than one reason, yet the statistics 

only record the gravest offense for each individual. Being an alien/foreign element or 

                                                
31 Payne, Stalin’s Railroad, p. 173. 
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exhibiting one of the so-called “social diseases” (sotsial’nye bolezni), such as 

alcoholism or prostitution (which are categorically different from syphilis), were prime 

reasons for expulsion from the party, while crimes based on custom played a central 

role in the process itself. However, the various grounds for expulsion also included 

economic and political issues, especially those linked to the implementation of the First 

Five-Year Plan or behavior within the party. Since the thesis focuses on the socio-

institutional dimension of Soviet policy, devoting particular attention to women in 

Central Asia, where the issues differed from other parts of the USSR (see the bytovye 

prestupleniia), the analysis foregoes considering the categories of purging linked 

predominantly to the collectivization of agriculture, forced industrialization, or mostly 

dekulakization which fall outside the focus of this thesis and are lacking in terms of 

direct evidence.  

The examination of the final outcomes demonstrates that the Soviets designed 

the general purges with an intention of social cleansing in favor of building a novyi byt 

by using the categories of bytovye prestupleniia representing the staryi byt. If, 

throughout the USSR, the general purges of 1929-1930 signified a war against the 

alien/foreign elements mainly opposing the First Five-Year Plan, in Central Asia they 

symbolized the last coercive attempt made in the 1920s to defeat those who, either 

through conscious or unconscious resistance, stood in opposition to the process of 

sovietization.





 

2 CHISTKI AND PROVERKI: THEORY AND PRACTICE IN THE 

1920S 
 

In 1929, Emel’ian Iaroslavskii, one of the members of the Central Control 

Commission (Tsentral’naia Kontrol’naia Komissia, or TsKK)1 that was established in 

1920,2 published a short book about Lenin’s attitude towards chistki partii (party 

purges).3 Lenin was convinced that it was possible to achieve a pure Bolshevik 

proletarian organization through purging, and the power and justification for the purges 

were actually based on this assumption. For Lenin it was important to cleanse the party 

of those elements that did not contribute to its growth or detracted from it. Following 

this train of thought, it was also extremely important to replace expelled persons with 

healthy new ones, and Lenin thought that non-party member workers could be enticed 

by the purges to enroll in the party.4 To accomplish this, the party would organize 

periodic purges (periodicheskie chistki), which were also called pereregistratsiia (re-

registration) because the re-registration would usually take place together with a purge 

or immediately afterwards.5 In those pereregistratsiia, non-expelled members and 

candidates were asked to renew their registration with the party by submitting a new 

application.6 In the eyes of the establishment, re-registration offered the applicants an 

opportunity for exercising what was called “self-criticism” under the direct control of 

the party, which could thus check up on its activists.7  

                                                
1 Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii wrote about this commission: Kak rabotaiut TsKK i RKI. Doklad na XXII 
Lening. Gub. Konferentsii RKP(b), 4 dek. 1925  (Leningrad: Rabochee Izdatel’stvo Priboi, 1926); Rabota 
Tsentral’noi Kontrol’noi Komissii VKP(b) (Moscow and Leningrad: Moskovskii Rabochii, 1929). 
2 “Originally created in 1920 as a kind of high tribunal to adjudicate complaints by party members, it 
evolved into a disciplinary body. Inside the commission, according to Trotsky, Stalin set up a special 
group under his supporters Emelian Iaroslavsky and Matvei Shkiriatov” (Robert C. Tucker, Stalin in 
Power. The Revolution from above, 1928-1941, New York and London, Norton, 1992, p. 125). 
3 Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, Kak Lenin otnosilsia k chistke partii (Moscow: Izdanie gazety Pravda, 1929). 
4 Lenin claimed that after a purge the numbers of members and candidates would increase and that, 
therefore, it was recommendable to organize regular controls. This is the reason why before the general 
purges at the end of the 1920s, other general purges were organized in 1921, and, later in the 1920s, other 
purges involving only certain kinds of cells were implemented throughout the USSR. See Iaroslavskii, 
Kak Lenin otnosilsia k chistke partii, p. 11; Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, Pochemu nuzhny periodicheskie 
chistki partii? (Kharkov: Izdanie partkabineta kul’tpropa Krasnozavodskogo raiparkoma, 1933), p. 23. 
5 Sometimes, re-registration took place independent of a purge – as in 1927 – and for this reason it was 
considered another form of purging. 
6 The new applications of the old members were collected together with those of the new members. 
7 Those admitted into the party in 1917 or later subject to certain conditions would no longer meet the 
party’s criteria for members and candidates in 1929, due to a decade of social, institutional, and economic 
changes (such as the Civil War, NEP, Great Break, and the First Five-Year Plan). 
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However, the party also upheld a strong belief in partetika (party ethics), which 

was supposed to guide member and candidate behavior. Thus, maintaining an improper 

attitude towards the party and its moral rules created further grounds for purges. With 

regard to this, Emel’ian Iaroslavski published a pamphlet on partetika in 1925,8 and a 

year before, a proposal on party ethics by the presidium of the TsKK and the plenum of 

the TsKK RKP(b) had already been circulating in Tashkent.9 The two pamphlets were 

distributed just before the chistki and proverki of the mid-1920s in order to equip people 

with criteria for recognizing what the party considered to be immoral behavior. The 

need for a series of moral guidelines arose in the mid-1920s, when the NEP was on the 

verge of giving way to the Great Break, and new norms had to be established.10  

Later in 1933, Iaroslavskii wrote a short book on the merits of periodic chistki 

partii: the party-state was aiming at an organization of “Bolsheviks who deserved to be 

called ‘members of the Communist Party’,”11 meaning, people prepared  “to fight with 

stoicism under the flag of the proletarian revolution,”12 as per the rhetoric of the time. 

The establishment felt the need for chistki and proverki not only as a means for 

monitoring the party – from the smallest cells to the highest cadres – but also 

government, industry, and the education apparatus, in short, most of society. However, 

purges were also important to inculcate the Communist morality and foster a sense of 

identity among members and candidates that set them apart from the non-Communist 

masses: that of belonging to a strong party organization.13  

 

2.1 The Earlier Purges 
 

Earlier general purges (general’nye chistki) of the Communist Party occurred in 

1921,14 on the occasion of the first “open” chistka with large-scale acts of self-criticism 

and the involvement of non-party members, as Iaroslavskii noted.15 Official Soviet 

sources from the 1920s stated that during this chistka, roughly 174,900 people – 30% of 

the membership – were expelled from the party. The same sources claimed also that, 

                                                
8 Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, O parteike (Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Kubuch, 1925). 
9 O partetike (Proekt predlozhenii Prezidiuma TsKK-Plenumu TsKK RKP/b/) (Tashkent: Publisher 
unknown, 1924). 
10 A Communist must not to be a “nepman,” said Iaroslavskii. Regarding this issue, the head of the TsKK 
devoted two pages to the onepivanie (a nepman is a person who matured during the NEP, New Economic 
Policy). See Iaroslavskii, O parteike, pp. 9-10. 
11 Iaroslavskii, Pochemu nuzhny periodicheskie chistki partii?, p. 3. 
12 Ibid., p. 6. 
13 Ibid., p. 21. 
14 Regarding the general purges in 1921, see Iaroslavskii, Pochemu nuzhny periodicheskie chistki partii?, 
pp. 7-19. 
15 Ibid., p. 11. 
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between 1921 and 1 July, 1928, another 260,14416 people were expelled from the party 

due to the Central Control Commission’s organization of purges and re-registrations.17  

After 1921, other minor purges took place in the USSR: in 1924 in the non-

production cells (chistki neproizvodstvennykh iacheek),18 and in 1925-1926 in the rural 

cells (chistki derevenskikh iacheek).19 In 1926, rural cells were also submitted to partial 

purges. Finally, in 1927, there was the All-Union census (vsesoiuznaia perepis’), which 

took the form of re-registering party members and candidates without prior purging 

procedures.20  

Regionally, purges varied depending on the local organizations. In Central Asia, 

for example, chistki and proverki of the non-production sector occurred in 1925-1926 in 

conjunction with other controls. They were carried out inside government organs, and 

the reports were made available to the public. One of these reports, which contained 

work procedures drafted by the Central Control Commission of the Uzbek Communist 

Party and the People’s Commissariat of the RKI, was circulated in November 1925.21 

Examination of its major points revealed that the two bodies’ main concerns were 

korenizatsiia (promotion of local languages and appointment of indigenous people to 

government seats) and the strengthening of bolshevization, which identified the purge 

as a step toward the sovietization of the region. In fact, among the several economic and 

political goals the establishment planned to achieve were the engagement of the 

peasants in the work of the party, keen attention to the kishlaks, implementation of the 

policies of korenizatsiia, elimination of illiteracy, the spread of Soviet law, and the 

proverki, with the overall idea being to make the local party “more Bolshevik.”22 These 

plans indicated that the party state was striving for a balance between greater 

involvement of indigenous people – with special focus on peasants and kishlaks and the 

implementation of korenizatsiia – and mostly the “modernizing sovietizing process” by 

                                                
16 This figure is furnished in Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b) 
(Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929), p. 4; O chistke i proverke chlenov i 
kandidatov VKP(b) (Iz postanovleniia 16-I Vsesoiuznoi partkonferentsii) (Kamen’: Izdatel’stvo 
Kolkhoznaia zhizn’, 1932), p. 2; XVI Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). 
Stenograficheskii otchet (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929), p. 282. 
17 Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b), p. 6. 
18 Purges of non-production cells after the XIII Party Conference showed that their social composition 
improved decisively: workers – 39.4%, peasants – 36.7%, and employees and others – 23.9%. See 
Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b), p. 8.  
19 Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b), pp. 3-4; Iaroslavskii, Pochemu nuzhny 
periodicheskie chistki partii?, p. 11. 
20 16 Vsesoiuznaia Partiinaia Konferentsiia. Rezoliutsii i postanovleniia (Moscow and Leningrad: 
Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929), pp. 63-64. 
21 Otchet Tsentral’noi Kontrol’noi Komissii KP(b)Uz i Narodnogo Komissariata Raboche-Krest’ianskoi 
Inspektsii. Ko vtoromu Vseuzbekskomu s’’ezdu KP(b)Uz. (Noiabr’ 1925 g.) (Samarkand: Kompartiia 
bol’shevikov Uzbekistana, 1925). 
22 Ibid., pp. 1-2. 
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submitting the local population to the Soviet model of education and applying the 

Soviet law to the detriment of the sharia and adat based on the Koran and tradition. The 

political goals were also evident in the request for chistki and proverki and for the 

bolshevization of the party itself, which was intended to create a model for the entire 

population, who would eventually become sovietized. The results of the purges in 

Central Asia highlighted the problems in the implementation of korenizatsiia as a 

central part of the sovietization strategy. The fact that most of people expelled from the 

party or receiving reprimands were indigenous frustrated the intention of involving 

more sovietized native figures in the “socialist costruction.” 

These reports on the purges also contained data about the controls of the party 

board (partkollegiia) of the TsKK KP(b)Uz between 1 January and 1 September 1925. 

They showed the composition of the board, the professional categories of activists, the 

duration of the membership, and the accusations leveled against all 111 board members, 

only one of whom was a woman!23 The accusations and the categories into which they 

were placed are the most important elements of the research. It is interesting to note that 

the categories were limited in the case of the government board, but increased 

considerably in the case of non-production cells, whose members came from a broader 

and less elite spectrum. At least theoretically and from the establishment’s point of 

view, board members were supposed to have a better developed class consciousness and 

greater sense of responsibility towards the party than the mass of cell members, whose 

reason for joining was more utilitarian rather than a belief in the party and its mission 

(for instance, many of them hoped to get a job or benefits through the party). As for the 

type of accusation, the report showed that 45% of the 111 people were accused of anti-

Communist behavior, a category that included three main sub-groups: alcoholism 

(25%), violation of Communist ethics (16%), and performance of religious rites (4%). 

Among them, the last was also included among the bytovye prestupleniia (crimes based 

on custom), while alcoholism stood in a category by itself. For our analysis, this 

category is important because it serves to illustrate the campaign the Soviets were 

                                                
23 Most of the board members (43%) were peasants, but unfortunately their ethnic origin is not given. Of 
the rest, 28% were “white collar,” 23% were workers, and 6% were defined as “others.” As to party 
membership, half of the board members received their party membership card between October 1917 and 
1919. In fact, data show that 1% were party members even before 1917, 8% became party members in 
1917 prior to the October revolution, 49% became members between October 1917 and 1919, 38% joined 
the party between 1919 and 1925, and 4% were merely candidates. Again, the lack of information on their 
ethnic origin prevents the determination of the ethnic composition of the party and the date of their 
joining, and hampers mapping the sovietization process and the pace of the korenizatsiia apparata in 
terms of appointments of indigenous persons to a government organ. Nevertheless, at hand of the 
available data, one is able to clarify the categories and type of accusations that led to expulsions or 
reprimands.  
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conducting against this particular “social disease,” to the extent that it even appeared in 

the propaganda posters (see them in the first part of the thesis). It is significant that 

during the general purges of 1929-1930 in Central Asia the category of alcoholism was 

no longer separate, but rather was included among the bytovye prestupleniia. This was a 

radical alteration in the designation of “crimes.” 

With regards to the social conditions of those purged, the data showed 

convincingly that the party-state was persistently searching for a local proletariat (or its 

surrogate), whose members could be treated with greater leniency than the “white 

collars” (sluzhavshie) and peasants. First, of the 45% accused of anti-Communist 

behavior, roughly half, 49% (that is roughly 22% of the entire partkollegiia) were 

expelled from the party: 43% of them unconditionally, and 6% for a definite time 

period. It is not clear what happened to the other 51%, whether they were simply 

reprimanded or whether they were reintroduced into the party rank-and-file.24 Second, 

out of the 49% expelled from the party, half were peasants (50%) – as were the majority 

of the board members –, 40% of the expelled were “white collars”  (which constituted 

roughly a third of the board), and 10% were workers (roughly one fourth of the 

board).25 This large proportion of peasants among those expelled might have been due 

to concerns about party composition precisely because they were the majority, on the 

other hand, the fact that proportionately even more “white collars” were expelled could 

be attributed to the establishment’s attempt to preserve the proletarian category. 

Establishing a Communist society in a non-industrialized region required an extra large 

proletariat, so with a very low percentage of industrial workers in Central Asia, the few 

that existed had to be safeguarded. It is for this reason that Gregory Massell and later 

Douglas Northrop theorize that faced with such a meager proletariat in Central Asia, the 

Soviets selected women as its surrogate. 

 

While the purges of the board offer some insights into the nature of the process 

at a higher level, two examples of purges of non-production cells in Uzbekistan, the first 

in the region of Kashka-Dar’ia in 1925 and the second the following year in the region 

of Urgench, represent the basis for comparison with the general purges of 1929-1930, 

with regards to the categories of crimes that members and candidates were accused of. 

The complete data is presented in the appendix in tables 13 for Kashka-Dar’ia and 14 

                                                
24 See also Manzhara’s report in the previous part of the thesis and the categories of political 
punishments. 
25 Otchet Tsentral’noi Kontrol’noi Komissii KP(b)Uz i Narodnogo Komissariata Raboche-Krest’ianskoi 
Inspektsii, pp. 1-2. 
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for the region of Urgench, while the next paragraphs provide only information strictly 

connected to this study. 

Table 13 summarizes the purges of the non-production cells in the region of 

Kashka-Dar’ia (Ferghana) in 1925. The controls involved 258 people, 60% of whom 

were members and 40% were candidates, 57% were from the peasant class and 33% 

were workers; these percentages were about the same as in the previously analyzed 

party board (partkollegiia) of the TsKK KP(b)Uz. Fortunately, the records on this purge 

provided data on nationality: most of the accused were Uzbek (58%), with only 23% 

Russians. While most memberships in the party board of the TsKK KP(b)Uz were 

acquired between October 1917 and 1919 (49%) and many others in the course of the 

following six years (38%), 93% of the party memberships in the non-production cells 

stemmed from the years between 1919 and 1925, that is, they were acquired at a later 

date. The data also reveals that the members of the non-production party cells were 

slightly younger than those of the board: in the Soviet mindset, they probably had a less 

developed Communist consciousness and therefore they were not punished as harshly.  

About 8% did not pass the control, and only very few (roughly 4.5% of the total, 

or 12 people out of 258) were expelled as compared with 22% of all those checked that 

were expelled in the partkollegiia. Fully half of the expulsions were attributable to 

falling under the category of alien/foreign elements, confirming the tendency of 

expelling most of members and candidates falling in this category.  

Apart from the six people expelled for being foreign elements, one was expelled 

for alcoholism and another for links to a NEP element, but the reasons for the expulsion 

of another four were not given. With the termination of the NEP itself, the connected 

category also disappeared beginning with the 1926 purges of non-production cells. 

While there was also a space for reasons connected to religious observations, in this 

case they did not lead to expulsion.  

Another important aspect in the application of the control in Kahka-Dar’ia was 

the elimination of illiteracy, a problem that was constantly being monitored. In fact, the 

commission in charge of the purges proposed a plan to stamp out political illiteracy 

(politnegramotnost’) among the 181 people, whose 97 were party members and 84 were 

candidates. There is no indication in the data how or whether this was accomplished, 

but it was surely an issue to be addressed in the proverki and chistki process. 

Table 14 in the appendix contains data on the purges of non-production cells that 

took place in the Uzbek region of Khorezm in 1926. The cities involved in the control 

were Khiva, Urgench, and Gurlen. The data did not give the number of people checked, 
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but it provided the total number of those expelled from the party: 52 in all, with 37 

(71.2%) of them members and 15 (28.8%) candidates. Half were associated to the city 

organization and the district of Urgench, while the other half was roughly balanced 

between Khiva and Gurlen. The fact that, again, half of the expelled were peasants 

confirms the trend previously noted in the partkollegiia purge.  

Uzbek nationals were more readily expelled than Russians, in fact, some 57.5% 

of those expelled were Uzbeks as compared to only 13% Russians,26 quite a discrepancy 

considering that the distribution of Russians and Uzbeks in the Uzbek Communist Party 

in 1926 was about even.27 This again may be explained with the Soviets’ perception of 

Uzbeks having an underdeveloped class and Communist consciousness.  

The reasons for the expulsions were many and varied. Without analyzing or 

even listing all of them, and leaving aside those linked to the collectivization and 

dekulakization campaigns,28 it may prove interesting to take a closer look at those 

related to political crimes, crimes based on custom, and crimes branded as social 

disease.29 Members or candidates, who did not acknowledge the control commission in 

charge of the purges or did not participate in the political meetings, could be expelled 

from the party for exhibiting “political unreliability.”  

In 1926, the foreign element category reappeared, but the NEP class listed in 

1925 was replaced by the bai-class, which was composed of the rich landowners.30 

Although in 1925, the NEP was about to end, links to a NEP man were still considered 

dangerous because of the rejection of the New Economic Policy itself, and by 1926 it 

was already quite dangerous to be a wealthy landowner in Central Asia, since that class 

was now moved into the ideological firing line. The data also reflected the transition 

from the NEP to the next step, namely the First Five-Year Plan and the subsequent 

dekulakization (and debaization) campaign. 

A comparison of the different categories provided in the data on purges shows 

the changes – on paper – from one year to the next, especially the major ones, such as 

the end of the NEP and the onset of new political and economic trends. While only one 

year before, during the NEP period, political illiteracy was no cause for expulsion, this 

changed in 1926. In 1929, concern over illiteracy was particularly acute, especially 

                                                
26 The complete list of nationalities included Tatars, Kyrgyz, Karakalpaks, Bashkirs, Jews, and Poles). 
27 See table 15B in the appendix. 
28 See table 14 in the appendix for the whole range of reasons of expulsion with related figures. 
29 In table 14, the reasons for the expulsions are mostly divided into four categories: economic crimes, 
political crimes, crimes based on custom, and crimes linked to social disease. This thesis concentrates on 
the last three. 
30 Four people out of 52 were expelled for being bais. 
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because 63.2% of party members and candidates were totally illiterate or semi-illiterate, 

while 85.2% were politically illiterate or semi-illiterate.31 

Minor changes can also be noted in the categories of crimes based on custom 

and social disease. In 1926, a previously non-existent category – polygamy – appeared, 

and alcoholism was newly confirmed as a cause of expulsion: one out of fifty-two 

people was expelled for polygamy (the person was accused having two wives) and three 

for habitual alcoholism. These new categories are very important for this analysis of the 

1929-1930 purges since they confirm the trend of an engineered state-sponsored social 

change in whose ambit crimes based on custom and alcoholism itself played an 

extremely important role. 

 

These purges that took place in Central Asia during 1925 and 1926 paved the 

way for the reaction of the party-state following the hujum along with Manzhara’s 

report in 1928 and for the general purges planned in 1928-1929. They foreshadowed 

some of the criteria of the general purges themselves to the degree that crimes based on 

custom or crimes linked to the so-called women’s question were concerned, with party 

ethics (partetika) the constant reference point for judging members and candidates.  

 

2.2 The Partetika 
 
 

As in 1925-1926, partetika was also important during the general purges of 

1929-1930. It was one of the criteria by which a Communist was judged according to 

the TsKK’s guidelines for party morality, informally called the code of Communist 

behavior (kodeks kommunisticheskogo povedeniia).32 In addressing party ethics 

specifically, Iaroslavskii pointed out that such a series of behavioral norms was highly 

necessary so that members and candidates had a reference point for their everyday 

behavior and in their relationships with non-party activists.33 In his role as Head of the 

Central Control Commission, Iaroslavskii could only elaborate on the party’s intentions, 

issuing exhortations rather than being empowered to establish firm rules. Nevertheless, 

when one examines the processes of the purges, many of his concerns were in fact 

reflected. 

                                                
31 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 287. 
32 Iaroslavskii, O parteike, p. 6. 
33 Ibid., p. 7. 



 273 

In his pamphlet, Iaroslavskii generally examined “family relationships,”34 which 

would be the foundation of the Communists’ lives. The author’s position on the 

expulsion from the party of women considered to be “prostitutes” revealed an 

“emancipated” side rarely found among Communists. He asked his readers to exercise 

restraint in judging, since calling a woman a prostitute because she entertained 

relationships with more than one man was unfair in view of the fact that a man who 

entertained relationships with several women was not judged unfavorably. He further 

argued that being more lenient towards men than women was not in keeping with the 

principles of Communism that proclaimed equality between men and women. 

Regarding this matter, the report quoted a party organization’s claim that prostitution 

was inherent in polygamy and polyandry and that this was the reason why polygamous 

members and candidates should be expelled from the party: for this party organization, 

it was not a religious question, but a secular matter. Iaroslavskii drew attention to this 

conflation of a religious concept, polygamy, and the secular concept of prostitution, 

which is useful in understanding the Central Asian perspective that considered women 

who unveiled to be engaged in counter-traditional behavior akin to being a prostitute, 

while polygamy was widespread in the region.35  

In the area of family relations and women, Iaroslavskii advanced the viewpoint 

that abortion should be condemned because it weakened younger generations, and 

therefore women should not have the right to choose. To his eyes, another reason why 

abortion should not be an option was the fact that the Soviet Union was providing – or, 

was supposed to provide – a great network of facilities for women and children, making 

abortion unnecessary and maternity sustainable.36 Iaroslavskii did not suggest expelling 

people from the party or from Komsomol organizations for committing or supporting 

abortion, but in his opinion Communists should be alerted to this practice and try to 

contain it.37 No references to abortion were found in the data on purges in Central Asia, 

meaning no one was expelled from the party or even reprimanded for that reason, 

though one can imagine that in other parts of the USSR it may have been the case 

                                                
34 Ibid., pp. 15-21. 
35 Iaroslavskii, O parteike, p. 16. 
36 Ibid., p. 18. 
37 The fight against abortion, authorized in 1920, gained momentum during the 1930s, and considering 
Iaroslavskii’s position, one can support the theory of continuity between the Twenties and the Thirties. 
Also, in the Communist ideology, the importance of the proletarian family was already proclaimed in the 
mid-1920s and then reinforced in the 1930s. However, this apparent continuity between the 1920s and the 
1930s clashes with the theory expressed in Nicholas Timasheff’s work The Great Retreat. The Growth 
and Decline of Communism in Russia published in1946 by Dutton (New York). 
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because of the Soviet Union’s strong dedication to population growth, particularly 

during the 1930s. 

Regarding women, Iaroslavskii pointed out that mothers and wives could be so 

busy with the demands of daily life that they had little spare time to dedicate to the 

party. In his pamphlet on party ethics, he suggested that the party be less severe towards 

women who did not show up at meetings or actively engage in party activities.38 In fact, 

women had fewer problems than men during the purges, and not only because there 

were fewer women members, but because the party actively sought to protect them. In 

the files drafted during the purges, one can find references to lack of female 

participation in party meetings, but it was not considered a sufficient reason to expel 

them. 

As previously discussed, Iaroslavskii was a vehement opponent of alcoholism. 

Recognizing that it was impossible to ban drinking or regulate it, he suggested 

monitoring the amounts consumed: if members or candidates surpassed the unwritten 

limits of decency, they should be subjected to expulsions or reprimands,39 as seen 

above.40 The issues with alcoholism and family relationships among party members and 

candidates were also addressed in the above mentioned Central Asian pamphlet on 

partetika published in Tashkent in 1924,41 even though it made no direct references to 

specific Muslim practices in certain regions such as polygamy, kalym, and so on. All 

religious practices – whether Muslim or Orthodox – were considered as anti-party 

activities and a reason for reprimands or expulsion from the party,42 punishments that 

began being meted out with greater frequency in the general purges at the end of the 

1920s. 

 

The party ethics as sketched out by Iaroslavskii certainly helped construct 

certain Communist party-member “stereotypes,” while the Russian literature on the 

purges contributed to the planning of the 1929-1930 chistki and proverki that differed 

from the previous purges, evidenced also by the various policies realized in the USSR 

(for instance, the NEP versus the First Five-Year Plan). In Central Asia, at the end of 

the decade crimes based on custom became the most prosecuted category, confirming 

                                                
38 At that time, the Soviet state was still in the process of establishing its daycare network and other social 
centers for mothers and children, and it was for this reason – as Iaroslavskii said in his pamphlet – that 
mothers-Communists were still struggling. See Iaroslavskii, O parteike, p. 20. 
39 Ibid., p. 22. 
40 During the purges, people were accused of alcoholism. 
41 O partetike (Proekt), pp. 11-15. 
42 Ibid., p. 15. 
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the tendency to attack the staryi byt, whose representatives embodied specific 

stereotypes. Members and candidates were expected to embody particular party 

stereotypes, but not the stary byt ones, for which members and candidates could be 

expelled or reprimanded. The next section focuses on the 1929-1930 general purges in 

Central Asia from the planning phase to their initiation including their results to provide 

evidence of the changes in policy and in party thinking. 





 

3 THE GENERAL PURGES OF 1929-1930 
 
 

The XVI Party Conference, which took place in April 1929 in Moscow, was 

preceded by the November Plenum (Noiabr’skii plenum) of the TsK VKP(b) with the 

participation of the TsKK (Central Control Commission) and the members of the TsRK 

(Central Inspection Commission). The Plenum, which was held in Moscow from 16-24 

November 1928,1 laid the groundwork for the general purges, which were to be 

confirmed at the April Party Conference to start right after. 

  

3.1 The November Plenum and the XVI Party Conference 
 

The November Plenum was an important step toward the XVI Party Conference 

in that it examined, among other things, four important issues concerning the 

conference itself and the First Five-Year Plan. Most relevant among the topics discussed 

were a review of the statistics on the national economy for 1928-1929 as well as the 

recruitment of workers and the growth of the party.2 The discussion over the national 

economy and the resolution that followed, based on Aleksei Rykov’s exposé, provided 

economic figures and discussed topics such as industrialization, agriculture, and finance 

serving as a starting point for the First Five-Year Plan. This economic analysis 

emphasized the importance of raising the cultural level of larger numbers of workers 

and peasants and of improving leadership qualities in order to meet the goals of the 

economic plan and “socialist construction (sotsialisticheskoe stroitel’stvo).”3 Positions 

against “right deviationism” and Trotskism, as well as the calls for self-criticism and 

internal democracy had already been broached in the resolution following this first 

issue.4 Some of those became important during the general purges of 1929-1930, 

                                                
1 Regarding the November Plenum, see Rezoliutsii noiabr’skogo plenuma TsK VKP(b) (Moscow and 
Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1928); Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i 
kandidatov VKP(b) (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929), pp. 4-5; O chistke i 
proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b) (Iz postanovleniia 16-I Vsesoiuznoi partkonferentsii) (Kamen’: 
Izdatel’stvo Kolkhoznaia zhizn’, 1932), p. 2. 
2 Rezoliutsii noiabr’skogo plenuma TsK VKP(b), p. 5. Regarding the first issue, see pp. 7-37; the second, 
see pp. 55-62; the third, see pp. 38-54; and the fourth, see pp. 63-76. 
3 Ibid., p. 32. 
4 Ibid., p. 35. 
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although terms such as right deviationism and Trotskism were not listed as categories of 

transgressions in Central Asia.5  

The decision to adopt a program of purges was taken when the Plenum 

examined the third issue regarding worker recruitment and party growth, which was 

presented by Viacheslav Molotov. The exact date of this fateful decision was November 

24, 1928. The motion grappled with three main problems: the political prerequisites for 

party growth, the steps required for regulating party composition, and the practical 

conclusion and organization of the actual purges. At that time, the party was fighting on 

two fronts: “against deviations from the general Bolshevik line6 and against any 

leniency toward this deviation,”7 but again, during the 1929 general purges in Central 

Asia, these concepts did not appear as such among the categories of offenses: if they 

played a role, they were lumped inside categories such as “participation in the factional 

struggle.” This confirmed that in Central Asia the concern during the purges was not so 

much regarding political or factional problems, but, as this analysis shows, primarily 

over social problems of the region and crimes based on custom (bytovye prestupleniia). 

Later in his paper, Molotov also addressed “facts of everyday decay (fakty 

bytovogo zagnivaniia),” such as lack of discipline and alcoholism (raspushchennost’8 i 

p’ianstvo), servility towards, and groveling before higher authorities, and problems 

linked to the “kulak-capitalist” stratum of the population.9 The ideology behind this 

vision and rhetoric was the prevailing one at the dawn of the First Five-Year Plan and 

also informed the categories of offenses during the general purges.  

Beyond these issues, Molotov’s paper also dealt with the necessity to increase 

the party’s rank-and-file so as to arrive at a “Bolshevik and bolshevized party.” This 

position resembled that of Lenin, who was convinced that the party would emerge 

stronger, bigger, and surely more Bolshevik from such purges. Thus Molotov seemed to 

be reiterating Lenin’s opinions in order to justify the purges as a means of mass control. 

In fact, to reach these goals, the report called for a general cleansing of the party from 

those elements who were not ideologically aligned, which included rank-and-file who 

had not joined the party but were active in trade unions, industry’s meetings, soviets, 

cooperatives, Komsomol, delegates’ meetings of workers, and clubs.10 To realize these 

                                                
5 The data on general purges throughout the USSR were not pursued, so I cannot evaluate the importance 
of such terms in a broader context beyond Central Asian borders. 
6 The already mentioned right deviationism and Trotskism. 
7 Rezoliutsii noiabr’skogo plenuma TsK VKP(b), p. 44. 
8 Raspushchennost’ has two meanings in English: lack of discipline and dissoluteness. 
9 Rezoliutsii noiabr’skogo plenuma TsK VKP(b), p. 46. 
10 Ibid., p. 48. 
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goals in the context of the path outlined, proverki and chistki of the party were 

obviously necessary and had to be accomplished by the end of 1930 to align with the 

first stages of the First Five-Year Plan.11 In the national republics of Central Asia, 

where the composition of the party was not really “proletarian,” the suggestion was to 

involve batraki and the few workers living in the area, possibly and mostly from the 

indigenous populations, to support the policy of korenizatsiia.12  

To attract non-party members to the process of controls and purges, the Plenum 

suggested organizing “open party sessions” along with the publication of lists of those 

expelled and accepted.13 The lists were to be advertised by party organizations and the 

press.14  

 

The decisions taken by the November Plenum became official at the XVI Party 

Conference in April 1929.15 In his address (doklad)16 delivered at the XII session on the 

morning of April 29, Iaroslavskii spoke in favor of the general purges that had been 

planned a few months earlier and repeated that it was most important to increase the 

proportion of workers within the party. In true Leninist tradition, Iaroslavskii couched 

his data in the usual Soviet rhetoric17 to convince the audience that after the purges, the 

party would be strengthened in its social proletarian composition. In Central Asia, the 

objectives were twofold: increasing membership and making members and candidates 

more Soviet and Bolshevik (and less Muslim) – but obviously, there was no way to 

create “workers” where there were none. Iaroslavskii reiterated the urgency for 

                                                
11 Rezoliutsii noiabr’skogo plenuma TsK VKP(b), p. 50. 
12 Ibid., p. 51 
13 Ibid., p. 53. 
14 Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b), p. 13. 
15 The following representatives from Central Asia, with the right of vote, were present at the XVI Party 
Conference: S. Abdulaev (Tajikistan, party member since 1922), Grigori N. Aronshtam (TsK KP/b/ 
Turkmenistan, party member since 1913), U. Ashurov (Andizhan, party member since 1919), Nikolai F. 
Gikalo (TsK KP/b/Uz, party member since 1917), E. I. Gurin (Syr-Dar’ia, party member since 1918), 
Isaak A. Zelenskii (Head of the Sredazbiuro, party member since 1906), Akmal’ Ikramov (TsK KP/b/Uz, 
party member since 1918), O. Narbaev (Samarkand, party member since 1924), I. A. Khansuvarov 
(Tashkent, party member since 1919), and M. Shermukhamedov (Ferghana, party member since 1918). 
Maria F. Muratova (Sredazbiuro TsK VKP/b/, head of the women worker department, party member 
since 1919) was present at the conference, but did not have the right to vote. It is unclear to which degree 
all of them helped with the actual work of the Plenum, but at least we know that the various stages of the 
purges in Central Asia took place under the direct supervision of local party leaders. See XVI 
Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). Stenograficheskii otchet (Moscow and 
Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929), pp. 322-325, 332. 
16 For the complete Iaroslavskii report, see the stenographical notes (stenograficheskii otchet) in XVI 
Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). Stenograficheskii otchet, pp. 281-291. 
17 On 1 January 1929, the party numbered 1,530,080 people with 71.1% members and 28.9% candidates; 
881,516 were workers (57.6%). During the purges of 1921, workers, which were also party members, 
constituted 37.3%. See XVI Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). Stenograficheskii 
otchet, p. 281. 
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cleansing the party from those who were not “morally Bolshevik”18 and to make 

members and candidates more “morally Bolshevik:” to accomplish at least the first 

objective, the party-state was to identify insider “non-Communists”19 and insider 

enemies, the so-called vragi naroda (enemies of the people).20 In the Soviet 

nomenklatura, the party itself had to become a pure institution so as to serve as an 

example to the whole Soviet Union and to be ready for the First Five-Year Plan, namely 

the Stalinist revolution involving industrialization and collectivization. The general 

purges at the end of 1920s occurred after a series of major changes, just like the purges 

of 1921 had occurred immediately after the Civil War and just before the NEP, the first 

big economic revolution of the 1920s. With the revolution representing a major change 

in the normal course of events, the purges helped the party-state to adjust economically 

and politically to the new situation. 

The general XVI Party Conference, together with the other local and regional 

Party Conferences, constituted a reaffirmation of the importance of the bolshevization 

of the party,21 and, according to Nikolai Gikalo, embodied party ideology and drew up 

plans for appointing new cadres (including local cadres, as per the korenizatsiia 

apparata) and changing the system of work and power, switching from the old to the 

new.22  

                                                
18 Iaroslavskii claimed that there were too many alcoholics in the USSR (too many people went to work 
or to party meetings drunk), too many people opposed the decision from above or by trade unions, and 
too few from the working class. Bureaucratism (biurocratizm) was one of the main causes for purging. 
Also persons who did not respect women or inhibited their freedom could be interrogated during the 
purges. See Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b), p. 9. See also XVI 
Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). Stenograficheskii otchet, pp. 27-43, 283-284. 
19 XVI Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). Stenograficheskii otchet, p. 282. 
20 See Matthew J. Payne, Stalin’s Railroad. Turksib and the Building of Socialism (Pittsburgh: University 
of Pittsburgh Press, 2001), p. 173. 
21 On the bolshevization of the party, see Nikolai F. Gikalo, K itogam 4-go kurultaia KP(b)Uz (Tashkent: 
Izdatel’stvo Pravda Vostoka, 1929), pp. 5, 6-7, 18, 26, 28, 29. On the bolshevization of the party in the 
Kyrgyz context, see Rezoliutsii 5-i Kirgizskoi oblastnoi partiinoi konferentsii (15-25 ianvaria 1929 goda) 
(Frunze: Kirgosizdat, 1929), p. 10. 
22 Gikalo, K itogam 4-go kurultaia KP(b)Uz, p. 7. 
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Figure 39: Picture of XVI Party Conference (Moscow, 1929).23 

 

The resolution of the XVI Party Conference24 was publicized nationwide 

through a number of pamphlets,25 while instructions on how to conduct purges were 

distributed in party cells and among activists groups.26 The instructions dealt with issues 

such as open hearings and the ankety (questionnaires)27 that were to be submitted to the 

people. The directives were that the checking procedures and deliberations over possible 

punishments were to be held in the presence of those involved in the political trials and 

                                                
23 Source: RGAKFD, 2-19135. XVI Party Conference, S. M. Kirov, M. I. Kalinin, K. E. Voroshilov, G. 
K. Ordzhonikidze, A. C. Badaev, and E. M. Iaroslavskii in the group of delegates (Moscow, 1929). 
24 K XVI Vsesoiuznoi Konferentsii VKP(b). Aprel’ 1929 goda. Materialy (Moscow: TsK VKP/b/, 1929); 
Ob itogakh XVI Konferentsii VKP(b) (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929); XVI 
Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). Stenograficheskii otchet; 16 Vsesoiuznaia 
Partiinaia Konferentsiia. Rezoliutsii i postanovleniia (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe 
Izdatel’stvo, 1929). 
25 O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b) (Iz postanovleniia 16-i Vsesoiuznoi partkonferentsii) 
(Kamen’: Izdatel’stvo Kholkoznaia zhizn’, 1932); O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b) 
(Rezoliutsiia XVI konferentsii VKP/b/) (Zlatousk: Izdanie Zlatoustovskogo raikoma, 1932). 
26 Instruktsiia ob organizatsii i provedenii general’noi chistki i proverki riadov VKP(b). V dopolnenie i 
razvitie rezoliutsii ob’’edinennogo plenuma TsK TsKK VKP(b) i 16 Vsesoiuznoi partkonferentsii 
(Rukhlovo: OMKh, 1929); Instruktsiia po organizatsii i provedeniiu general’noi chistki i proverki riadov 
VKP(b) (Moscow: Izdanie Brianskogo Gubkoma VKP(b), 1929); Instruktsiia po organizatsii i 
provedeniiu general’noi chistki i proverki riadov VKP(b). V dopolnenie i razvitie rezoliutsii aprel’skogo 
ob’’edinennogo plenuma TsK i TsKK VKP(b) i XVI vsesoiuznoi partkonferentsii (Moscow and Leningrad: 
Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929). 
27 See Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b). Rezoliutsiia po 
dokladu t. Iaroslavskogo (Moscow: Publisher unknown, 1929), p. 48; Instruktsiia po organizatsii i 
provedeniiu general’noi chistki i proverki riadov VKP(b). V dopolnenie i razvitie rezoliutsii aprel’skogo 
ob’’edinennogo plenuma TsK i TsKK VKP(b) i XVI vsesoiuznoi partkonferentsii, p. 22. 
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not in camera.28 In the purges that were carried out during the 1920s, the two main 

punishments were expulsion from the party and reprimand.29  

The instructions also emphasized the necessity to create “special control troiki 

(spetsial’nye kontrol’nye troiki30)” of the TsKK to check on members and candidates at 

every level31 as well as the need for Control Commissions to bolster the purging 

procedures with oral and written declarations submitted by party members and 

candidates as well as by non-party members.32 In the case of the Turkmen Communist 

Party, authorization was given to make the results of the purges public.33  

On the lighter side, the preparations for the purges also stirred up some humor, 

such as the satire on the cover of the magazine Krokodil from February 1929 (see figure 

4 in the first part of the thesis).34 When Emel’ian Iaroslavskii headed the Central 

Control Commission together with Matvei Shkiriatov,35 he wrote extensively about the 

purges of 192936 and the purges of the 1930s in connection with TsKK’s activities, 

                                                
28 See Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b). Rezoliutsiia po dokladu t. 
Iaroslavskogo, pp. 26-57. 
29 Iaroslavskii contributed to the instructions, which mostly were issued during the several plenums of the 
TsKK. See also Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, O parteike (Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Kubuch, 1925), p. 5. 
30 Troika is a committee of three people. 
31 Instruktsiia po organizatsii i provedeniiu general’noi chistki i proverki riadov VKP(b). V dopolnenie i 
razvitie rezoliutsii aprel’skogo ob’’edinennogo plenuma TsK i TsKK VKP(b) i XVI vsesoiuznoi 
partkonferentsii, pp. 3-4. 
32 Ibid., p. 10 
33 Regarding Turkmenistan, see Itogi chistki i proverki KP(b)T, 1929 goda (Ashkhabad: Turkmenskii 
Gosizdat, 1930). 
34 Gian Piero Piretto, Il radioso avvenire. Mitologie culturali sovietiche (Turin: Einaudi, 2001), figure 8 
(no page). This was the cover of the humoristic journal Krokodil as it was published on 8 February, 1929 
(see figure 4 in this thesis). The title of the number was O chistke (About purges). It represented a 
conversation between a bureaucrat and his membership card: “Conversation with a membership card. – 
Adieu, my comrade, my loyal servant. The time of separation has finally come.” 
35 Matvei Fedorovich Shkiriatov was born on 15 August 1883 into a peasant family in the region of Tula. 
From early on, he worked as a tailor in the countryside and then in the city. In 1906, he joined the 
Bolshevik Party, was arrested by the tsarist police in 1909, and then in Rostov-on-Don in 1910. After 
three years of exile in the region of Vologda, he started to work for the party in Moscow in 1914. In 1915, 
he joined the army. During the February revolution, he was in the executive committee of the soviet of 
worker deputies and of the war office in Moscow. During the October revolution, he was in the 
revolutionary committee and in the executive committee of the soviet of worker deputies. In August 1918, 
he became secretary of the central committee of the tailors’ union and in 1920, president of that union’s 
regional department in Moscow. Shkiriatov was also member of the city committee of the VKP(b), 
member of the party’s committee in Moscow, and member of the TsKK of the VKP(b). In 1921, he 
started in the TsKK and in 1923 in the presidium of the TsKK. Finally, in 1927, he sat on the board of the 
NK RKI of the SSSR and was also a member of the TsIK of the SSSR and the VTsIK. (Source: RGASPI, 
f. 124, op. 1, d. 2167, l. 7.). 
36 Among the others, see Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, Chistka partii. Doklad na sobranii aktiva Mosk. 
organizatsii VKP(b), 29 marta 1929 (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929); 
Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, Instruktsiia TsKK VKP(b) ob osobykh zadachakh i metodakh proverki i chistki 
proizvodstvennykh iacheek VKP(b) (Moscow: Vorovskii, 1929); Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, Kak Lenin 
otnosilsia k chistke partii (Moscow: Izdanie Gazety Pravda, 1929); Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii (ed.), Kak 
provodit’ chistku partii. Sbornik direktivnykh statei i materialov (Moscow and Leningrad: 
Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929); Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov 
VKP(b) (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1929); Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, O 
chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b). Rezoliutsiia po dokladu t. Iaroslavskogo. 
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offering insider information and viewpoints.37 Iaroslavskii conceded that a caricature 

(karikatura) such as the one mentioned above served a purpose, but only as long as the 

satire was tvorcheski gramotny (creatively aware).38 Political satire was not a problem 

yet at that time, but only a few years later it had become extremely dangerous not only 

to say or write something in that vein, but even to think critically, as the Great Terror 

taught. 

As mentioned above, in these writings, Iaroslavskii also drew the attention of his 

readers and comrades to two fundamental issues in Central Asia that were problematic 

for the Soviets: family life (semeinaia zhizn’) and alcoholism.39 The two issues were 

central during the general’nye chistki of 1929 and played a pivotal role in Central Asia 

where members and candidates were also punished for crimes based on custom (bytovye 

prestupleniia) and an “improper” attitude towards the hujum.  

With regards to alcoholism and to support his position, Iaroslavskii again quoted 

Lenin, who held that “he is a better Communist who does not drink [alcohol].”40 At that 

time, it was generally known that Communists were drinking, but the party-state asked 

for self-discipline, or even better, “proletarian discipline.”41 When drinking was 

excessive, it was treated as a social disease to be prosecuted by whatever means, 

especially during the chistki and proverki when it was placed in a special category of its 

own. In fact, during the purges, peoples’ relationships with a bottle of vodka were under 

strict control and lack of self-discipline would inevitably lead to expulsion from the 

party.  

Members and candidates were expected to behave properly and to follow party 

directives and ethics in other areas as well, such as those linked to religion and 

traditions, which were particularly significant in Central Asia.42 Iaroslavskii’s opinion 

regarding religion was that it was “impossible to tolerate in the party a comrade who 

goes to a church [or a mosque] to pray to god.”43 Already in the purges of the mid-

1920s this was an aspect of the anti-religion campaign, which the party was pursuing, 

and in which Iaroslavskii played a key role as president of the Central Soviet of the 

Union of Militant Atheists. If 1927 can be seen as a watershed in the Central Asian anti-

                                                
37 Concerning the purges of the 1930s, see Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, Pervye itogi chistki partii (Moscow: 
Partiinoe Izdatel’stvo, 1934); Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, Pochemu nuzhny periodicheskie chistki partii? 
(Kharkov: Izdanie partkabineta kul’tpropa Krasnozavodskogo raiparkoma, 1933); Emel’ian M. 
Iaroslavskii, Za bol’shevistskuiu proverku i chistku riadov partii (Moscow: Partiinoe Izdatel’stvo, 1933). 
38 Emel’ian M. Iaroslavskii, Rabota Tsentral’noi Kontrol’noi Komissii VKP(b), p. 82. 
39 Ibid., p. 110. 
40 Ibid., p. 115. 
41 Ibid., p. 118. 
42 Ibid., p. 112. 
43 Iaroslavskii, Chistka partii. Doklad na sobranii aktiva Mosk. organizatsii, p. 25. 
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Islamic campaign due to its harsher policies, 1929 brought further confirmation of this 

tendency toward a more aggressive line of sovietization and de-Islamization on the part 

of the authority. In the region, the situation was in fact quite delicate, since it was not 

only typical Central Asian Sufi spirituality that was being challenged, but also law 

based on the Koran (sharia) as well as education and the customs themselves: maktab 

and madrasa were Koran based schools throughout the region and mullahs and ishans 

were often among the most important figures in the area and the people’s points of 

reference, while many customs and rituals with religious origins were even respected by 

non-believers. As the pictures below show, in 1929 the Muslim religion, or at least its 

rites and symbols, still dominated everyday life in Central Asia, even if the Sunni 

religion there had a more cultural and spiritual meaning, also being mostly focused on 

Sufi practices. 

 

 
Figure 40: Picture of old Uzbek pilgrims at the tomb of Tamerlane in Samarkand (1929).44 

                                                
44 Figure 40 (RGAKFD, 2-68029) shows old Uzbek pilgrims at the tomb of Tamerlane in Samarkand, in 
1929.  
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Figure 41: Picture of Uzbek men praying in a square in front of a mosque (1929).45 

 

With regards to traditional customs and habits, especially polygamy 

(mnogozhenstvo),46 Iaroslavskii would not sanction this particular practice, but on the 

other hand he pointed out that polygamy could have different causes and that there were 

also different levels of “marital fidelity (supruzheskaia vernost’)” to be taken into 

consideration. Iaroslavskii did not adopt a definite position on this matter to avoid 

offending people and to display his progressiveness and egalitarianism. Even though – 

as mentioned by the head of the TsKK – some newspapers claimed that in the upcoming 

purges (those of 1929) those members and candidates who had several wives (or 

husbands) could expect to be expelled from the party, Iaroslavskii recommended that 

the party exercise caution in the matter even if the final decision was that of expulsion.  

With regards to polygamy in Central Asia at that time, there were open and 

lively discussions about a possible adoption of the new Family Code47 that was ratified 

in the USSR in January 1927 and which recognized, among other things, de facto 

                                                
45 Figure 41 (RGAKFD, 2-81806) shows Uzbek men praying in a square in front of a mosque. There 
seems to be an error in the location given as this does not resemble Samarkand, but rather the square and 
mosque seem to be those of Bukhara. If the photo was really taken – as it said – in 1929, this 
demonstrates that the Islam was still followed faithfully at the end of the 1920s, even though the Soviets 
had been trying since the beginning of the decade to institute “atheism” as state religion.  
46 In his writings, Iaroslavskii also mentioned polyandry (mnogomuzhestvo) even if this tradition was not 
widespread in Central Asia. 
47 On the Family Code, see Wendy Z. Goldman (Women, the State and Revolution. Soviet Family Policy 
and Social Life, 1917-1936, Cambridge and New York, Cambridge University Press, 1993, pp. 185-213); 
Sheila Rowbotham (Donne, resistenza e rivoluzione, Turin, Einaudi, 1976, pp. 172-173). 
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marriages. The problem with this Code was that its implementation could lead to an 

increase in polygamy in these regions – meaning, the Soviets feared that indigenous 

Muslims would enter into as many de facto marriages as could be afforded – but on the 

other hand, to not allow de facto marriages would make the party-state look politically 

conservative and bourgeois, both impressions to be avoided. Still, in the end the second 

course of action was chosen. 

When Iaroslavsky pointed out that polygamy could be practiced under different 

forms, he was referring to the fact that, in the East, it could be hiding “slavery and 

exploitation (the willful use of a woman’s work and body);” and for him, this was the 

true reason why polygamists should be expelled from the party.48 In addition, party 

members and candidates were also expected to properly care for and support their 

children and wives, otherwise they could be expelled or reprimanded. Obviously, men 

were the main targets in this campaign since they were considered as being less family-

oriented and often less devoted to their charges. 

Women, of course, were also affected by the purges, though in lesser numbers49 

and for different reasons. Iaroslavskii pointed that in the purges of the 1920s, many 

women were expelled from the party because they were considered as “party ballast 

(partballast),”50 meaning, they were not necessary to the party. A great number also 

received strong reprimands for not attending party meetings, a failure – the author 

claimed – to honor their obligations towards family and home. Iaroslavskii’s rejection 

of both these reasons for expelling and reprimanding women51 was further justified by 

the fact that the party did not have many women members to begin with and that those 

few should have been cherished during this time when the party itself was trying to 

increase the presence of female members and candidates in its rank-and-file. 

Notwithstanding this consideration, the expulsion and reprimand of women continued 

through the general purges of 1929, though the reasons for the punishment changed. In 

1929, even if they were few, women were expelled mostly because of their social 

origins, political illiteracy or political passivity, non-payment of membership fees, non-

attendance of meetings,52 or even prostitution.53 The head of the Zhenotdel, Sofia 

                                                
48 Iaroslavskii, Rabota Tsentral’noi Kontrol’noi Komissii VKP(b), p. 121. 
49 One has also to consider that there were few female party members or candidates. In fact, on 1 July 
1927, the percentage was a low 12.9 percent, and on 1 January 1929, still only 13.1 percent (186,518 
women). Regarding women in the party, see Sofia N. Smidovich, “O proverke kommunistok,” in 
Iaroslavskii, Kak provodit’ chistku partii, p. 72. Regarding female members in Central Asia, see table 15 
in the appendix. 
50 Iaroslavskii, Chistka partii. Doklad na sobranii aktiva Mosk. organizatsii, p. 26. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Smidovich, “O proverke kommunistok,” p. 75. 
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Smidovich, suggested being more careful when purging women from the East and, 

among them, those from Central Asia, by giving some consideration to their religious 

habits.54 Obviously, Zhenotdel activists (zhenotdelki) were well aware of the situation in 

the East precisely because they were the ones charged with the task of importing their 

idea of “modernization” and emancipation. For this purpose, zhenotdelki settled in the 

area in the early 1920s and tried to familiarize themselves with the customs of the local 

women. It did not take long before they realized how difficult it was to approach 

Eastern women, and they had to change tactics and adjust to special local conditions, 

often still without immediate success. They realized that it was not easy to get Central 

Asian women to take to the new Soviet rules, and often their rhetoric of emancipation 

clashed with the indigenous population’s deeply ingrained way of life.  

With regards to the implementation of chistki and proverki in the national 

republics, Iaroslavskii gave special instructions with his perspective being mainly 

Orientalistic: he considered the “farther regions” as uncivilized and backward, the only 

debatable point being whether Eastern people were “backward” spontaneously or 

deliberately, in other words, were they structurally backward or was their backwardness 

a way to reaffirm an identity otherwise threatened by the Soviets? As to the women of 

Central Asia, Iaroslavskii was firm about demanding them to oppose and fight against 

their religious and everyday-life prejudices, a position that was at the basis of the hujum 

itself: while, up to that time, the party state had entertained hopes to eradicate those 

prejudices through educational measures, it was realized after the Great Break that the 

only way to have people change was through coercion and then the purges as the last of 

the hard-line policies. Finally, Iaroslavskii’s instructions ran as follows: 

 
It is imperative that we arrive at a total rejection of all religious and everyday life prejudices 
(religious rites, polygamy, kalym, paranja, chadr, chachvan, and several means of masked 
exploitation of women). Firm measures must be taken against Communists and executive 
workers who have not made an appearance in the party for a whole year; at the same time, it is 
important to provide those Communists, mostly candidates, with explanations, whether they are 
peasants or batraki. In the event of this or that Communist being purged, it is important to find 
out whether his prejudices [predrassudki] stem from actual backwardness or whether there exist 
elements of irreparable deliberateness. Be convinced that the measures of mainly educational 
character used by the national party organizations in the previous proverki to correct 
manifestations of religious or traditional everyday practices will now be insufficient.55 
 

The year 1929 marked the transition from the first phase of hard-line policy with 

the hujum to the harsher second phase with the general purges, which obviously 

                                                                                                                                          
53 Smidovich, “O proverke kommunistok,” p. 77. 
54 Ibid., p. 79. 
55 Iaroslavskii, Kak provodit’ chistku partii, p. 159. 
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involved every area of everyday life and not only women. In Central Asia, chistki and 

proverki were not only a means to single out those who were against the First Five-

Year-Plan and all that implied, but they were the last coercive attempt in the 1920s to 

sovietize Eastern Muslim populations. It also remained an attempt only, because many 

people continued to behave as always, nor did they change their attitudes. Their failure 

to change in the short term was not an effort to reaffirm an identity that risked 

destruction through the sovietization campaign, it was simply the result of an 

unconscious decision to remain who they had always been, it was a case of unconscious 

resistance.  

 

The organization and the actual implementation56 of the purges demanded a 

considerable amount of time and energy and involved many people. The commissions 

to be appointed were at the center of the machinery. Responsible for checking up on the 

party cells were the proverochnye komissi (control commissions).57 In the cells of 

production, the rural cells, and those of non-production that were submitted to 

controls,58 everybody from the lowest activist to the highest leader had to go through a 

verification process (proverka). During the inquiries, if necessary, members and 

candidates were to engage in conscientious self-criticism (samokritika) on every aspect 
                                                
56 Kotkin offers an overview of the purges that took place in Magnitogorsk in 1933: “One by one party 
members were called in front of an ad hoc commission formed by representatives of local party 
leadership. Approaching the front of the room, Communists placed their party cards on a red-draped table 
and, with portraits of the party’s leaders in the background, recited their political biographies and 
prepared to answer questions. Commission members, occasionally joined by an audience of invited ‘party 
activists’ and the ‘nonparty mass,’ then explored the depths of a Communist’s political sophistication and 
sometimes challenged the veracity of the autobiographical presentations. Many party members had only 
an elementary education and were ignorant of political theory and history, decisive areas of knowledge 
for a Communist. Moreover, in the buildup to the purge, special receptacles had been installed inside all 
institutions for the collection of signed or more often anonymous testimony about the Communists in that 
organization. No party member could be certain of what the commission had managed to find out or 
might ask. The atmosphere in the hall could turn hostile or friendly, depending on the disposition of the 
commission toward the particular party member before it. Members who passed the interrogation were 
handed back their party cards, frequently with an official reprimand (vygovor) entered into their dossier 
for one or another ‘shortcoming’ discovered about them. Anyone whose case seemed ‘suspicious’ had his 
or her card ‘detained,’ pending further investigation. Some were ‘expelled’ outright, their card 
unconditionally ‘confiscated,’ for what was viewed as an inappropriate social background or political 
biography, or for misconduct. A large number of Communists whose understanding of ideology was 
deemed rudimentary were expelled; others so judged were allowed to remain in the ranks but were issued 
reprimands for ‘political literacy.’ All expelled Communists who hoped to be reinstated, and even many 
of those not expelled, were required to offer public acts of repentance, or ‘self-criticism’ (samokritika), 
and to redouble their efforts at political education in party schools and circles for the study of history and 
theory. … Expelled Communist were not supposed to be dismissed from their everyday jobs” (Stephen 
Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain. Stalinism as a Civilization, Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London, University 
of California Press, 1997, pp. 300-301). 
57 Iaroslavskii, Chistka partii. Doklad na sobranii aktiva Mosk. organizatsii, pp. 55-57; XVI Konferentsiia 
Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). Stenograficheskii otchet, pp. 288, 291; 16 Vsesoiuznaia 
Partiinaia Konferentsiia. Rezoliutsii i postanovleniia, p. 74. 
58 K XVI Vsesoiuznoi KonferentsiiVKP(b). Aprel’ 1929 goda. Materialy, pp. 48-51; XVI Konferentsiia 
Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). Stenograficheskii otchet, p. 316. 
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of their lives, as it was drummed into their heads by the press, in the wall newspapers 

(stengazety),59 during party meetings, and also in the open meetings where workers and 

peasants had to participate.60 “Self-criticism” was also practiced among the Red Cross 

and Red Crescent rank-and-file in Central Asia, as described in the second part of the 

thesis. For non-compliance with this request, a member could be expelled or 

reprimanded by the party as happened in the Red Cross and Red Crescent case. If an 

activist was found guilty, he/she was obliged to engage in further “self-criticism,”61 

which resulted in a pervasive political propaganda that invaded every corner of the 

USSR, the main hinge on which everything was moving.62 However, for the party-state 

“self-criticism” was not sufficient as a means of preventive self-purging and, in fact, it 

continued intruding ever deeper into the personal lives of its citizens. 

This new tendency to control people in their own homes transformed the party- 

state into a totalitarian state in the Orwellian sense. Starting in 1929, the party felt that it 

was necessary to enter the homes of its members and candidates in order to investigate 

their everyday way of life and byt. Iaroslavskii proposed to charge bytovye komissii 

(everyday commissions)63 with the task of exploring the attitudes of Soviet citizens. 64 

In August 1928 he gave the following guidelines for those commissions: first, they were 

to check on the material byt (the construction of the house itself, standards of 

cleanliness, number of rooms, quality of cooking), on the decorations (whether there 

were new pictures published by Gosizdat, pictures of the vozhd Stalin, and anti-religious 

and revolutionary posters), on the lighting (to monitor the progress of electrification). 

Second, they were to check on the family byt (number of people living in the household, 

the marital relationship and the distribution of household chores, were married women 

and children well-fed and cared for?, were there any pioneers and komsomolki, possibly  

divorces, red weddings, funerals). Third, they were to make an assessment of the 

family’s leisure activities: did members of the household participate in demonstrations 

and meetings, were there signs of revelry, of alcohol abuse and if so, were attempts 

being made to combat such behavior?, was there a radio in the house? and so on. 

                                                
59 See also RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 56. 
60 Iaroslavskii, Kak provodit’ chistku partii, p. 42; XVI Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi 
Partii (b). Stenograficheskii otchet, p. 317; 16 Vsesoiuznaia Partiinaia Konferentsiia. Rezoliutsii i 
postanovleniia, p. 38. 
61 On “self-criticism,” see Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain, p. 301. 
62 Iaroslavskii, Kak provodit’ chistku partii, pp. 50-52. 
63 Iaroslavskii, Chistka partii. Doklad na sobranii aktiva Mosk. organizatsii, pp. 33-35; Iaroslavskii, Kak 
provodit’ chistku partii, pp. 11-12; Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b), p. 13; 
XVI Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). Stenograficheskii otchet, p. 284. 
64 In the few Uzbek workers’ neighborhoods, bytovye komissii were formed, which were entitled to go 
from house to house to check upon Communists. See RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 78. 
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Finally, they were to probe the family’s philosophy on life: their religion, church 

attendance and observation of rites and rituals, fortune-telling, sorcery, subscription to 

literary reviews, newspapers, and books, were they working for the elimination of 

illiteracy, which schools did their the children attend? and so forth.65 Some of these, 

together with other moral issues, were investigated during the purges through personal 

questioning, especially in Central Asia, where, due to the Muslim nature of the region, 

the party’s interest in the inner workings of the families was particularly strong. 

 

It was certainly not easy to organize purges in a region such as Central Asia. As 

mentioned in the third part of the thesis, Manzhara had already pointed out that the 

party had run into serious problems as it was trying to organize chistki and proverki in 

that region. To prevent a recurrence of these earlier problems, prior to the upcoming 

general purges a report was drafted on 7 January 1929 on these attempts to control the 

party cells in Uzbekistan and distributed throughout the region.66 What emerged from 

this report was that that endeavor had failed due to a lack of training and mobilization in 

the local party: in many cells, the electoral reports were not presented to the masses; 

during the controls themselves, the work output in the cells was weak and not 

sufficiently supported by the press; the findings were not always presented during party 

meetings and sometimes even tampered with; and finally, the cells’ officials were rarely 

involved in the controls or even excluded.67 Notwithstanding the issues previously 

faced, the Soviets continued with their sovietization plans, which they intended to 

complete by whatever means necessary with the help of the general purges. In general, 

there is the sense that sovietization had to be imposed from above since it could not be 

effectively realized simply through education and propaganda, but required the intrusion 

of administrative means. The central facet of the Soviets’ plans was to bolshevize the 

party, turning it into a very disciplined body that could enforce central directives, and 

chistki and proverki supported this objective. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
65 Iaroslavskii, Chistka partii. Doklad na sobranii aktiva Mosk. organizatsii, pp. 33-34. 
66 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 177, ll. 1-15. 
67 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 177, l. 13. 
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3.2 The XVI Party Conference and Central Asia 
 

In his address to the XVI Party Conference, Iaroslavskii issued an urgent plea 

for purges in the periphery of the USSR and “most of all in Turkmenistan”68 because, as 

stated in a note received from party members supposedly belonging to Turkmen 

Communist Party, “the Communist Party in Turkmenistan has almost no industrial 

proletariat at all … among the native population. During the initial sovietization 

(sovetizatsiia) thrust in Turkmenistan, Turkmen bedniak and batrak stayed away from 

the party due to their extreme backwardness and almost total illiteracy.”69 Kazakhstan 

was considered little better, and even though the other Central Asian national republics, 

Kyrgyzstan or Uzbekistan, were not mentioned in Iaroslavskii’s report, the same was 

probably true for them. These references to the sovietization process in Central Asian 

republics show that the members of the establishment used the term in a context as 

broad and official as that of the XVI Party Conference. Summing up, the general purges 

of 1929 were intended to help complete the sovietization of the “periphery,” to establish 

a surrogate for the proletarian class, and to fight against traditional customs and against 

figures such as mullahs, imams, and bais, mostly punishing crimes based on custom.70  

 

Already in the first months of 1929, the press began spreading information about 

chistki and proverki in Central Asia. Russian-language newspapers such as Pravda 

Vostoka, Turkmenskaia Iskra, Sovetskaia Kirgiziia, and Uzbekistanskaia Pravda, were 

particularly diligent. But, as the archival documents show, the establishment thought 

that newspapers in local languages did not really cooperate.71 Also, pamphlets and 

booklets with the resolutions of the XVI Party Conference as well as Iaroslavskii’s 

proposals were distributed in the region.72 Notwithstanding all the planning, the 

archives revealed no contributions from the stengazety (wall newspapers) during the 

preparation period, which seems a grave omission because the iconographic and 

propagandistic wall newspapers provided direct access to the masses.73  

                                                
68 Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov VKP(b), p. 23. 
69 Iaroslavskii, Kak provodit’ chistku partii, p. 20; Iaroslavskii, O chistke i proverke chlenov i kandidatov 
VKP(b), pp. 23-24; XVI Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). Stenograficheskii 
otchet, p. 288. 
70 XVI Konferentsiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (b). Stenograficheskii otchet, p. 291. 
71 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 79ob. 
72 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 79. 
73 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 79ob. 
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 About timing, the resolution of the XVI Party Conference contained the 

following information:74 since the purges of the rural cells, the production cells, the 

Soviet cells, the students cells, and so forth had to be performed when work pressure 

was less – such as during the summer months –, they were planned to begin after May 

15. The Party Conference gave each region the freedom to decide on the order in which 

they wanted to subject the various cells to controls,75 as long as they stayed within a 

general kalendarnyi plan (calendar plan).76 Notwithstanding all these preparations, the 

national republics were only rarely able to adhere to these timetables. 

In Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, the schedule was very 

tight. The whole process was to be complete in roughly four months, from July to 

November 1929, and it would proceed simultaneously in all four republics. With 

different numbers and kinds of cells in each of them, they were dependant on the 

presence in their area of particular types of party cells (not all of kinds of cells were 

present in each republic). For instance, in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, four cells, 

respectively, were to be submitted to the controls (the cells of kishlaks, namely the rural 

cells; the Soviet cells; those of production; and those of the VUZ, Vyshee Uchebnoe 

Zavedenie – Higher Educational Institute). In Kyrgyzstan, there were no cells of 

production to be controlled, while Tajikistan had only kishlak and Soviet cells. The 

general plan for Central Asia had foreseen that the final two/three weeks should be used 

for the review of the data and dealing with possible appeals, since the actual control 

procedures were expected to be completed by then. However, these guidelines were but 

the good intentions of the leadership, and in reality the purges were still underway at the 

beginning of 1930.  

The leaders and main personalities of the regional branches of the Communist 

Party were supposed to be checked prior to the mass controls. Thus, in an open session 

as early as 26 June 1929, representatives of the party and government institutions were 

checked. Among them, Iuldash Akhunbabaev (at that time president of the TsIK of the 

UzSSR), Faizulla Khodzhaev77 (president of the revolutionary soviet of Bukhara), 

                                                
74 16 Vsesoiuznaia Partiinaia Konferentsiia. Rezoliutsii i postanovleniia, p. 75. 
75 Iaroslavskii, Kak provodit’ chistku partii, p. 25. 
76 Chistki and proverki were started well before the timetable established by the XVI Party Conference, as 
demonstrated by the steps already taken in Uzbekistan – thanks to Manzhara – in 1928 and those in 
Turkmenistan, where already on February 1929 the presidium of the TsKK of the KP(b)T decided to 
begin with the organization of party control. See Itogi chistki i proverki KP(b)T, p. 4.  
77 Faizulla Khodzhaev was born in July 1896 in Bukhara into the family of a rich merchant. In 1917, he 
was active in the organization of the party of the Young Bukharans. In 1918, because of problems with 
the emir, he was obliged to emigrate to Turkestan. In August 1920, at the Congress of the Turkkomissia 
of the VTsIK and SNK, he presented his program and his intention to join the Communist Party of 
Bukhara. At the IV Congress of the Communist Party of Bukhara, which opened on August 16, it was 
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Khaniv Khisamovich Burnashev (commissar of arable farming), Abidova (vice-

president of the TsIK of the UzSSR), and Sadykdan Baltabaev (president of the TsKK 

and of the people’s commissariat of the RKI, and vice-president of the SNK UzSSR) 

were considered checked and not in need of any corrective measures.78 

However, the general schedule for chistki and proverki79 had a strict timeline: 

 

The calendar of the chistki of the party organizations of the Central Asian republics 
1) Regarding Uzbekistan: 
Date of beginning of the purges: 10/VII-1929 
End of the purges:   15/XI-1929 
a. Cells of kishlak   from 10/VII to 25/IX-1929 
b. Soviet cells   from 10/VIII to 15/IX-1929 
c. Cells of production  from 15/IX to 25/X-1929 
d. Cells of the VUZ   from 20/IX to 25/X-1929 
2) Regarding Turkmenistan: 
Date of beginning of the purges: 10/VII-1929 
End of the purges:   15/XI-1929 
a. Cells of kishlak   from 10/VII to 25/IX-1929 
b. Soviet cells   from 10/VIII to 15/IX-1929 
c. Cells of production  from 15/IX to 25/X-1929 
d. Cells of the VUZ   from 20/IX to 25/X-1929 
3) Regarding Kyrgyzstan: 
Date of beginning of the purges: 5/VII-1929 
End of the purges:   5/XI-1929 
a. Cells of kishlak   from 5/VII to 5/IX-1929 
b. Soviet cells   from 20/VIII to 20/X-1929 

                                                                                                                                          
decided to join forces with the Young Bukharans. On August 28, 1920, a revolt against the emirate broke 
out in Bukhara. Having proven his leadership capabilities, Faizulla Khodzhaev was appointed president of 
the Revolutionary Committee. On September 2, 1920, the emir’s troops were defeated and on September 
11, and the Young Bukharans joined the Communist Party. Khodzhaev was an active member of the 
Bukhara government in the early 1920s. The BKP (Bukharan Communist Party) worked in close contact 
with the Turkbiuro of the TsK of the RKP(b). On April 4, 1921, the BKP was integrated into the III 
Communist International as an independent party and it joined the RKP(b) a year later. Khodzhaev was 
one of the organizers and leaders in the fight against the Basmachi. He was also a member of the 
revolutionary war soviet (Revvoensoviet) and president of the revolutionary war soviet of Eastern 
Bukhara. In November 1924, the session of the Central Executive Committee of the Soviets of the 
Turkestan ASSR, and of the Soviet People republics of Bukhara and Khorezm, handed their power over 
to the revolutionary committee. Faizulla Khodzhaev was confirmed as president of the revolutionary 
committee of the UzSSR. In February 1925, at the first Congress of the soviets of the UzSSR, he was 
appointed president of the soviets of the people’s commissars and member of the presidium of the TsIK 
of the Uzbek SSR. In May 1925, at the I session of the TsIK of the Soviets of the SSSR III convocation, 
Khodzhaev was appointed to the presidium and became one of the presidents of the TsIK of the soviets of 
the SSSR. He attended the XII and the XIV to XVII Congresses of the party as a delegate. At Congresses 
I to VI of the Communist Party of Uzbekistan, he was present as a member of the TsK KP(b)Uz, and on 
June 17, 1937, he became a member of the Bureau of the TsK KP(b)Uz. Finally, Faizulla Khodzhaev was 
also in the commission for the project of the new constitution of Uzbekistan. (Source: Revoliutsiei 
prizvannye, Tashkent: Uzbekistan, 1987, pp. 242-251). 
78 RGASPI, f. 613, op. 2, d. 57, ll. 22-23 and ob. 
79 The timetable is published for the first time and is a valuable document for understanding the timing of 
the purges in Central Asia. Sources of the table: RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 160, l. 73; RGASPI, f. 121, op. 
2, d. 166, ll. 6, 7-8. 
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c. Cells of the VUZ   from 10/IX to 1/X-1929 
4) Regarding Tajikistan: 
Date of beginning of the purges: 15/VII-1929 
End of the purges:   10/XI-1929 
a. Cells of kishlak   from 15/VII to 25/X-1929 
b. Soviet cells   from 25/VIII to 5/X-1929 

 
  

As one sees, there was a pause of at least two to three weeks between the last 

checks in the various cells and the intended end of the purges: for instance, in 

Uzbekistan the purges were supposed to end on November 15, while the actual checks 

over the cells were supposed to be over by October 25 (cells of production and of the 

VUZ).  

In Uzbekistan and in Turkmenistan, the purges were planned to begin in the 

middle of July 1929. A register of the meetings of the Presidium of the TsKK KP(b)Uz 

of 8 July 1929 signed by secretary Zverev,
80

 showed that the time table was drawn up 

by five people
81

 and then approved district by district. Obviously, the districts of 

Tashkent and Samarkand had the largest concentration of cells. The districts of 

Ferghana, Andizhan, and Bukhara had no VUZ cells because the school network was 

concentrated in the two largest cities. The timetable finally adopted for Uzbekistan 

differed from the general plan established at the XVI Party Conference in that the actual 

controls were scheduled to begin earlier than July 10 and to last no longer than two-and-

a-half months, at most three: in some district cells in Samarkand and Andizhan, they 

were scheduled to begin on June 23, and in some district cells in Tashkent and 

Ferghana, on July 1. This discrepancy seems to indicate that the center was allowing the 

“periphery” a certain degree of autonomy in its decision-making. Unfortunately, the 

archival documents provided no reasons for this organization.
82

 

 
1) Regarding the district of Tashkent: 
a. Cells of kishlak and regional cells  from 1/VII to 15/VIII-1929 
b. Soviet cells and city cells   from 15/VII to 1/IX-1929 
c. Cells of production and city cells  from 15/VIII to 1/X-1929 
d. Cells of the VUZ    from 15/IX to 1/X-1929 
 
2) Regarding the district of Samarkand: 
a. Cells of kishlak and regional cells  from 23/VI to 1/VIII-1929 
b. Soviet cells and city cells   from 15/VII to 1/IX-1929 

                                                
80 No more information is provided about Zverev, but one can exclude Arseni Grigoryevich Zverev 
(1900-1969), who was a Soviet finance minister in the decades 1938-1948 and 1948-1960. 
81 The names are not reported. 
82 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 166, l. 11. 
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c. Cells of production and city cells  from 15/VIII to 15/IX-1929 
d. Cells of the VUZ    from 15/IX to 1/X-1929 
 
3) Regarding the district of Ferghana: 
a. Cells of kishlak and regional cells  from 1/VII to 15/VIII-1929 
b. Soviet cells and city cells   from 15/VII to 1/IX-1929 
c. Cells of production and city cells  from 15/VIII to 15/IX-1929 
 
4) Regarding the district of Andizhan: 
a. Cells of kishlak and regional cells  from 23/VI to 1/VIII-1929 
b. Soviet cells and city cells   from 15/VII to 1/IX-1929 
c. Cells of production and city cells  from 15/VIII to 15/IX-1929 
 
5) Regarding the district of Bukhara: 
a. Cells of kishlak and regional cells  from 1/VIII to 15/IX-1929 
b. Soviet cells and city cells   from 1/VIII to 15/IX-1929 
c. Cells of production and city cells  from 1/IX to 1/X-1929 

 
 

In the remaining districts, regions, and viloiat (regional division in Tajikistan), 

the chistki of the city cells and kishlak cells were permitted to follow individual time 

lines, but military cells had to be checked by the middle of August:
83

 

 
1.   District of Khodzhent  from 15/VII to 1/X-1929 
2. District of Zeravshan  from 10/VII to 1/IX-1929 
3. Kashka-Dar’ia   from 15/VII to 15/IX-1929 
4. Region of Kenimekh  from 20/VII to 5/VIII-1929 
5. Viloiat of Pendzhikent  from 1/VIII to 1/IX-1929 
6. Viloiat of Uratibi  from 1/VIII to 1/IX-1929 
7. District of Khorezm  from 20/VII to 1/IX-1929 
8. Surkhan-Dar’ia   from 20/VII to 1/IX-1929 
9. Tajikistan ASSR  from 1/VIII to 15/IX-1929 

 

The case of Tajikistan, which was created as an Autonomous republic within 

Uzbekistan in 1924 and became a Soviet republic between October and December 1929, 

is a unique case because it changed its national status at the exact time of the purges. 

This resulted in Tajikistan being treated in the general timetable as another Central 

Asian republic, and in the Uzbek timetable as the last of its districts. The timing is also 

different: in the general plan, the Tajik purges were supposed to last four months – like 

in the other republics – and in the Uzbek plan they were supposed to last only one-and-

a-half months. This may lead one to speculate that the center already considered 

                                                
83 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 166, l. 11. 
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Tajikistan as a de facto independent republic in the first half of 1929, while Uzbekistan 

was still considering it as part of its territory. 

 

 Following the directives of the November Plenum, Manzhara started to work on 

the instructions for proverki and chistki in the aul’, kishlak, production, and Soviet cells 

of Uzbekistan at the beginning of April 1929.84 The instructions were supposed to be 

disseminated among party cells and especially the cells of the Central Control 

Commission, which were in charge of the actual operations.  

Regarding kishlak and aul’ cells, Manzhara listed the elements to be checked in 

the cells, mostly focusing on economic, political, and social issues: first, were those 

cells realizing the land reform (zemreforma) and collectivization?; second, were they  

following the government’s economic guidelines and fulfilling other government 

requests?; third, were they organizing farm-workers and the poor around the party?; 

fourth, were they fighting for women’s emancipation and against religious traditions?85 

For this research, especially the latter is important, because the non-achievement of 

these demands became one of the categories that called for purging. 

With regards to the production cells, Manzhara called for better work discipline 

and an increase in activity and quality levels. In connection with these purely economic 

cells, no references to women or religion were made.86 With regards to the Soviet cells, 

Manzhara suggested checking the actual improvement of the Soviet apparatus and 

eliminating from it alien/foreign elements, such as those overly devoted to their careers 

(careerism) or to the bureaucracy (bureaucratism), as well as the stricter application of 

the korenizatsiia apparata (Manzhara again asked for more indigenous people in the 

Uzbek nomenklatura).87 This report showed that the party was seriously worried about 

aul and kishlak cells, where people were supposedly more conservative and traditional; 

the production and Soviet cells, on the other hand, were more likely composed of 

Russian nationals, who, it was reasoned, would follow the party line more closely. 

 In his report, Manzhara also gave instructions about the format of certain 

commissions that had to be established expressly in the Central Asian republics and 

whose compositions had to be determined by the Sredazbiuro and by the leaders of the 

TsKK VKP(b), meaning Manzhara himself.88 These commissions of three people (party 

troiki), which reported directly to the TsKK, were entrusted with the implementation of 
                                                
84 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 158, ll. 32-35 plus ob.. 
85 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 158, l. 35. 
86 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 158, ll. 35-35ob.. 
87 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 158, l. 35ob. 
88 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 158, l. 35ob. 
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the controls and purges and exempted from all other duties during that time. In their 

interactions, they were exhorted to be more understanding toward farm-laborers, the 

poor, and women (who – in the Soviet ideology – were valued as the mothers of future 

Soviet citizens), as well as to party candidates of long standing, but to scrutinize more 

closely those who were suspected as foreign elements.89  

Manzhara was very firm with regards to the attitudes of party members and 

candidates towards religious traditions and women: those who continued to attend 

mosques or to consider mullahs as an authority, who perpetuated “national habits” 

(natsional’nye obychai), such as payment of kalym, under-age marriages, polygamy, 

imposition of paranja and chachvan, and seclusion (zatvornichestvo), were not to be 

tolerated, but to be expelled from the party.90 In 1929, before the onset of the purges, it 

was noted that about 50% of the members and candidates in the Central Asian 

Communist Party had not “liberated” their women. This was considered a grave offense 

against the party itself, which, according to Manzhara, needed to become more strongly 

“bolshevized,” as he affirmed that same year. The party was desperately trying to solve 

the indigenous women’s issue, as shown by the efforts of the Zhenotdel: women were 

not given any party documents unless they had taken off paranja and chachvan.91  

 Finally, Manzhara insisted that the meetings, which had much in common with  

“show political trials,” needed to be open to the public, as advised by the TsKK and 

Iaroslavskii.92  

Close to the planned onset of the purges, the situation on the ground in Central 

Asia was quite dramatic from the establishment’s point of view: the machinery behind 

the purges were not working as expected and the cells and the activists involved in the 

process were not cooperating very well either. Manzhara’s account showed ongoing 

negligence and deficiencies in the implementation of the chistki and proverki, and also a 

failure to attract workers and new candidates into the party ranks during the process 

itself, which was not in keeping with Lenin’s theory on the growth of memberships.93 

At the time of the registrations and immediately afterwards, there was not much 

evidence of actual growth, but this changed in the long term. 

Issues concerning inactivity and passivity during the purging process were 

uncovered in the region of Khodzhent, in three districts of Andizhan region (Iangi-

Kurgan, Shur-Kurgan, and Kasan-Say), in the district of Sharabad (Surkhan-Dar’ian 
                                                
89 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 158, l. 32. 
90 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 158, l. 33. 
91 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 172, l. 8. 
92 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 158, l. 32. 
93 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 300. 
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region), in the district of Shavad (Khorezmian region), in the village of Lunacharskii 

(Tashkentian region), and in the Chardzhuyian district.94 Unfortunately, Manzhara did 

not offer details about these problems, but he supplied two general explanations: the 

laxity in most cells reflected a lack of attention to the purges,95 while the central organs’ 

directives were not being applied properly. The former critiques applied to the districts 

of Tonski, Kalinin, Alamedin, Chui, and Ketmen’-Tiubin in Kyrgyzstan, the district of 

Andizhan in Uzbekistan, and the district of Khodzhent in Tajikistan. In public 

presentations to local audiences by party committees of Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and 

Kyrgyzstan, these committees felt that the purges were not their responsibility as much 

as it involved the Central Control Committees, and this was the reason for their limited 

involvement.96  

However, the local party committees did organize general gatherings in the two 

main cities and in the workplace. There, they gave speeches to the population about 

proverki and chistki that were similar to those delivered at the cell meetings in 

preparation of the controls. The following table provides data on these talks as they 

were delivered in Central Asia in 1929, to illustrate the organizational work that the 

party committees undertook in the context of the purges: 
 
Table 1: Talks on purges delivered in Central Asia in 1929.97 
 
Title of the Talk Place of delivery Number of talks 

delivered  
Average of people 
attending the gathering 

Tashkent98 4 300-350 
Samarkand 3 200-250 
Stalinabad (now Dushanbe, 
Tajikistan) 

4 100-150 

Frunze (now Bishkek, 
Kyrgyzstan) 

4 100-150 

In the workplace 
G.Kh.K. 4 300 
Krasnovod. Industry 3 250 
Il’icha 2 150 

About the purges of 
party organizations 

Pervomaisk.stduio 3 200 
 

The talks were held publicly in the main cities, where people were more 

numerous and supposedly more politically literate. However, the number of people who 

                                                
94 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 300. 
95 No places are listed. See RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 298. 
96 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 298 
97 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 298. 
98 With regards to the Communist cells in the kishlaks of Tashkent during the 1929-1930 purges, the 
following data may prove interesting: out of 2,174 members and candidates in 89 cells, 423 (19%) were 
expelled and 271 received a reprimand. Of the 423, 108 were expelled for religious reasons, 69 for 
alcoholism, and 74 for anti-hujum behavior. See RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 109. The whole 
document covers ll. 107-119. 
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attended was no higher than those who came to the open meetings of the troiki during 

which party members and candidates were investigated and judged. It is remarkable that 

talks about purges were also delivered in the workplaces, such as the main industries 

and masterskie (studios), where many workers, party members, and candidates could be 

expected to attend. Obviously, the activists also held meetings within the party cells 

themselves to explain what was going on, but, as generally reported, it seems that this 

kind of activity was weak and poorly organized at the local level. The archival 

documents contain no information on the composition of the audience that attended the 

public gatherings, where the talks took place (theaters, squares, party buildings, schools, 

or just the headquarters), the time of delivery, and the speaker, nor about their content. 

What remains important is that public discussions of the purges were organized in an 

attempt to involve as many people as possible and to make members and candidates 

more aware of their responsibilities towards the party.  

Manzhara also provided interesting data on the composition of the proverkomy 

(control committees) of the Central Control Commission that were formed at the time of 

the purges.  
 
Table 2: Basic composition of the proverkomy.99   
 
                             Part A                                                        Part B 
Social 
composition 

Party Absolute 
number 

Date of entrance into the 
party (partstazh) 

Party N. of 
people 

Workers KP(b)Uz 318 Up to 1917 KP(b)Uz 7 
 KP(b)T 50  KP(b)T 9 
 KP(b)Tajik. 52  KP(b)Tajik. 9 
 Kyrgyzstan 45  Kyrgyzstan 4 
Total workers 
% 

465 
70.3% 

Total 
% 

29 
4.8% 

Peasants KP(b)Uz 19 From 1917 to 1920 KP(b)Uz 227 
 KP(b)T 5  KP(b)T 65 
 KP(b)Tajik. 16  KP(b)Tajik. 60 
 Kyrgyzstan 20  Kyrgyzstan 40 
Total peasants 
% 

60 
9.1% 

Total 
% 

392 
65.4% 

“white collars” KP(b)Uz 57 From 1921 to 1924 KP(b)Uz 105 
 KP(b)T 28  KP(b)T 9 
 KP(b)Tajik. 25  KP(b)Tajik. 30 
 Kyrgyzstan 26  Kyrgyzstan 35 
Total “white collars” 
% 

136 
20.6% 

Total 
% 

179 
29.8% 

TOTAL A 
% 

661 
100% 

TOTAL B 
% 

600 
100% 

 

Part A of table 2 shows the social composition of the proverkomy by republic 

(Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan), part B gives the time window 
                                                
99 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 297. The totals are calculated by the author. 
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in which the members joined the Communist Party. The numbers in parts A and B differ 

by 61 people (9.2% of the total),100 which might be because those 61 joined after 1924, 

or that they were only candidates of the proverkomy. The majority of people not 

counted in part B (55) were from the Uzbek Communist Party. Also, in the data about 

the proverkomy members affiliated with the Tajik Communist Party, there are 12 more 

people in part B than in part A: if it is not simply an error, it might have to do with 

Tajikistan gaining independent status at just that time.  

The information given in Table 2 invites several interesting considerations. First, 

almost all the members of the proverkomy entered the Communist Party before 1924 (if 

it is correct that only 9.2% of them joined the party after 1924, or were just candidates), 

which seems to indicate a preference for older, more loyal, and supposedly better 

politically educated individuals to take charge of chistki and proverki. Second, workers 

were by far the most numerous group (70.3%), followed by “white collars” (20.6%), 

and by peasants (9.1%). Considering that Central Asia was a mostly rural region with 

very few workers, why were so many of the appointed proverkomy members from that 

group? There are two possible explanations: either the Central Control Commission did 

not trust peasants with so much responsibility; or, since most members of the 

proverkomy had joined the party before the regionalization (1924), one may suppose 

that, during those years, most activists in Central Asia were workers from Russia rather 

than local peasants. Third, most members of the proverkomy (65.4%) entered the party 

in the time between the October revolution and the Civil War (1917-1920), with others 

joining at the end of the Civil War, during the NEP, or the regionalization of Central 

Asia (29.8%). The Central Control Commission was evidently looking for individuals 

who had made their decision to become party members before the regional division of 

the area and during a period that brought so many important developments. Again, these 

people were probably expected to be more loyal and better politically educated. Fourth, 

the fact that most members of the proverkomy’s were affiliated with the Uzbek 

Communist Party (59.6%) – the rest were almost equally divided among the other three 

                                                
100 The table shows the differences between parts A and part B in table 2 in the body of the thesis. 
 

Party Numbers of members  
from Part A 

Numbers of members  
from Part B 

Differences between  
A and B  

Uzbekistan 394 (59.6%) 339 (56.5%) +55 
Turkmenistan 83 (12.5%) 83 (13.8%) 0 
Tajikistan 93 (14.1%) 99 (16.5%) -6 
Kyrgyzstan 91 (13.8%) 79 (13.2%) +12 
Total 661 (100%) 600 (100%) 61 
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republics (averaging 14%) – indicates that the Uzbek Communist Party was the most 

numerous and powerful in the region. 

The work within party cells and the subsequent chistki and proverki that were 

carried out by the organs of the Central Control Commission had to be performed 

according to certain criteria. First, all material had to be collected and checked by the 

proverkomy and supervised by the cells’ officials. The second step was the organization 

of the open meetings of the cells under scrutiny, of the delivery of talks through which 

the people were informed about chistki and proverki without involving individual cells. 

There were two kinds of talks: the first gave general information about the purges, while 

the second was an assessment of the work done by the cell and by individual 

Communists. Some Communists were granted closed sessions in order to avoid 

publicity. Following a party gathering, the Control Commission and the party also 

requested a gathering be held for non-Communists, batraki, and those activists who 

worked among the poorest peasants (for instance, in the association Koshchi) to explain 

the control process. With this kind of gathering it was hoped to attract people who did 

not know much about the party or the purges.  

The objective of the cell meetings was to check all issue areas that had to do 

with ideology, from party discipline to self-criticism (samokritika) to “right 

deviationism,” to verify how the cells were reaching out to the poor peasants, which 

kind of work they were doing with the soviets, their role in the fight against “capitalistic 

elements” such as bais and alien/foreign elements, and most of all their 

accomplishments in the field of women’s emancipation. The ideology behind chistki 

and proverki was obviously the same as the dictates issued by the center, and people 

were mainly checked on the basis of their behaviors during the hujum, on whether they 

clung to their old habits and traditions, on their use of alcohol, on the degree of literacy 

(political and alphabetical), and on their behaviors within the party. 

 

 After the cells had been checked in open meetings, chistki and proverki 

continued on an individual basis: members and candidates were called in front of a 

commission of usually three people (troika) to be questioned and to provide personal 

biographies and other details of their political and daily lives. The meetings seemed to 

be “trials,” especially because they often took place in the open with an audience. The 

information to be gathered was almost standard following usual guidelines. People had 

to give their first and last names, patronymic, prove their party membership by showing 

their kandidatskaia kartochka (candidate’s card), length of party membership, age, 
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education, social origin, job at this time, service in the Red or White Armies, 

membership of parties other than the Communist, possible party reprimands, family 

status, attitude towards women’s emancipation and kalym issues, activism within the 

party, participation in kolkhozes and so on.101 After this extensive interrogation, the 

troika expressed itself on the cells and on the individual, who could be expelled, 

reprimanded, or punished and re-admitted into the party. In case of the latter, members 

and candidates could file an appeal addressed to the proverkomy, which then made the 

final decision.102 The appeals were supposed to be reviewed between the end of 1929 

and the beginning of 1930, explaining why the purges extended into 1930. All the files 

about members and candidates who had been submitted to controls were to be collected 

and sent to the local branches of the Central Control Commission, and subsequently 

transferred to the party archives in Moscow.  

The establishment was expecting the proverki and chistki to finally expose the 

problems in the Uzbek kishlak and aul,103 where it was thought that party members and 

candidates continued to support bais and religious leaders and perpetuated traditional 

attitudes towards women, and that some of them were even religious figures 

themselves. In fact, not only individuals, but even entire local party cells also in kishlak 

and aul were submitted to these controls. As seen in Manzhara’s report, these cells fell 

short of expectations: they did not follow party guidelines, their work was extremely 

inattentive, and their members and candidates were practically politically illiterate and 

often drunk.104 An Uzbek report dated 1928 listed by name those party members and 

candidates who held higher positions within the local party cells and still observed their 

religious customs.105 The names indicated that those people were indigenous and not 

Russian (namely, European or Europeanized), which made it necessary for the party to 

focus its attention on them.  

                                                
101 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 146, l. 43. 
102 The entire procedure can be seen in RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 146, ll. 42-44. 
103 “According to one source, up to half of the Uzbek Communists investigated by the proverka showed 
up for interviews without any documentation, saying that their party cards had either been lost or never 
been issued. Information gathering was hindered further by the many comrades who tried to hide 
evidence of their own (and their friends’, relatives’, and neighbors’) non-Soviet family lives” (Douglas T. 
Northrop, Veiled Empire. Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia, Ithaca and London, Cornell 
University Press, 2004, p. 234). 
104 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 204, ll. 31-35. 
105 Among them, Tair Farmanov, Khalbek Abdunazarov, mullah Babaiar Mirzakulov (he was the main 
secretary of the Uzbek party cell in the village of Sary-Chashie), Iuldashev Gapur, Dzhura Iuldashev, 
Bazar Sultanov, Mirza Kasym Akhmedov, Irgash Arslanov, Atabai Mukhamedov, and Dusmatov 
Ul’dzhabai. The archival documents do not report what happened to them, but most likely they were 
expelled from the party during the controls and purges of 1929-1930, if the accusations were confirmed. 
In fact, at this time, the state was also gathering proof that the purges were necessary to cleanse the party 
and rebuild it on a new basis.  See RGASPI, f. 62, op. 2, d. 1593, l. 13. 
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Other report offered interesting materials about the reasons for the expulsions 

and reprimands of party members and candidates. Quite a number proved that many 

proverki and chistki did not take place within the period prescribed in the XVI Party 

Conference’s general timetable, confirming that in Central Asia the purges followed 

their own schedule.  

In a note on the margins of a report dated 29 May 1929 on the purges in the 

region of Surkhan-Dar’ia,106 the two reasons for expulsion of “alien/foreign elements” 

and “conservative attitudes towards women and polygamy” were subsumed into the 

larger group of crimes based on custom (bytovoye prestupleniia), something which 

radically altered the purges (and the way that scholars understand them) in the sense that 

the foreign elements and those elements stained with crimes based on custom were the 

two categories for which most people were expelled from the party during the 1929-

1930 purges.   

The same report showed that a total of 243107 people were expelled from the 

party: 71 (29.2%) for being foreign elements, 59 (24.3%) for links to foreign elements, 

48 (19.7%) for crimes linked to drug trafficking, hooliganism, and other non-ethical 

behaviors, 31 (12.8%) for being against women’s emancipation and for polygamy, 18 

(7.4%) for bureaucratism, embezzlement, protectionism, and intrigues, 10 (4.1%) for 

poor discipline, and 6 (2.5%) for alcoholism. As mentioned above, a marginal note in 

the report concluded that 130 (53.5%) of those people being foreign elements or having 

links to foreigners were considered an obstacle to women’s emancipation and as 

supporters of polygamy and followers of their religion,108 which meant that the 

percentage of people found guilty of crimes based on custom in the region of Surkhan-

Dar’ia was as high as 66.3%.109 Based on this marginal note, one would expect that all 

commissions in charge of the purges linked bytovye prestupleniia with crimes 

connected to foreign elements, even though this was not expressly stated.  

Not all of the reports compiled during the purges provided reasons for the 

expulsions and reprimands. One such report dated 20 August 1929 and sent to the 

Presidium of the TsKK KP(b)Uz and to Manzhara as deputy of the TsKK VKP(b) in 

                                                
106 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 167, l. 11. 
107 Of the 243, 32 people were from the city organization of Patta-Kissar, 12 from the district organization 
of Patta-Kissar, 6 from the district organization of Sarry-Assi, 10 from the district organization of Dzhar-
Kurgan, 24 from the district organization of Diiau (the name is unclear), 67 from the district organization 
of Shirabad, and 92 from the district organization of Baisun. The total number of persons checked is, 
unfortunately, not disclosed. From the following report on the Andizhan district, it appears that roughly 
20% of the party’s members and candidates were expelled, which would be about 243 people. 
108 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 167, l. 11. 
109 This is the sum of 29.2, 24.3, and 12.8. 
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Central Asia concerning the 17th kishlak’s commission in the district of Andizhan 

(Ferghana Valley) showed that only an average of 20% of the Communists were 

expelled from the party, while roughly 9% were subjected to sanctions:110 

 
Table 3. The results of the 17th kishlak’s commission in the district of Andizhan. 
 
REGION Total no. of 

Communists 
Expelled % Subjected to 

sanctions 
and removal 
from work  

% General %  
of those 
expelled 
and 
subjected to  
sanctions 
 

No. of 
people  
who passed  
the 
verification 
for various 
reasons  

Kassan-Sai           
6 cells 

102 8 8.0 8 8.0 16 5 

Iangi-Kurgan    
9 cells 

218 64 30.2 7 3.5 33.7 6 

Kurgan-Tepe        
8 cells 

184 37 21.5 27 15.5 37.0 12 

Balychki       
7 cells 

140 17 12.9 10 7.7 20.6 6 

Narynskii         
10 cells 

154 13 9.5 11 8 17.5 17 

Dzhalial’-
Kud.        
9 cells 

200 43 24.3 24 13 37.3 23 

Aimskii            
1 cell 

45 14 33.6 4 10 43.6 3 

TOTAL       
50 cells 

1,043 196 20.2 91 9.3 29.5 72 

 

Table 3 shows that the number of members listed as “Communists” per cell was 

extremely variable, for although average membership is 20, some cells had close to 50 

members (see Aimskii). The highest percentage of expulsions in the Andizhan area 

occurred in Aimskii, with 14 (33.6%) out of 45 Communists, immediately followed by 

the cell in Iangi-Kurgan. Unfortunately, the data for this and similar cases provided no 

details about the cell members’ social background or biographies. Such information was 

only gathered from the reports compiled by the troiki during the questioning procedures, 

which would allow us to gain a deeper understanding of the process.  

Other reports offered an overview of the number and social conditions of the 

people who came to the open meetings where the cases were discussed in front of the 

troiki. The minimal information on the attendees is sufficient to suggest among which 

nationalities the chistki and proverki generated the most interest. A third of the 
                                                
110 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 168, ll. 122, 122ob, 123. 
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attendees were people without party affiliation, while two-thirds were members and 

candidates of the party and Komsomol. In the Soviet mind set, the show trials were 

meant as a warning for the latter and as a model of integrity that should entice the 

unaffiliated population into applying for a party membership card.  

Still other reports also indicated conflicts between the time schedules and the 

actual procedures. One report dated 31 July 1929, on the checks of the party 

administrators of the district organization in the city of Urgench (Khorezmian region) 

and signed by the president of the control committee, Dimitrii Matanovich,
111

 showed 

that the verification of the members and candidates of the administrative organs of the 

district organization of Urgench and Khiva began on July 6 and ended on July 21, while 

the locally established timeline for the district of Khorezm ran from July 20 to 

September 1, 1929, meaning that the actual purges had already ended when they were 

supposed to start. The report showed further that, within a short two weeks, ten 

gatherings were organized with a total attendance of 2,856 people (an average of 285 

people per meeting).
112

 Of those, 667 (23.4%) were party members, 437 (15.3%) were 

candidates, 704 (24.6%) were Komsomol members, and 1,048 (36.7%) were people 

without party affiliation: obviously, people with closer party affiliations were in the 

majority (63.3% versus 36.7%) since they were more involved in the whole process.  

The information about the attendees’ social background
113

 was given in order of 

their importance for the party: first came the workers, who were considered vital for the 

success of the revolution, and then the peasants, who in 1929 were already seen as 

problematic elements within society following the collectivization campaign, whereas 

students were in a category of their own. The strongest category was that of the “white 

collars,” who were probably the most educated among the participants. Considering that 

Central Asia was mainly a rural region, the fact that only a small number of peasants 

showed up at the meetings was an indication of those peoples’ scant interest in the 

purges, an attitude that certainly was not helped by the limited representation of this 

class in the proverkomy.  

Most of the spectators were Uzbek nationals and many of them were simply 

curious about the interesting spectacles taking place in their front yard: they comprised 

as many as 1,627 (57%) of the 2,856 attendees, while only 899 (31.5%) were Russians, 

and 330 (11.5%) were defined as “others” without further details. The attendance of so 
                                                
111 The other two members of the troika were Ibragimov and Azapskii. 
112 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 165, ll. 50-51. 
113 Regarding the social conditions of the attendees, 361 (12.6%) were workers, 157 (5.5%) day laborers, 
1,945 (68.1%) “white collars,” 71 (2.5%) peasants, and 322 (11.3%) students. See RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, 
d. 165, ll. 50-51. 
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many Uzbeks met very well with the party’s intentions, which were to attract the 

attention of more indigenous people. With so many “white collars” attending the 

meetings, it can be concluded that interest was highest among the better educated within 

the indigenous population. Unfortunately, the report did not differentiate between men 

and women, neither among the spectators nor among those who were actually the object 

of the purges.   

 

3.3 Proverki of Women and Men’s Proverki Linked to Women’s 
Issues 
 
 

Most women in the party’s rank-and-file or in leadership positions, such as Ida 

Issakovna Finkel’shtein, Iuldasheva, Zuiliakha Abdullaeva, Mariia Fedorovna 

Muratova, Faizykhan Sarimsakova, and Khurbibi Khazyrova (the latter was expelled for 

not disclosing her social origin as the daughter of a trader
114

), were among the first to be 

controlled in the summer of 1929, but only a few of them were subjected to sanctions or 

expelled. The dossiers of these women provided useful information about the 

procedures and the questioning, beyond their personal life stories. The language used is 

usually terse and uniform, but some biographies were presented in great detail, 

especially when the woman being questioned held a post of responsibility or when her 

personal circumstances were special: the more complicated a person’s life was, the 

more sessions were deemed necessary. Sometimes, the names of the three troika 

members and even of the attendees were given. 

  This section first presents some examples of women’s controls to show how 

they were applied in Central Asia during the 1920s, before focusing on the procedures 

regarding men found guilty of anti-emancipation attitudes or crimes based on custom. 

Obviously, the data are not exhaustive, but they pave the way to the following section 

dealing with the results of the purges. 

A report of the Control Commission of the region of Tashkent dated 16 July 

1929, showed that 425 people attended a meeting under a troika composed of president 

Konobaev and members Iunusbekov, and Kul’kov.115 Among the cases under scrutiny, 

                                                
114 District of Khodzhent. In deciding to expel her from the party, a series of controls were conducted and 
members of her larger family were called as witnesses. See RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 161, l. 108. 
115 The secretary of the meeting was Strel’tsova. 
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one was that of Ida Issakovna Finkel’shtein,116 who emerged from the questioning as 

“cleansed” and not in need of punishment.  

Her file followed the standard pattern: first came the names of the person 

scrutinized and then the number of the membership card and the person’s seniority in 

the party, which immediately identified him/her as either a member or a candidate. 

These data were followed by the age and the ethnic and social origins. The level of 

education could be elementary or, sometimes, higher, but it could also be qualified as 

semi-literate or even complete illiteracy. People were judged according to their role in 

the party at the moment of the control, so that earlier positions were not taken into 

consideration or even mentioned. There were also questions about a possible prior 

membership in other parties. The interest extended to links with other party-related 

organizations, such as the trade unions or the Komsomol. Finally, the person being 

questioned had to disclose whether he/she had undergone political punishment or been 

on trial before. The report of Ida Issakovna Finkel’shtein can be taken as a model for 

other women’s (or men’s) reports: 
 

Heard [slushali]: FINKEL’SHTEIN Ida Issakovna; membership card n. 0823725; has been a 
member of the party since 1917; was born in 1880; Jewish from a merchant family; elementary 
education; at the moment of verification [1929], she works in the Istpart of the Sredazbiuro TsK 
VKP(b); she was not member of other parties; has been in the trade-union since 1919. She 
worked diligently in the Turkestani party organizations. She has received no party sanctions. 
She has never been on trial.  
Deliberated [postanovili]: she should be considered checked.117 

 

Finkel’sthein’s profile evidenced a strong devotion to the party, despite her 

social origin as a daughter of a Jewish merchant. Thanks to her membership card dating 

back to 1917 and a record of hard work within the party, she was considered loyal and 

deserving of continued membership in the party rank-and-file. 

 

Regarding the size of the audience at the different meetings, this differed widely 

and was not always indicated, as in the above hearing. Thus, in a meeting of the Control 

Commission of the region of Tashkent on 30 June 1929, three troika members named 

Konobaev, Iunusbekov, and Kul’kov, presided over an open hearing which was 

attended by 165 (80.5%) party members and 40 (19.5%) people without party 

                                                
116 For the biography of Ida Issakovna Finkel’shtein, who was also head of the Zhenotdel in Central Asia, 
see part three of this thesis. 
117 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 159, l. 86. 
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affiliation.
118

 Among the cases processed was that of a woman worker called 

Iuldasheva, an ethnic Uzbek and Uzbek-speaker. The information about her was limited, 

but she was a case in point for the presence of indigenous women not only in the local 

Communist Party, but also in positions of advanced responsibility. To Soviet eyes, the 

fact that she belonged to the TsK of the KP(b)Uz showed her to be a good activist, 

much to the liking of the party.
119

 

Another report by the same Control Commission committee dated 5 July 1929, 

said that at that hearing only 125 members and candidates in all were present (there was 

no mention of people without party affiliation). Among the cases heard, those of Maria 

Fedorovna Muratova,
120

 who later became a troika member herself, and of Zuiliakha 

Abdullaeva are interesting for their differences, and also for a peculiarity in the latter’s 

case. Muratova from the Ukraine recalled the old days of working together with Ida 

Issakovna Finkel’shtein, thus looking back on long years as a party insider,
121

 while 

Abdullaeva was an Uzbek worker who had joined the party only a year before the 

purges. The proverkom’s deliberations in her case revealed an interesting twist in the 

treatment of women that actually involved her managers, who did not inform her about 

the hearing in which her case would be discussed. In fact, not being present at the 

moment of the discussion would automatically have resulted in a reprimand that would 

have gone to the press. However, since in this case Abdullaeva was not informed, it was 

decided that there should be no reprimand. Instead, her managers were denounced for 

their “lack of respect toward the woman,” a behavior that, at least officially, was not to 

be tolerated among party activists.
122

 One can imagine that such behavior was not 

                                                
118 The president was a fourth person, Kanabeek, while the secretary was Sagaidakh. This was not very 
common; usually one of the three troika members presided. 
119 Heard: Comrade IULDASHEVA – born in 1903, Uzbek nationality, Uzbek native speaker, social 
origin: laborer, she is a worker, elementary education, in the party since 1927, party membership n. 
0838617, she has received no party sanctions, member of the TsK of the KP(b)Uz, she works in the 
tobacco factory “Urmak”, she is a member of the OK. Deliberated: she should be considered checked” 
(RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 159, l. 77). 
120 See Muratova’s biography in part three of the thesis. 
121 “Heard: MURATOVA MARIA FEDOROVNA, member of the VKP(b) since 1919; party membership 
n. 0877867; born in 1900; social origin peasant; social status: “white collar;” elementary education; at the 
moment [1929], she works as director of the Zhenotdel of the Sredazbiuro of the TsK of the VKP(b); she  
served neither in the Red Army nor in the White Army; she was never a member of other parties; she has 
performed political and social tasks with great diligence; she has drafted reports. Deliberated: Comrade 
Muratova should be considered checked” (RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 159, l. 34). 
122 “Heard: Comrade ABDULLAEVA Zuiliakha – born in 1898, Uzbek nationality, social status: worker. 
She has two children. Semi-literate. She joined the party in 1928, party membership [no number]. She has 
received no party sanctions. At the moment, she works in the cafeteria of the TsRK among the cleaning 
staff. During the control, notices went to the secretary of the Raikom. Deliberated: she should be 
considered checked. The secretary of the regional committee [Okruzhkom] must pay attention to the 
district committee’s [Raikom] and the bureau cell’s [Biuro iacheek] disrespectful behavior toward female 
party members. Not all appeals regarding Comrade Abdullaeva were resolved. The Raikom secretary is 
expected not to publish the notice of reprimand in the press because he did not inform Comrade 
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uncommon. 

Other reports provided information such as the composition of the audience, the 

timing of the meeting, which could last for two to three hours, and its location. In fact, a 

report dated 8 July 1929 about a meeting managed by a troika of the Central Control 

Commission of the KP(b)Uz, said that 535 people were present in the audience, 335 

(62.6%) of whom were members and candidates, while 75 (14%) were members of the 

KSI (Krasnyi Sportivnyi Internatsional), and 125 (23.4%) had no party affiliation. 

These numbers were in keeping with the general average for open meetings at which 

roughly 36% of attendees were non-affiliated. The president of the troika was a certain 

Tiuriabekov with the other two members being Sychevskii and the above-mentioned 

Muratova, while the clerks were Semenov and Vilenskii. The meeting lasted for almost 

three hours, from 6:50 pm and to 11:00 pm, and the location was the klub in the oil 

factory n. 6. In this meeting, the case of Faizykhan Sarimsakova was one of those 

discussed. After having been a member of the trade union since 1923, Faizykhan 

became a party member only in 1927, which was at the time of the hujum. Even though 

she was quite new, she was important to the party for her unique background: she was a 

female Uzbek worker (dzhenshchitsa) and came from a lower social class (her father 

had been a farm laborer). The last and most important information provided in her file 

was that Sarimsakova had taken off the paranja and chachvan at the dawn of the hujum. 

This action probably determined her future within the party because her story could be 

exploited in the context of a show trial to illustrate the benefits of such a “heroic” 

decision. In the Soviet mindset, Faizykhan’s life was an excellent and all-inclusive 

model of modernization and sovietization as an indigenous proletarian woman who had 

emancipated herself and become sovietized by discarding the paranja and chachvan 

during the hujum. 

 
Heard: SARIMSAKOVA Faizykhan, party membership n. 05399, party member since 1927, 
born in 1899, social origin farm laborer, half-literate, Uzbek nationality, she is a worker, she did 
not serve in the Red Army or in the White Army. Until 1917, she was part of her mother’s 
family. She was not a member of other parties. She has been a trade-union member since 1923. 
She specialized as dzhenshchitsa. She has no links to the factory. Her assignments: member of 
the city committee and of the insurance cash department. She never was sanctioned by the party, 
she was never brought to trial. She took off the paranja in 1926. 
Deliberated: Comrade Sarimsakova should be considered checked.123 
  

                                                                                                                                          
Abdullaeva about the day of the control and for this reason she did not attend the control meeting” 
(RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 159, l. 72). 
123 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 159, ll. 10-10ob. 
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 As in the case of Faizykhan Sarimsakova, the party was interested in details 

about possible private unveilings and, also, the participation of local women in the mass 

unveilings during the hujum and in the emancipation process. There were other dossiers 

in the archives about the interrogations of party activists such as Oisha Nazarova124 and 

Khurbibi Nazirova,125 two Uzbek women from the district of Khodzhent. Fortunately, 

Nazarova’s file contained the questionnaire she had to fill out. The very first question 

asked referred to her emancipation, an indication that in the case of indigenous women 

this issue was more important for the party than in their dealings with women such as 

Finkel’shtein or Muratova, who had come to Central Asia from European Russia or the 

Ukraine to work for the party. Interestingly, Nazarova was asked whether she was 

“simply emancipated” or whether she was also active among local women to further 

their emancipation. Nazarova answered that she was emancipated, that she tried to 

convince her relatives to also become emancipated, and that she was doing 

“emancipatory work,” without explaining what that entailed.  

Among the women who were checked, one who was expelled from the party 

was Khurbibi Nazirova. Her file began with her life story recounted in the first person. 

She explained that she had never met her father, although she knew who her father was. 

After that she was asked about her relations with men and why she was separated from 

her husband (“I worked and he spent his time drinking with other workers”). To verify 

what she had said about her father, a relative was called, who confirmed that Khurbibi 

did not know her father, but the relative seemed to know that he was a successful 

storekeeper in Kanibadam, their hometown. By passing on this information to the 

troika, this relative of Nazirova’s, who was simply a student caught in a process beyond 

her own understanding, had become an informer partially responsible for Khurbibi’s 

expulsion from the party. Further study of the file revealed, though, that the troika 

arrived at this decision not only because of Khurbibi’s social provenance, but also 

because she displayed a “lack of activity within the party itself and failure to encourage 

other women to strive for emancipation,” which was considered grave. Whether these 

were valid reasons or simply pretexts is unknown, but the outcome for Nazirova did not 

change, even though she tried to refute the accusations. The troika narrowed its focus 

on her father’s social status, and the fact that Nazirova had never known him did not 

matter. After some further investigations about that man, the Control Commission 

decided to expel Khurbibi Nazirova from the party without possibility of appeal. 

                                                
124 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 161, ll. 61-62, 54-55. 
125 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 161, ll. 3-4, 9-10. 
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Obviously, these files are only a sample of all the records compiled in the course 

of the 1929-1930 purges of Russian women who had settled in Central Asia or 

indigenous women, but they help illuminate this side of the overall process before 

exploring the controls that sought to discover the attitudes of men towards the 

emancipation campaign. 

 

The number of women who were expelled from the party was certainly much 

smaller than that of the men who were expelled or reprimanded for bytovye 

prestupleniia, crimes that were incompatible with membership in the party. The troiki in 

charge of the purges took aim at the conditions of the party members’ wives, 

specifically if they were still wearing the veil, but also if they unveiled during, or 

following the hujum. A wife who was considered as “emancipated” by the Soviets was 

declared in her husband’s dossier as “zhena raskreposhchena” (emancipated wife), 

which was the case in the files of members such as Nurmukhamed Kasymov or Khiknat 

Kasymov.126 A man whose wife had unveiled was regarded by the establishment as a 

“good Communist,” whose household had achieved a certain degree of sovietization. 

Since the party wanted to monitor their activists’ attitude toward family members, 

especially women, who were often kept within the walls of the house, their best 

recourse was to probe into material things such as veils or a woman’s ability to read and 

write. 

To gain as full an insight into the households as possible in spite of this 

handicap, all the party members and candidates’ relatives were checked at the same 

time.  The case of Dalil Zul’fibaev,127 who had his party membership card since 1920, 

helps us to understand the process and see what the troiki were interested in. Dalil was a 

Kyrgyz who had married an Uzbek woman in 1921. Following party directives, his first 

obligation as a “good party member” was to get his wife to take off the paranja, which 

actually happened as early as 1924, before the hujum was planned and launched. His 

second task was to ensure that his wife attained literacy, and, in fact, at the time of the 

control in 1929, she was already able to read well, but the party’s standards demanded 

that the investigation proceed further. Dalil’s file contained even more details about 

Dalil’s wife, who was not a member of any party organization and was not working, but 

sometimes attended party meetings. In fact, in this ambit, the party asked their members 

                                                
126 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 159, l. 46ob. 
127 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 164, ll. 13, 14. The resolution was signed by Chernyshev, secretary of the 
party board of the OKK of Kyrgyz VKP(b). 



 312 

to recruit their household members, thus fulfilling party expectations in terms of 

political activity and also women’s emancipation. 

As mentioned previously, the Soviets were interested in the entire household and 

not only in the activist’s closest family members. The circumstances of these other 

people were also examined because members and candidates were expected to extend 

their political activities not only to their wives, daughters, mothers, and sisters, but even 

further. In fact, Dalil’s dossier revealed that his wife had two sisters, age fourteen and 

nine, who were still students. The older sister was a member of the Komsomol, which 

elevated the entire family’s level of party loyalty. Fortunately for Dalil, investigation of 

his wife’s family did not find anything that was objectionable to the Soviets. Even 

though the overall picture of Dalil Zul’fibaev appears positive, the troiki claimed that he 

did not have the proper Communist attitude toward his wife’s education because she 

was not yet able to write and also, on the political side, she was poorly informed about 

Communism; moreover, by failing to become a party activist Dalil’s wife’s 

emancipation fell short of party expectations. This meant that Dalil was to be controlled 

again a year later to check on the progress of his wife’s literacy and involvement in 

social and political activities. There was no further information about the case, but it is 

indicative of the stringency that was sometimes involved in evaluating whether 

someone was a “good Communist.” 

 As Dalil’s story showed, women’s lack of education could lead to expulsions 

from the party, reprimands, or new controls over their men. Here, it is worth recalling 

the case of Iakub Gapar,128 cited in the third part of the thesis. A party member since 

1924, he was expelled from the party not only for his lack of involvement in party 

activities and for not paying party fees, but also for impeding his wife’s emancipation 

not giving her the possibility of studying. When the troiki demanded to know why he 

had prevented his wife from studying, Iakub simply returned his party membership 

card, refusing to answer the question. To many men’s eyes, an educated woman would 

be beyond their control and this was unacceptable in a traditional environment like that 

of Central Asia. Gapar’s story is an exemplar of the general feeling toward women’s 

emancipation and the struggle between the “old” and the “new,” or the “bad” and the 

“good,” as per Soviet rhetoric, with the former personifying the Muslim world and the 

latter the “modern” Soviet one. Ideology obviously played a big role in determining 

what was acceptable and what was not, especially during the purges, when those 

                                                
128 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 164, l. 120. 
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categories became more visible than in any other moment of party-state governance in 

Central Asia. 

Not only did the education of female relatives played such an important role in 

determining the gravity of a man’s situation, but also so-called anti-emancipation 

activity was a fast road to expulsion.129 Thus, party members such as Ismain Shakirov, 

Obdulladzhan Mamaiusupov, and Usman Makhkamov, were expelled as soon as it was 

proven that they had not realized party instructions regarding women’s emancipation.130 

Often, the reasons for expulsion were multiple, such as in the cases of the above 

mentioned activists Shakirov and Mamaiusupov, who were also found guilty of 

perpetuating religious traditions, with the latter even being accused of religious 

fanaticism. 

For instance, the case of Umurza Khasanov was another with multiple offenses, 

and where non-participation in the emancipation campaign played a determinant role in 

an activist’s fate. Following an appeal, the troika’s decision to expel Umurza stood 

firm, with the principal reasons given being passive behavior, political illiteracy, and 

“loyalty” to the old life style (the so-called bytovye prestupleniia).131 The latter also 

covered his offense against women’s emancipation: Khasanov had forbidden his wife 

from taking off the paranja and, generally, ignored party instructions in that area, even 

if it was not clear what Umurza did or did not do.132   

 

Through the Central Control Commission, the party-state was able to enforce the 

strict criteria according to which it wanted members and candidates judged, and did not 

even relent when confronted by special troiki during the appeals’ phase between the end 

of 1929 and the first months of 1930. In fact, on 28 December 1929, an appeals’ troika 

comprised of Manzhara, Makeev, and Antonov confirmed the expulsions of 

Sultankhodzha Kasymkhodzhaev,133 for anti-women’s emancipation behavior, of 

                                                
129 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 168, ll. 30-34. 
130 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 168, l. 49. 
131 From the report of 25/VII-1928. RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 177, l. 107. 
132 A very similar case of expulsion was that of the activist Imindzhan Makhomadiev. See RGASPI, f. 
121, op. 2, d. 177, l. 112.  
133 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 195, ll. 19ob-20. For the detailed story of the case from the report n. 31 of 
28/II-1929, see RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 195, ll. 19ob-20. Sultankhodza Kasymokhodzhaev was born in 
Tashkent in 1874 to a family of poor artisans. He completed his primary education but did not advance 
very far with his secondary education because he had to earn money to feed the family. After 1905, while 
working on the construction of the administrative building of the train station in Tashkent, he and his 
brother Akbarkhodzha were introduced to Marxist doctrine by exiled Russian laborers. Due to his 
involvement in the events of 1905-1907, he was obliged to flee. While living in Bukhara for the following 
three years, he finished secondary school  (madrasa). In 1908, he returned to his native city and taught in 
a Russian-Uzbek school. In the spring of 1917, both brothers helped create the first professional workers 
trade union. Both brothers were in the leadership of the trade union of workers-builders in the Old city of 
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Abdulla Akhmedov 134 for having two wives, and of Mukhamed Atashev135 for failing 

to follow party instructions and continuing to have two wives. Atashev’s explanation 

was that he divorced his first wife because she was too religious, but allowed her to live 

in a separate apartment in his house. When he was found to have continued his 

relationship with her after taking a new wife, he was duly charged with polygamy.  

Two days later, the same troika confirmed the party expulsions of Abdugani 

Nabiev136 for anti-emancipation activity, and of Akil’ Khamidov137 for polygamy. On 8 

February 1930, the same group confirmed the expulsion of activist Khabidulla 

Nigmagullaev,138 who was accused of not carrying out party instructions regarding 

women’s emancipation. On 26 March 1930, the expulsions of Seradzh Geoklenov139 for 

polygamy (he had six wives) and Fatykh Sutgutdinovich Salavatov 140 for beating his 

wife on the international woman’s day were confirmed. There were more confirmations 

of expulsions of party members for having paid the kalym, a further crime based on 

custom.141  

 

A report142 of the Presidium of the TsKK of the KP(b)Uz dated 28 February 

1930, listed the crimes based on custom that were committed prior to the general 

purges, claiming that many of the Presidium’s resolutions were based on whether party 

and government instructions regarding the economic and socio-cultural aspects of 

women’s emancipation were being followed.143 With regards to the custom of kalym, 

                                                                                                                                          
Tashkent. In the Fall of 1917, during the preparation of the October revolution, the brothers, together with 
companions such as Nizametdin Khodzhaev, Achil Babadzhanov and others, began organizing the 
workers in the Old City of Tashkent, where their efforts resulted in the creation of an armed druzhina.  
Sultankhodzha joined the ranks of the Communist Party in January 1919. He also was part of the 
temporary central committee of the KPT. In 1920, he worked at the VIII Congress of all-Russian Soviets. 
After his return from Moscow, he was appointed vice-president of the TsIK of the Turkestan ASSR, and 
in 1922, he became People’s Commissar for the national affairs of the Turkestan republic. Both he and his 
brother attended the VIII and IX Congresses as delegates of the soviets of the Turkestan republic and they 
both worked in the regionalization effort and the water-land reform. Sultankhodzha was also a delegate at 
the Congresses III to VI of the Communist Party of Uzbekistan. At the XII Congress of the RKP(b) he 
was in the Presidium. In February 1925, at the first Congress of the soviets of Uzbek SSR, he was 
appointed vice of the first president of Uzbekistan, Iuladsh Akhunbabaev. In December 1928, he was 
charged with rightist leanings and expelled from the party. In 1932, the party took him back, but it was 
not until 1937 that his health allowed him to return to work for the government again. He died in 1961. 
(Source: Revoliutsiei prizvannye, pp. 272-276). 
134 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 195, l. 21ob. 
135 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 195, l. 23. 
136 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 195, l. 29. 
137 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 195, l. 30. 
138 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 195, l. 40. 
139 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 195, l. 88. 
140 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 195, ll. 116-117. 
141 Cases in RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 195, ll. 137-157. 
142 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 197, ll. 136-146. 
143 It is in this way in the archival document. Translation from Russian. 
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the report cited 428 incidents discovered between 1928 and 1929, but in the end only 78 

people were punished for having paid money for their brides, and the fate of the other 

350 perpetrators was not reported. During the same time period, 156 persons were 

found guilty of arranging underage marriages, but again, only 88 of those were 

punished.144 The report did not clarify the punishment meted out, but it was likely 

expulsion from the party at the least, if not prosecution before a People’s Court. 

The archival documents did not disclose the role played by judicial organs, 

people’s courts,145 and even the secret police146 during the purges, even though they 

must have been active at least where crimes based on custom were concerned. As one 

sees in posters 11 and 12 in the second part of the thesis, the latter were subject to 

prosecution under Soviet civil law. The Soviet party state expected the People’s Courts 

and other judicial organs to closely follow the Center’s directives, but the archival 

documents – which contained very few references to the role of these organs during the 

general purges at the end of the 1920s – suggested that those judicial bodies were 

inefficient and failed to respect the state’s guidelines. This gave the authorities cause to 

purge those organs as well, and they proceeded along the same lines as with the party 

cells in Central Asia, as shown by the rhetoric in Manzhara’s report and in the following 

document:  

 
… The judicial organs that discovered the crimes, and the courts that convened do not work in a 
satisfactory way, neither in the quantity nor quality of their output. In some courts, the 
employees are not able to follow the party line in their work due to practical reasons. In the 
district and regional preliminary courts, the murder of a woman in connection with the 
emancipation process, has been qualified as an act of jealousy and as such treated as a simple 
common crime; this has led to court employees being accused of right deviationism and has 
resulted in a substantial “block” of the preliminary judicial apparatus also being accused of 
corruption, contacts with foreign elements, etc. In the course of 1928 and the first part of 1929, 
60 court employees were summoned to answer for criminal responsibility, and so, obviously, 
the organs of the Central Committee of the RKI will be charged to conduct a purge of the 
preliminary judicial apparatus in the form of investigating those organs’ work especially in what 

                                                
144 RGASPI, F. 121, O. 2, D. 197, L. 144 [1930]. 
145 In the 1920s, when the Soviets introduced People’s Courts based on Soviet law in Uzbekistan, the 
courts judging crimes based on the sharia (the Koran-based law) – were still in operation. 
146 Tables 18-24 in the appendix give statistics of repressions by the organs of VChK-OGPU in Central 
Asia between 1924 and 1930. See Oleg B. Mozokhin, “Statistika repressivnoi deiatel’nosti organov VChK-
OGPU (1921-1934gg.),” Voenno-Istoricheskii Arkhiv, 7/55 (2004), pp. 128, 130, 134, 136; “Statistika 
repressivnoi deiatel’nosti organov VChK-OGPU (1921-1934gg.),” Voenno-Istoricheskii Arkhiv, 8/56 
(2004), pp. 155, 156; “Statistika repressivnoi deiatel’nosti organov VChK-OGPU (1921-1934gg.),” 
Voenno-Istoricheskii Arkhiv, 9/57 (2004), pp. 153, 154. Currently, Mazokhin is an employee of the FSB 
(former KGB) who had access to the files related to the repressions and published them. Unfortunately, 
Mozokhin did not provide his sources, so rather than discuss this information the thesis includes them 
merely to demonstrate that already in the 1920s the VChK-OPGU was taking repressive measures in 
Central Asia. Unfortunately, there are no data on the reasons for the repressions and how they were carried 
out. Once scholars are allowed to enter Russian presidential archives and FSB archives, there is likely a 
wealth of information to be gleaned concerning the repressions in Central Asia and in general.  
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pertains to the realization of party and government instructions for the actual emancipation of 
women.147 

 

Of special interest is the Soviet perspective on the murders of women, which 

linked this crime to the emancipation campaign and especially the hujum, as mentioned 

before. The fact that district and regional preliminary courts often regarded those crimes 

as being caused by jealousy rather than as political offenses led the officials of those 

bodies to be considered as right deviationists by the establishment, and as enemies of 

Communism they wer to be prosecuted under the law. This – as well as other cases dealt 

with in the third part of the thesis that show some murders to have occurred in 

connection with divorces – shows that, in Central Asia, this type of crime was 

committed for various reasons and that it was also interpreted in different ways. The 

differentiation is obviously difficult, but it may not be too far-fetched to assume that in 

many cases the lack of clarity was used as a pretext by the Soviet party for accusing 

their activists of a political crime and thus be able to rid itself of so-called vrag naroda  

(enemies of the people).  

 

The findings of the 1929-1930 general purges in Central Asia definitely 

provided insight as to the ideology behind the purges and the type of “Homo Sovieticus 

speaking Bolshevik” that Moscow was looking for in the region. However, the short-

term effect of the Soviet hard-line policies on the progress of the sovietization of 

Central Asian society is difficult to establish. Still, at least the authorities’ motives and 

the means used to reach their goals have become evident, and they are the objects of the 

next section analyzing the final results of the purges. 

 

3.4 The Outcomes  
 

 

The outcomes148 of the purges in Central Asia, documenting 11,651 party 

expulsions out of roughly 53,000149 members and candidates (about 22%), are found in 

a couple of tables from RGASPI,150 while a document signed and dated 1929 by 

                                                
147 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 197, ll. 144-145. 
148 They can be found in their entirety in tables 16 and 17 of the appendix. 
149 See table 15A in the appendix and RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 275. 
150 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, ll. 343-344. 
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Manzhara helps us understand the categories of crimes leading to the party’s 

punishments.151  

From the very beginning, Manzhara’s report emphasized the importance of 

chistki and proverki in the “bolshevization of the Communist Party in Central Asia,”152 

to uncover local party units that were not in line with Marxist-Leninist ideology. In fact, 

in the sovietization plans, the purges were supposed to strengthen the image of the party 

before the worker and peasant masses, attract more persons into its rank-and-file, and 

spread the Soviet ideology and its preoccupation with modernization, which, according 

to the Soviets’ Orientalistic rhetoric, were expected to win over the “backward” Eastern 

masses.  

The reports of the purges in the workers’ cells (cells of production and city 

cells), rural cells (kishlak cells and regional cells), cells of the establishment (Soviet 

cells and city cells), and school cells (VUZ cells) offered, first of all, an overview of the 

categories used by the Soviets at the end of the 1920s, from which one can deduce not 

only the party’s ranking of the different crimes, but also the means by which it intended 

to correct Central Asians’ anti-Communist and anti-Soviet attitudes, which took the 

form of both conscious and unconscious resistance. 

 

 The reasons for expulsion were grouped in four main categories, which are listed 

in order to further the understanding of the dynamics governing the purges and their 

structures. The first main category had to do with alien-foreign elements (chuzhdyi 

element, generally considered by scholars the group par excellence against which the 

general purges were launched), the second with criminal conduct (prestupnoe 

povedenie), the third with anti-party demeanors/offenses (antiipartiinye prostupki), and 

the fourth with crimes based on custom (bytovye prestupleniia), which is the most 

important category for this study and also for the outcomes, as one sees. Each category 

was then broken into several sub-categories: the sub-categories of the first linked to 

alien/foreign elements included those individuals who entered the party with a counter-

revolutionary agenda, those who did not disclose their participation in the Basmachi 

bands, members of the kulak class, and finally all those who displayed traits that were 

ideologically alien to the party. These sub-categories paralleled development in Central 

Asia since the October revolution, with party members and candidates who were 

supposed to have an anti-revolutionary agenda, the Basmachi groups which continued 

                                                
151 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, ll. 261-303. 
152 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 302. 
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to be present in the region notwithstanding the fact that they were considered defeated 

by 1923, the kulak class – which included also bai and manaps153 – who were subject to 

more concerted attacks with the First Five-Year Plan and the collectivization and 

dekulakization campaigns,154 and finally, alien elements. Regarding this last sub-

category, one sees that those consorting with foreign elements were placed in a separate 

category from the main category dealing with actually being a foreign/alien element: 

possibly because mere association was considered a lesser offense. 

The sub-categories of the second focusing on criminal conduct listed 

misdemeanors at work, offences not related to office work (not specified), 

bureaucratism, procrastination of work, and komchvanstvo (Communist national 

conceit), as well as lack of self-criticism (samokritika) and violation of labor discipline. 

As one can see, these groups were established especially to punish the non-appropriate 

behaviors in executing work in party cells and higher party bodies. These sub-

categories were meant to buttress the forging of the perfect activist, who should 

accomplish his/her work quickly, efficiently, and without delay, and to also be prepared 

to submit him/herself to self-criticism, which naturally required a sense of 

differentiation between proper and improper behavior in the eyes of the party. One 

would imagine that the samokritika could be particularly difficult to elicit in Central 

Asia, where especially the indigenous population would struggle to criticize themselves 

for behavior that they considered “normal.” Once again one must recognize how this 

type of criteria would lead to unconscious resistance among those who certainly did not 

perceive the “impropriety” of customs such as underage and arranged marriages, kalym, 

polygamy, or the performance of religious rites. 

As to the second main category, the one defined as “criminal conduct,” dealt 

with the work within the party cells, while “anti-party misdemeanors” involved general 

ideological and political attitudes towards the party overall. While the former 

sanctioned particular activities and responsibilities, the latter was directed against a 

person’s general attitude towards the party. 

The sub-categories of the third main category included all anti-party demeanors 

and listed more political crimes such as violation of internal party discipline and lack of 

self-control, passivity, and participation in factional struggles. Clearly, the party asked 

their activists to be particularly active in participating in both internal and external 

work. Passivity led to members being considered party ballast and being expelled for 
                                                
153 Central Asian landlords. See also RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 292. 
154 Those people belonging to the kulak-bai-manap class were accused of exploiting bedniaks and batraks. 
See RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 288. 
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such “lack of behavior.” The participation in the factional struggles was strictly 

connected to the internal problems of the era with right deviationism and Trotskism 

being at the center of the political debate. 

The final main category of crimes based on custom (bytovye prestupleniia) was 

divided into one sub-category including sexual promiscuity, alcoholism, displays of 

rage, and rude behavior in the family, while the other consisted of polygamy. Among 

the crimes based on custom, normally attributed to the indigenous population, strangely 

enough the very common related traditions of kalym, underage and arranged marriage, 

and related practices were not included, even if they were used as a basis to expel 

members and candidates. Probably, because these crimes were also legally prosecuted, 

the organizers of the purges felt it was redundant to list them, even if polygamy, which 

was also legally prosecuted, was treated apart as a second sub-category. Finally, 

wearing a veil, which was not prosecuted under law, was not specifically cited, leaving 

a void within the bytovye prestupleniia category. It is unclear by what logic various 

crimes were labeled as based on custom, but it is extremely significant that, for the first 

time, alcoholism was included in this category. Placing alcoholism alongside 

personality traits such as sexual promiscuity, rage, and rude behavior within the family, 

conveyed the idea that alcoholism was a character flaw that could be corrected through 

the purges’ capacity to instruct citizens as to proper Soviet behavior. However, it is 

unclear when and why alcoholism started being considered as a crime based on 

custom.155  

 

 Apart from the four main categories, a further six were necessary to cover all 

the misdemeanors commonly attributed to party members and candidates: one, national 

chauvinism and anti-semitism; two, refusal to join the kolkhoz; three, continuing to 

observe religious rites; four, conscious opposition to women’s emancipation 

(soznatel’noe prepiatstvie k raskreposhcheniu zhenshchin, conscious/deliberate 

hindrance of women’s emancipation); five, relationship with alien-foreign elements; 

and six, unspecified others. It is unclear why the first five categories were separate, 

since they could logically be included within the other four categories. A couple could 

be inserted within the broader framework of Soviet history: the first category of 

chauvinism and anti-semitism reflected the broader debate over the national questions 

of the 1920s and anticipated the 1930s with the enforcement of Russian chauvinism, 

                                                
155 Only further research on bytovye prestupleniia could answer this question. 
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while the crimes linked to the kolkhoz had an economic nature, related to the First Five-

Year Plan, as was the crime for being a kulak, discussed above. 

 Among these six categories, the fourth category is significant for its use of the 

word “conscious” in dealing with the hujum, which implied the existence of the 

converse category of “unconscious opposition,” a differentiation that was already 

introduced with respect to resistance in the third part. At least in this case, the Soviets 

seemed to understand that there were two different attitudes toward traditional habits 

and customs as performed by the indigenous population. Nevertheless, they labeled 

them as forms of resistance to social change and to sovietization, and punished both 

conscious and unconscious crimes with expulsions and reprimands.  

However, when looking at these categories, one is curious as to why the 

category of observance of religious rites was not among the bytovye prestupleniia and 

why the conscious opposition to women’s emancipation was not included in the 

political category of anti-party demeanors or in that of alien-linked, or alien/foreign 

elements, or even directly in the bytovye prestupleniia themselves. It is also difficult to 

understand why the category of “relationship with alien-foreign elements” was not 

simply a sub-category of the first main category of the same name. As mentioned 

before, this “crime” of being an alien-foreign element entailed an attitude of opposition 

to the party line and their idea of “modernization,” not to mention of being against the 

hujum itself (see the marginal note in the report on Kashka-Dar’ia region above). This 

was merely an ideological-political category and included sub-categories such as 

Basmachi and kulaks, the two groups regarded as anti-Soviet: while Basmachi156 was 

the name given by the Soviets to all those who opposed the Soviet establishment and its 

policies, the kulaks157 were a class that was to be eradicated through the dekulakization 

campaign launched at the XVI Party Conference. Party members and candidates found 

to have consorted with any such people were promptly expelled.   

 

As mentioned, the final results claimed that there were 11,651 expulsions from 

the Communist Party in Central Asia during the general purges of 1929-1930. For 1929, 

Table 15A in the appendix shows a total of at least 53,404158 party members and 

                                                
156 The name they called themselves was kurbashi. Also see Edward A. Allworth, The Modern Uzbeks. 
From the Fourteenth Century to the Present. A Cultural History (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 
1990); Marco Buttino, La rivoluzione capovolta. L’Asia centrale tra il crollo dell’impero zarista e la 
formazione dell’URSS (Naples: L’Ancora del Mediterraneo, 2003). 
157 Kulaks represented a new ideologically-motivate class designation in Central Asia, whereas the bai 
was the class of wealthy landowners. 
158 Manzhara claimed that they were 52,859 in 1929. See RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 275. 
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candidates in the region (in 1930, it was about 61,510), meaning that roughly 20-22% 

were expelled.  

The party wanted its members and candidates to be active and engaged, so at the 

core of the purges was the desire to keep the party vital by eliminating those internal 

elements that were hampering its growth. Especially in Central Asia they needed 

individuals who would consistently devote great energy to the sovietization project in 

their region since the “modernization” of the Muslim substratum was deemed to be a 

difficult task. Therefore, it is unsurprising that the main category for which the largest 

number of people was expelled is that of anti-party demeanors, and within that, the sub-

category of “passivity in the party and uselessness,” or what the party referred to as 

ballast. 

While out of the four main categories, crimes based on custom was that for 

which the least were expelled (11.8% of the total), among the sub-categories that 

comprising sexual promiscuity, alcoholism, displays of rage, and rude behavior in the 

family it was the second most frequent reason for expulsion (11.7% of the total). In the 

ambit of bytovye prestupleniia, it is quite interesting that all the nine polygamists came 

from rural cells, which, in Soviet eyes, confirmed that indigenous people were the most 

conservative in perpetuating traditional customs and habits.  

If one leaves aside the alien-foreign elements – who were implicitly considered 

to oppose the hujum – and also includes within the main category of bytovye 

prestupleniia those of observation of religious rites (5.8% of those expelled) and 

conscious obstruction to women’s emancipation (6% of those expelled), the total 

number expelled for such an expanded categorization of crimes based on custom would 

have been 2,751 out of 11,651, or 23.6%. This would render this the main category for 

expulsions in Central Asia during the purges at the end of the 1920s. The distribution of 

people expelled solely for bytovye prestupleniia was almost equal in the workers’ cells 

(415 people out of 1,366 from this kind of cell) and cells of the establishment (416 

people out of 1,366 from this kind of cell), while the rural cells suffered a higher rate of 

expulsion (503 people out of 1,366 from this kind of cell). The number of people 

fulfilling religious rites (510 people from this kind of cell out of 679) and consciously 

hindering women’s emancipation (454 people from this kind of cell out of 697) was 

significantly higher in the rural cells and may explain why they were not listed within 

the bytovye prestupleniia themselves: it was a way to distinguish them and to underline 

in which cells (the rural ones) crimes based on custom most commonly occurred. It is 

likely that the purges confirmed that many Russians were also guilty of sexual 
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promiscuity, alcoholism, rage, and rude behavior in the family, and to gloss over this 

fact, the decision was made to include all of these crimes under one main category 

generally more closely associated with the indigenous population. The importance 

lavished upon these types of crimes, which mostly arose from the special circumstances 

of the region, was the result of the party-state’s modernizing sovietization endeavors, in 

which the purges constituted the last hard-line phase.  

It is worth evaluating the expulsions in terms of how they affected the different 

social classes (table 17 in the appendix) and their members. Maintaining the combined 

categories of bytovye prestupleniia and the related sub-categories of observation of 

religious rites and conscious opposition to women’s emancipation (constituting 2,751159 

guilty individuals) – and disregarding the alien/foreign category to avoid complications 

– revealed that only peasants were accused of polygamy (9 individuals). Peasants – who 

were most likely indigenous – were also the chief perpetrators of observance of 

religious rites (438 peasants out of 679) and conscious opposition to women’s 

emancipation (348 peasants out of 697),160 making them the class most often convicted 

of these kinds of bytovye prestupleniia, linked to local traditions and attitudes.161  White 

collar workers, on the other hand, were the most common social class found guilty of 

the offenses of sexual promiscuity, alcoholism, displays of rage, and rude behavior in 

the family, comprising 594 people expelled out of the total 1,366;162 the working class 

was the second most likely to be punished for this kind of crime (417 people out of 

                                                
159 The amount is given by summing up 1,366 people guilty of sexual promiscuity, alcoholism, rage, rude 
behaviors in the family, 9 of polygamy, 679 for fulfillment of religious rites, and 697 for conscious 
hindrance to women’s emancipation (see tables 17 D and E in the appendix). 
160 438 peasants were found guilty of fulfilling religious rites and 348 of conscious opposition to women’s 
emancipation, which was 15.9% and 12.6% out of a total of 2,751 people. 
161 An overview of the situation in Turkmenistan confirms the importance of bytovye prestupleniia during 
the purges of 1929-1930. In fact, many party members and candidates were accused of alcoholism, for 
beating their wives, and for opposing women’s emancipation (for more information about the 1929-1930 
purges and alcoholism, see Itogi chistki i proverki KP/b/T, pp. 41, 46; for issues regarding wife beating 
and anti-emancipatory behavior, see Itogi chistki i proverki KP/b/T, pp. 7, 28-29, 30). During the 1929-30 
purges, when the Turkmen Communist Party had roughly 10,251 members (July 1929), 971 people were 
expelled from the party (see Itogi chistki i proverki KP/b/T, p. 16), mostly peasants, with half of them 
from the rural cells. In fact, out of 971 people, a total of 458 people (47.2%) were expelled from aul cells 
(rural cells), 301 (31%) from workers’ cells, and 212 (21.8%) from Soviet cells; of those, 687 (70.8%) 
were peasants-daikhan, 177 (18.2%) were workers, and 107 (11%) were “white collars” (see Itogi chistki 
i proverki KP/b/T, p. 17).  Among the 971 expelled, 68 (44 people from aul cells, 4 from Soviet cells, and 
20 from workers’ cells), – that is 7% – were expelled for continuing to fulfill religious rites, 82 (8.4%) for 
alcoholism, and 43 for impeding women’s emancipation (33 from aul cells, 3 from Soviet cells, and 7 
from workers’ cells), namely 4.4% of the expelled (see Itogi chistki i proverki KP/b/T, pp. 21-23), 
roughly reflecting the overall regional tendency (see Itogi chistki i proverki KP/b/T, pp. 18-19). Among 
the 1,270 members and candidates who were only reprimanded for bytovye prestupleniia and crimes in 
the political categories, in 214 (16.9%) cases it was for alcoholism and violation of party ethics, in 94 
(7.4%) for religious reasons, in 81 (6.4%) for political illiteracy, and in 150 (11.8%) for anti-
emancipation campaigning (see Itogi chistki i proverki KP/b/T, pp. 24-25).  
162 594 employees were found guilty for this type of bytovye prestupleniia, which constituted 21.6% out 
of the total of 2,751 people. 
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1,366), while peasants were found guilty the least (294 people out of 1,366). Obviously, 

since there were also indigenous people who were workers and white collars, the 

lacking information on ethnicity and nationality would help clarify the situation. 

The lack of information concerning nationalities (Russian, Uzbek, Tajik, 

Kyrgyz, or Turkmen) limits the efficacy of this overview, though it can still be said that 

certain “crimes” were more likely to be committed by one social class than by another, 

and within certain types of cells. The attack against the indigenous peasants, who in 

general were found to be the main perpetrators of bytovye prestupleniia (1,088 peasants 

out of 2,751, namely almost 40%), was also part of the general campaign against 

peasants initiated by the establishment throughout the USSR at the end of the 1920s. If 

the establishment wanted to strike out at those who opposed sovietizing modernization 

and subsequently the women’s emancipation, it also hoped that the expulsions of these 

persons from the party would serve as a warning to those party members and candidates 

who were retained and considered “cleansed” and therefore a model for future 

generations.  

  

 The outcomes of chistki and proverki as implemented in Central Asia certainly 

offer an overview over the multiple causes for which party activists could be expelled, 

and on which categories there was a major emphasis. Even if crimes related to political, 

economic, or efficacy reasons (for example, the work in and for the party) were also at 

the core of Soviet attention, the weight given bytovye prestupleniia is a clear indication 

of the tendency toward punishing those who were guilty of social “backwardness” and 

negative behaviors towards women or fulfillment of religious rites, which in Central 

Asia also related to traditions and customs. Within the category of crimes based on 

custom, expulsions heavily targeted peasants, who overall were also the second main 

class after the white collars (282 more people expelled in this class) to be expelled 

(4,149 out of 11,651). This trend underlines a strategy of striking at non-workers to 

preserve the few workers present in the region, and underline the intention of creating a 

party purely based on non-backward people of the proletarian class. For this reason, the 

aims of the general purges in Central Asia were the last phase of a sovietization also 

aimed at creating a proletarian class from its surrogate, namely women, who were the 

direct targets of the bytovye prestupleniia. 



 

 



 

4 CONCLUSION 
 

The general purges of 1929-1930 represented the final phase of the sovietization 

campaign in Central Asia as engineered by the establishment during the 1920s. The 

Soviets’ emphasis on crimes based on custom as the main category for expulsions and 

reprimands shows that they were bent on eradicating the old traditional habits and 

customs to replace them with new Soviet values. Women – the surrogate for the absent 

Central Asian proletariat – were the main targets of this modernization campaign, and 

since the crimes based on custom affected them directly or indirectly (for instance, 

polygamy, kalym, and veiling in the first case and alcoholism in the second, because of 

drunk men used violence against their women), the vision of them as the center of this 

whole process was ever present in the minds of the organizers of the purges, just as it 

had been foremost in the decision to use front organizations such as the Red Cross and 

the Red Crescent, to display propaganda posters, or to launch the hujum. The building 

of a Soviet identity in Central Asia never lost its focus: the indigenous woman.  

In fact, within the party-state sponsored modernizing process, the purges 

followed the hujum, which was actually the more lenient of the hard-line policies – 

because the decision to take off the chachvan and paranja still remained an individual 

matter – even though the corollaries of the hujum, such as murders and controls prior to 

the general chistki and proverki (see Manzhara’s report in part three of this thesis) 

basically evolved into purges in their own right. Still, the latter were surely the harsher 

of the hard-lines policies: they were forcefully imposed from above on party members 

and candidates without the opportunity for evasion. The purges were also the last 

concerted effort to sovietize Central Asians before the 1930s. Similar to their optimistic 

expectations toward the hujum, the Soviets also anticipated immediate results from the 

purges, where the pressure on members and candidates was amplified through the 

rhetoric of public shame and the termination of party benefits. The ensuing atmosphere 

of fear and distrust was only to deteriorate in the years to come. The pervasive 

atmosphere of coercion and the sense of fear among party activists and their relatives 

foreshadowed the Great Terror that was to come in the 1930s, when the justifications 

for persecuting party leaders, activists, members, candidates, and non-Communists 

became even more arbitrary.  





GENERAL CONCLUSION 
 

Following the Bolshevik revolution, Central Asia was both a locus of challenges 

and a venue for experimentation for Soviet policy makers with goals of social change 

who aimed to communicate with – yet primarily to mold – the populace through 

socialist ideology to make it more modern and consequently more Western. From an 

ideological point of view, the Bolsheviks faced an additionally complex situation in the 

region since Muslim Turkestan was not an advanced industrial capitalist society, so the 

Marx and Engels’ prerequisites for societal transformation into Communism were 

absent. In Turkestani society, cultural Islam and Sufism permeated people’s everyday 

life, so the construction of a Homo Sovieticus speaking Bolshevik from the ashes of a 

Homo Islamicus speaking Muslim, together with the creation of a proletarian class 

emerging from its surrogate, indigenous women, were pursued by plans to sovietize the 

region rather than crafting society along Uzbek, Kyrgyz, or Turkmen lines. Instead of 

the originally proclaimed policy of korenizatsiia that was part of Moscow’s (de-

)colonizing face of the 1920s, since 1924 the Orientalistic vision to sovietize the area 

rather than making it more Uzbek was hidden behind this Soviet mask. Moreover, in the 

region, the Communist Party was weaker than desired with nothing but nascent support 

from the local population, thus Moscow felt the pressure to generate a broader base of 

public support and allegiance in order to be recognized as a legitimate power and 

strengthen the party before being able to pursue its projects of social engineering. The 

Islamic nature of the area further complicated the situation, since the party-state faced 

an unknown world of which it showed itself to be ignorant in many crucial aspects. 

 These goals caused Soviet policy toward Central Asia to diverge from that in the 

remaining USSR. Certainly, the main events and policies such as the Civil War, the 

introduction of the NEP in 1921, the adoption of a nationalities policy with the 

korenizatsiia apparata at its core in 1922, the adoption of the First Five-Year Plan in 

1928-1929, and its subsequent new socialist offensive, followed a particular timeline 

throughout the USSR.  Yet, one notes different timelines and objectives regarding the 

Central Asian region because the particular customs, traditions, and authority structures 

of the Muslim-based region dictated specially designed policies for the area. The fight 

against the Basmachi (dating back to the Civil War), a weak local Bolshevik 

establishment and Communist Party that was battered further by Basmachi warfare, the 

terror in the second half of the 1920s, and the sharpening of the anti-religious campaign 
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in 1927 concomitant with the hujum were among the factors differentiating the USSR 

overall from the Central Asian case.  

The differing timeline between the general (the USSR) and the particular 

(Central Asia) was linked to the secularizing anti-religious campaign (de-

Orthodoxization or de-Christianization) that was most intense in the USSR between 

1917 and 1925 (meaning during the Civil War and the NEP), and since 1929 with a 

period of relaxation in between, while Central Asia experienced a recrudescence in the 

de-Islamization campaign from 1927 onward, paralleling the hujum, as Shoshana Keller 

has pointed out.  

A different timeline, together with different themes, in comparison with the 

USSR also becomes evident in the examination of propaganda posters exhibiting a 

greater focus on gender than on class in the second half of the 1920s. The existence of a 

series of posters targeting Central Asian women during a period (around 1927) when 

women were rarely represented in posters throughout the rest of the country is important 

in evaluating the necessity for the Soviets to use different patterns and reference points 

when encountering Central Asia.  

The defeat of the Basmachi midway through the decade encouraged the Soviet 

authority to employ existing strategies such as propaganda posters, the manipulation of 

the Red Cross and Red Crescent, a focus on women’s policies, and the purges 

themselves, which had been used or applied since the October revolution. They were 

now deployed in different ways and with different goals as the Soviets refined them 

with greater sophistication to meet the suspicions of a Muslim population in the wake of 

the area’s regionalization. Unfortunately, the open confrontation that the Soviets had 

wanted to avoid was not averted, so that in 1929, when the campaigns of forced 

industrialization, dekulakization, collectivization were launched throughout the USSR, 

the general purges signaled the beginning of a phase of coercion that was crystallized in 

its most brutal manifestations through the Great Terror of the Thirties. 

In addition, while many scholars view 1928’s Shakhty trial as the official 

beginning of the Cultural Revolution, bringing about the end of the NEP through a 

vigorous attack upon the technostructure, Right deviationism, and Trotskism, together 

with the return to a rhetoric of class warfare and campaigns to mobilize activists, in 

Central Asia these changes came well before the end of the 1920s, since the 

modernizing impetus was seized immediately on the heels of the October revolution and 

continued throughout the decade. In particular, if the Cultural Revolution was 

considered a product of the Shakhty trial in the case of the USSR, in Central Asia and 
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Uzbekistan in particular, the hujum served as the most tangible and symbolic aspect of 

social change.1  

In fact, in Uzbekistan, the hujum, as one of the colonizing attacks upon 

indigenous culture and society already planned in 1926, was manifested in an intense 

struggle against the paranja and the chachvan, which from the Soviet perspective 

represented one of the principal overt symbols of the “backwardness” of the local 

society. The Uzbek response to Soviet attempts at a modernizing, Westernizing 

colonization accomplished through indigenous women took varying forms depending 

on the actors being targeted since these could include either religious leaders, bai, 

Basmachi, party officials, or those men and women who did not recognize themselves 

as the targets of Soviet policies yet were found guilty of crimes based on custom. In 

many cases, it was through resistance in either conscious or unconscious forms that this 

opposition to the colonial self-legitimate establishment took shape, and it represented a 

crisis in the legitimacy of the Soviet authority. Certainly, the perpetuation of old 

customs and traditions was not always an act of intentional and political resistance to 

colonial power, but arose due to the importance given to these performative acts by 

Central Asians who were not willing to give up the old for the new. In most cases, the 

authority read such behavior as political resistance, even if it did not rise beyond 

“unconscious resistance.” Moreover, to Soviet eyes, the participation of Uzbek 

Communists in resistance, conscious or unconscious, embodied a “plague that had to be 

treated,” after which the party would emerge fortified and the party-state itself more 

popular and legitimate. Instead, what emerged in Central Asia was a crisis of legitimacy 

that the self-legitimating Soviets perceived as a crisis in their local recognition during a 

period when they were attempting to create an even stronger base of popular 

compliance through modernizing policies or strategies that were expected to contribute 

to the sovietization of the Central Asia.  

During the 1920s, the local population continued to behave as before, 

accentuating the distance between public and private spheres, meaning between the 

realm controlled by the party-state and that behind the walls of Central Asian houses, 

where the authority wished to intrude to mold the society not only from above but also 

from within. Soviet efforts since the regionalization program and the defeat of the 

Basmachi were directed first at involving indigenous people making accept Moscow’s 

control through soft-line strategies such as posters or even the Red Cross and the Red 
                                                
1 The first changes in imposing an “alien” mentality were already visible since the October revolution and 
became more evident after the regionalization, when the borders between the various republics became 
the premise for somewhat differentiated policies, while the hujum reached the apotheosis in 1927.  
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Crescent associations with their mixed soft-line and hard-line natures. Second, these 

efforts attempted to forcefully compel a “modernizing” vision from above, as in the 

case of the hujum’s campaign with its hard and soft-lines aspects and mainly the general 

purges at the end of the decade, which embodied the apex of hard-line tactics imposed 

upon the local population by a party-state seeking legitimation.  

The controls and purges (chistki i proverki) at the end of the 1920s following the 

XVI Party Conference were part of “Stalin’s revolution from above,” an expression 

coined by scholar Robert Tucker. The Soviets intended to use the general purges to 

formally control forced industrialization, collectivization, and related plans in a country 

in need of supervision. In Central Asia, the purges also contemplated different goals and 

objectives. They were initiated from the center in order to create a party “sanitized” of 

those elements that were still considered bound to old customs and traditions. To 

counter this “resistance” from within, the purges established the pattern for how 

individuals should be judged. These aspects affirm the transition from acquiring consent 

to a dependence upon coercive means. However, the Soviets were forced to conclude 

that chistki and proverki failed to yield permanent results because the perpetrators often 

did not view their actions as political in the way that such actions were construed by the 

establishment itself, but rather as social acts that were not subject to transformation. In 

the end not only did the purges not achieve their ultimate goals, but the entire strategy 

of sovietization, due in part to the local population’s resistance to the hujum as well as 

the difficulties encountered in implementing korenizatsiia, which attempted to 

camouflage a straightforward process of sovietization.  

The resort to coercion at the end of the decade intrinsically conceded failure, 

because the use of force implied the inefficacy and lack of positive reception for more 

peaceful means. Violent local responses and the misuse or inverted use of Soviet 

policies highlighted the failure to broaden the base of a popular support in the 

recognition of the Soviets’ legitimacy, an unsurprising result for practitioners of self-

recognition. This failure embodied the crisis of legitimacy that the center encountered in 

its “periphery” and the purges were the party-state’s final attempt to achieve through 

coercion the legitimacy it could not attain through more soft-line policies. 

 
To demonstrate the Soviet failure to gain recognition and affirm their legitimacy 

before the Central Asia population in the second half of the Twenties (or between 

regionalization and the general purges at the end of the decade), the thesis has used four 

different strategies of sovietization, foremost highlighting their evolving features 
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explained diachronically or synchronically. The thesis has shown a progression from 

soft-line tactics toward hard-line policies implemented and realized at the end of the 

1920s, concomitant to the launching of policies such as collectivization, dekulakization, 

and the anti-religious and atheistic campaign. This switch in policies and their soft- or 

hard-line characteristics are not simply explained in terms of chronological progression 

– since posters, Red Crescent, attention to women, and purges were already in place or 

used since the October revolution to mold the society – but they followed a utilitarian 

progression toward imposing more coercive means to gain popular compliance and 

legitimation. In this framework, women are the main targets of the policy in Central 

Asia as a surrogate proletariat, making the region gender-focused rather than class-

focused, as was the case for the rest of the USSR.  

In dealing with women and more specifically, through the hujum, the Soviets did 

not simply intend to free women from the paranja and chachvan and traditional 

customs and habits, but also to forge politically responsible individuals who would 

embody a new Soviet identity through a dismantling of local Muslim society and 

religion and greater merging of the public and private spheres. Certainly, the choice of 

women as targets of the Europeanization/Westernization/modernization/sovietization 

process was due to the nature of Islam, in which the Soviets saw women as keepers of 

traditionalism. 

Posters served an ideological propaganda function in terms of representation of 

an iconographic power, but also represented the first level of soft-line tactics 

diachronically throughout the Twenties. In Central Asia, the Soviets used highly visual 

media to try to instill in the local population the new Soviet values and ideology by 

binarily opposing the novyi byt to the old habits and customs (the staryi byt). Central to 

the posters were women, as the main targets of the modernizing sovietization, whose 

political identity would be constructed following the Soviet guidelines. Symbols of the 

modernization drive such as radio, trains, airplanes, soap, sewing machines, Western 

(European) medicine versus local tradition medicine personified by healers (tabib), 

Western clothing versus the paranja and chachvan, and the dismantling of “backward 

crimes” (bytovye prestupleniia, namely crimes based on custom) such as kalym, forced 

and underage marriage, and polygamy, were intended to become key elements leading 

the indigenous population to support Moscow and for the Communist party-state to be 

recognized as a legitimate and benevolent authority.  

Western medicine, which was also contraposed to the local variant in posters 

specially targeting indigenous women and mothers who were supposedly in need of 
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lifesaving medicine for themselves and their children, was certainly considered a 

powerful means of modernizing propaganda. Therefore, organizations such as the Red 

Cross and the Red Crescent could be used profitably because they were global, 

internationally recognized and respected, and reputedly neutral and apolitical – a 

camouflage which allowed a wide spectrum of movement to Red Cross and Red 

Crescent party activists operating within it, especially since the creation of national 

associations such as the Uzbek Red Crescent in the second half of the Twenties. Along 

these ideological lines, the Soviets could present a pure and positive face not just before 

Soviet citizens generally or the Central Asian population in particular, but also in the 

international arena. Through the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, which eventually 

became little more than a front organization, Moscow also sought recognition and 

legitimation of its own government, while simultaneously using the Red Crescent in an 

overt attempt to solicit support from Muslim countries. Internally, the party-state 

transformed the Red Cross from an organization with a humanitarian, independent, and 

neutral face to one that which was militarized, sovietized, and politically oriented, with 

the Red Army being strictly bound to it and thereby lending it hard-line nuances. By 

making the organization an extension of its own political organs, Moscow also made it 

one of its most prominent standard-bearers in Central Asia.  

If the sovietization process already included the Zhenotdel’s introduction of 

soap in Central Asia as a mediator to approach women, who benefited in terms of their 

own health and the health of their children and family members,2 the more intensive use 

of the Red Cross and the Red Crescent in this region with its focus on women and 

children already in the first half of the 1920s paved the way for an ulterior phase of 

Soviet social engineering and constitutes a second level of soft-line policy with nuances 

of hard-line control when one accounts for the relationship of the organization to the 

Red Army. In fact, the close relations to this military organization together with party-

based lexicon and aims render the Red Cross and the Red Crescent a front organization 

par excellence making it “Communist Party of the Red Crescent.” 

In the war against old beliefs in a context of “backwardness,” symbols acquired 

great value. While visual images had the purpose of making Central Asians think more 

Bolshevik, and the Red Cross and Red Crescent involved a more elaborated process of 

active participation, the celebration and commemoration of special events was intended 

                                                
2 References to maternity, mothers and children, and social diseases were at the core of the issues that the 
Soviets sought to resolve, becoming a way to make Soviet citizens aware of their conditions and 
subsequently of the necessity for their improvement: in so doing, the authority expected to make them 
even more dependent on the “caring” state, and therefore more loyal to it. 
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to generate loyalty to the cause and to build a broader space of control. In the USSR 

symbolism linked to dates was particularly significant, underlined not only by the case 

of hujum, but also in the case of the Red Cross of the RSFSR: 

 
The Tenth anniversary of the Red Army, the holidays of November 7th, May 1st, March 8th, and the week 
dedicated to the Red Cross, furnished to the Society the occasion for disseminating on a large scale the 
propaganda of ideas of the Red Cross. In particular, March 8th (Women’s Day) presented the Red Cross a 
considerable enrollment not only of women with occupations but also of women who stayed at home to 
work for their families. The main theme of propaganda during those days was the protection of maternity 
and infancy.3  
 

Important dates on the Soviet Red calendar were used to increase and strengthen 

ideological propaganda and to control space and culture, and the hujum was also 

planned and launched with this idea at its heart, considering that mass unveilings were 

planned on dates such as March 8th, May 1st, or November 7th, 1927. The sovietization 

campaign and the hujum were certainly tools with which the Cultural Revolution aimed 

not only to pave the way for social change – paralleling Moscow’s determination to 

forge Homo Sovieticus out of Homo Islamicus, and at subverting gender and family 

roles – but also to initiate more coercive and controlling hard-line policies. As 

confirmed by Manzhara’s report, the hujum was followed by party controls aimed at 

gauging the involvement or not-involvement of the population, and especially of party 

activists, in the mass unveilings that should be recognized as the most visible aspects of 

the Cultural Revolution in terms of bringing about Westernizing/modernizing social 

change. 

If a decisive breakthrough in mass mobilization was to be achieved by means of 

persuasion, education, and propaganda such as posters and through front organizations 

such as the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, the Soviets realized that they had to launch 

a concerted effort. The hujum was the ideal campaign since it represented the transition 

from the posters’ soft-line policy, with its focus on the passive persuasion of the masses 

and some impositions affecting those who did not want to be marginalized by the 

establishment, to hard-line policies, with its control and coercion through political 

branches of the party state such as the Control Commissions. Within this mentality, the 

campaign would test the strength of those who would not accept that foreigners should 

mold their hearts, minds, and habits. The adoption of this new policy did not mean 

abandoning soft-line tactics, and both the use of posters and Red Cross and the Red 

                                                
3 “Compte-rendu de la Société de la Croix-Rouge de la RSFSR (1928-1930),” in Comptes-rendus des 
Sociétés de la Croix et du Croissant Rouges de l’URSS (Moscow: Imprimerie du Commissariat du Peuple 
pour les Affaires Etrangères, 1930), p. 43. 
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Crescent remained active throughout the decade albeit with greater militarization of the 

latter accompanying the move toward more hard-line policies. 

The thesis also advances the hypothesis that the Soviets launched the hujum to 

create an internal crisis, which would impact on the public and private spheres of local 

society. The hujum fits perfectly within the usual Bolshevik strategy of frequent 

campaigns attacking Nepmen, kulaks, bourgeois specialists, or the like. This kind of 

policy-making was part of tactics including divide and rule, confrontation, and assault. 

There were, in fact, three different approaches: one directed at mobilizing support 

among the people, another directed at creating and isolating enemies, while the third 

aimed at targeting the wavering masses in the middle.4 The Bolsheviks’ apparent 

impatience with more gradual tactics of persuasion and the politics of compromise is 

directly linked to the sovietization campaign as a consciously conceived set of tactics 

devised by the Soviet authority as a power lacking a basis of popular support within 

society. These strategies were devices to secure control over and ensure compliance 

from the people, so that sovietization must be viewed as a conscious and well-planned 

Soviet decision, and not simply something imposed by a series of pressing 

circumstances.  

 However, the social-cultural revolution took on a life of its own that seems to 

have extended beyond the Soviets’ initial plans. The terror in the second half of the 

1920s created the basis for further reactions by the center, which persecuted and even 

prosecuted those who refused to accept the social changes prescribed by Moscow in 

concert with the Sredazbiuro. These resistants – whether conscious or unconscious – 

were pursued through show trials in the 1920s and the 1930s, as well as through hard-

line controls in the form of party purges.  

The general purges as realized at the end of the 1920s and preceded by 

Manzhara’s 1928 controls represented the last Soviet attempt to forcefully change 

Central Asians and make them less “backward,” and more modern and Soviet. The 

prominence given to the bytovye prestupleniia in the 1929-1930 general chistki and 

proverki, focused on the internal party apparatus, offer an overview of Soviet policy 

with its stress on overcoming the so-defined crimes based on custom. These began with 

a direct attack on those traditional practices which involved women more indirectly and 

men more directly, since the latter were purged for being polygamous, for having paid 

kalym, for having prevented their wives from studying or unveiling, or simply for 

                                                
4 This resembles Lenin’s discussion on revolutionary strategy – citing Engels on armed insurrection – in 
his work Can the Bolsheviks Retain State Power? (November 1917). 
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perpetuating religious traditions. The purges were also the attempt to finally create a 

pure Bolshevik and bolshevized party that had exorcized the old local traditions in order 

to create a protected space in which emancipated women could develop as a surrogate 

of the proletarian class. In a broader historical context, the general purges at the end of 

the 1920s closed the door on a decade in which some attempts were made at 

communication and cooperation, only to open a new door to a period in which policy 

would be more brutal and unilateral. 

Certainly, the four cases analyzed in the thesis are built on one another, starting 

with the designation of indigenous women as a surrogate of the proletariat and as Soviet 

yet to be formed political identities, highlighting the higher importance granted to 

gender than class issues. The cases portray the series of strategies from soft-line towards 

a concerted use of hard-line tactics in the direction of a pervasive control of space and 

culture, especially in the very end of the decade. The central motivation was the search 

for legitimacy and popular allegiance by the Soviet authority precisely because of its 

crisis of legitimacy and the regional weakness of the Communist Party. The thesis also 

suggests a shift in the virtual dividing line between public and private spheres, once the 

former increasingly became a space of Soviet control par excellence. The tension 

between the two spheres was especially visible in the case of religious practice, since 

the attempts made by the Soviets to secularize and de-Islamize the public space very 

often corresponded to the converse re-Islamization of the private sphere with 

accompanying reaffirmation of those traditional customs and habits that were part of 

cultural Islam in Central Asia. 

 

If the 1920s witnessed profound changes in the USSR as a result of different 

policies and strategies through a succession of events and phases such as the October 

revolution, the Civil War and War Communism, the NEP, the Great Break (Velikii 

perelom), the First Five-Year Plan with forced industrialization, collectivization, and 

dekulakization-debaization, with changes in the policy on nationalities, the 1930s saw 

the affirmation of the general Russification trend and the Great Terror with the 

involvement and the annihilation of part of the Soviet population, who entered the 

1940s weakened and surely diminished. In fact, notwithstanding the different strategies, 

in the mid-Thirties, there was still a hybrid situation with the old and the new co-

existing in the forms of the Homo Sovieticus and the Homo Islamicus that walked 

alongside one another in the Europeanized streets of Tashkent. Furthermore, the 

survival of certain rites and traditions to the current day underlines that Moscow did not 
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completely accomplish its goal of sovietizing Central Asia and making most of the 

population recognize its “legitimate” administration, even if long term structural 

changes have taken place when compared to situation in the 1920s. Clearly these 

changes did not come about abruptly and immediately as intended or as imposed at the 

end of the 1920s. Reality (real’nost’) often clashes with the truth (pravda), especially in 

a context where social reality was built upon ideology. 

Figure 42 provides a glimpse of Tashkent in 1936. The street – obviously 

located in the new part of the city – looks no different from a street in Moscow, 

Leningrad, or even a European city, except for the woman on the left wearing a paranja 

and chachvan in contrast to the woman walking before her in typical modern dress. The 

degree of Westernization/modernization, and therefore of sovietization, in the new city 

of Tashkent in the second half of the 1930s is surprising: almost all the women on that 

street wore fashionable and “Western style” clothes, which was the goal of the Soviet 

establishment already in the previous decade. Considering that those pictures or posters 

stored in Russian archives often served ideological ends, these icons of the authority 

further established the Soviet intention to create the perception that Homo Islamicus 

was on the retreat, giving way to Homo Sovieticus. Portraying such a contrived image 

was a sign of weakness, and in the second half of the Thirties, to overcome this 

underlying sense of failure and weakness, the Soviets responded by launching the most 

destructive campaign of their regime: the Great Terror. 

 
Figure 42: Picture of Tashkent (1936).5  

                                                
5 Source: RGAKFD, 0-24977. 
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APPENDIX 
 
 
 
Table 1. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
February 1925:1 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION  

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF 

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OF THE 
ROKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS OF 
THE ROKK 

1) Directorate 
of the Plenipot. 
of the ROKK in 
Central Asia 

Tashkent, 
corner of 
Zhukovskaia 
and 
Handicraft n. 
64 

4 3 1 26 - 

2) Venereal out-
patients dept. 
ROKK 

Pishpek, 
Kara-Kyrgyz. 
Oblast’ 

6 4 - 112 - 

3) First-aid post 
and Center of 
urgent feeding 
ROKK 

Old Bukhara2 9 9 - 100 - 

4) Day 
children’s 
sanatorium 
ROKK 

Tashkent, 
Parkentskaia 
Street n. 9 

8 8 - 10 - 

5) “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” of 
Young Pioneers 

Tashkent, Old 
City 

2 3 1 - - 

TOTAL:  29 27 2 248 - 
** Date of completion: 18 February 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 68. 
2 In the Old City of Bukhara there was also a detskaia konsul’tatsiia (children’s medical bureau) and a 
pomochnaia kukhnia (helping kitchen). See GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 90. 
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Table 2. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
March 1925:3 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION 

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF 

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OF THE 
ROKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS OF 
THE  
ROKK 

1) Directorate 
of the Plenipot. 
of the ROKK in 
Central Asia 

Tashkent, 
corner of 
Zhukovskaia 
and 
Handicraft 
house n. 64 

No changes. - 

2) Venereal out-
patients dept. 
ROKK 

Pishpek, 
Kara-Kyrgyz. 
Oblast’, 
Pushkinskaia 
Street 

6 4 - 27 1 collective 
employed at the 
State Publishing 
House of 
Pishkpek  

3) First-aid post 
and Center of 
urgent feeding  

Old Bukhara, 
Guzar Otolik 

7 7 - 7 - 

4) Day 
children’s 
sanatorium 
ROKK 

Tashkent, 
Parkentskaia 
Street n. 9 

No changes - 

5) “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” of 
Young Pioneers 

Tashkent, Old 
City 

No changes - 

Total new 
membership 
since February 

34 people and one collective 

** Date of completion: 22 March 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
 
Table 3. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
April 1925:4 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION 

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF 

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OF THE 
ROKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS OF 
THE ROKK 

1) Directorate 
of the Plenipot. 
of the ROKK in 
Central Asia 

Tashkent, 
Zhukovskaia 
Street n. 64 

4 3 1 2 - 

2) Venereal out-
patients dept. 
ROKK 

Pishpek, 
Kara-Kyrg. 
Aut. Oblast’  

6 6 - 18 - 

3) Medical 
nutrition center 
ROKK 

Old Bukhara, 
Guzar Otolik 

7 7 - 5 - 

4) Day 
children’s 
sanatorium 
ROKK 

Tashkent, 
Parkentskaia 
Street n. 9 

8 8 - 10 - 

5) “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” of 
Young Pioneers 

Tashkent, 
Old City 

2 2 1 No changes - 

Total new 
membership 
since March 

35 people 

** Date of completion: 10 July 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
                                                
3 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 70. 
4 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 98. 
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Table 4. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
May 1925:5 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION 

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF 

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OF THE 
ROKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS OF 
THE ROKK 

1) Directorate 
of the Plenipot. 
of the ROKK in 
Central Asia 

Tashkent, 
Zhukovskaia 
Street n. 64 

4 3 1 6 - 

2) Venereal out-
patients dept. 
ROKK 

Pishpek, 
Kara-Kyrg. 
Aut. Oblast’  

6 6 - 13 - 

3) Medical 
nutritious 
center ROKK 

Old Bukhara, 
Guzar Otolik 

7 7 - 44 - 

4) Day 
children’s 
sanatorium 
ROKK 

Tashkent, 
Parkentskaia 
Street n. 9 

8 8 2 - - 

5) “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” of 
Young Pioneers 

Tashkent, 
Old City 

2 2 1 12 - 

6) Children’s 
playground at 
the House of the 
Red Army 

Tashkent, 
Engel’sa 
Avenue 

Operated by the staff of “Sluzhba Zdorov’ia” and Day children’s sanatorium. 

Total new 
membership 
since April 

75 people 

** Date of completion: 10 July 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
5 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 100. 



 340 

 
 
 
 
Table 5. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
June 1925:6 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION 

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF 

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OF THE 
ROKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS OF 
THE ROKK 

1) Directorate 
of the Plenipot. 
of the ROKK in 
Central Asia 

Tashkent, 
Zhukovskaia 
Street n. 64 

4 3 1 5 - 

2) Venereal out-
patients dept. 
ROKK 

Pishpek, 
Kara-Kyrg. 
Aut. Oblast’  

7 7 - 5 - 

3) Medical 
nutritious 
center ROKK 

Old Bukhara, 
Guzar Otolik 

7 7 - 14 - 

4) Day 
children’s 
sanatorium 
ROKK 

Tashkent, 
Parkentskaia 
Street n. 9 

8 8 2 - - 

5) “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” of 
Young Pioneers 

Tashkent, 
Old City 

2 2 1 15 - 

6) Children’s 
playground at 
the House of the 
Red Army 

Tashkent, 
Engel’sa 
Avenue 

Operated by the staff of Day children’s 
sanatorium and “Sluzhba Zdorov’ia” of 
Young Pioneers. 

30 - 

7) Mobile 
malarial 
detachment 

Tajikistan, 
city of Kuliab 

6 3 - 3 - 

Total new 
membership 
since May 

72 people 

** Date of completion: 12 July 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
6 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 96. 
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Table 6. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
July 1925:7 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION 

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF  

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OF THE 
OKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS OF 
THE OKK 

1) Directorate 
of the Plenipot. 
of the OKK 
RSFSR in 
Central Asia 

Tashkent, 
corner of 
Zhukovskaia 
and 
Handicraft 

4 
2/2 

3 
2/1 

1 
0/1 

 
5 

 
- 

2) Venereal out-
patients dept. 
OKK 

Pishpek, 
Kara-Kyrg. 
Aut. Oblast’  

7 
1/6 

7 
1/6 

- 46 - 

3) Center for 
venereal 
diseases 

Kara-Kyrgyz. 
Aut. Obl., 
village of 
Tokmak 

2 
0/2 

2 
0/2 

- 21 - 

4) Medical 
nutritious 
center OKK 

Old Bukhara, 
Guzar Otolik 

7 
1/6 

7 
1/6 

- No changes - 

5) Day 
children’s 
sanatorium 
OKK 

Tashkent, Old 
City 

13 
1/12 

8 
1/7 

- No changes - 

6) “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” of 
Young Pioneers 

Tashkent, Old 
City 

2 
2/0 

2 
2/0 

- 33 - 

7) Children’s 
playground at 
the House of the 
Red Army 

Tashkent  Operated by the staff of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia”. 

11 - 

8) Mobile 
malarial 
detachment 

Tajikistan, 
city of Kuliab 

6 
1/5 

3 
1/2 

- No changes - 

9) First-aid post 
of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” 

Kishlak 
Chartak 

Operated by the staff of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” of Pioneers. 

8 - 

Total new 
membership 
since June 

124 

** Date of completion: 01 August 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
7 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 115. 
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Table 7. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
August 1925:8 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION 

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF 

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OF THE 
OKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS OF 
THE OKK 

1) Directorate of 
the Plenipot. of 
the OKK in 
Central Asia 

Tashkent, 
corner of 
Zhukovsk. 
and 
Handicraft 

4 
2/2 

3 
2/1 

1 
0/1 

No changes  
- 

2) Medical 
nutritious 
center OKK 

Old Bukhara, 
Women’s 
Club 

7 
1/6 

7 
1/6 

- 17 people - 

3) House of 
ailing children 
OKK and Day 
children’s 
sanatorium 
OKK 

Tashkent, 
Besh-
Agachsk. 
Side Street 
First 
Arpapaia 

13 
1/12 

12 
1/11 

- No changes - 

4) “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” of 
Young Pioneers 

Tashkent, Old 
City 

2 
2/0 

2 
2/0 

- No changes - 

5) First-aid post 
of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” 

Kishlak 
Chartak 

Operated by the staff of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia”. 

No changes - 

6) First-aid post 
of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” at 
Children’s 
playground 

Tashkent, 
House of the 
Red Army 

Operated by the staff of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia”. 

No changes - 

Total new 
membership 
since July 

17 people 

** Date of completion: 28 August 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
 
 
Table 8. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
August 1925 (additional data):9 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION 

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF  

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OF THE 
OKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS OF 
THE OKK 

1) Venereal 
clinic OKK 

Kyrgyz. Aut. 
Oblast’, 
Pishpek  

7 
1/6 

7 
1/6 

- 3 - 

2) Center for 
venereal 
diseases 

Kyrgyz. Aut. 
Obl., village 
Tokmak 

3 
0/3 

3 
0/3 

- No changes - 

Total new 
membership 
since July 

3 people 

** Date of completion: 22 September 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
 
                                                
8 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 119. 
9 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 128. 
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Table 9. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
September 1925:10 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION 

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF  

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS 
OKK 

1) Directorate of 
the Plenipot. of 
the OKK in 
Central Asia 

Tashkent, 
Zhukovskaia 
Street n. 64 

4 
2/2 

3 
2/1 

1 
0/1 

15  
- 

2) Medical 
nutritious 
center OKK 

Old Bukhara 6 
1/5 

6 
1/5 

- 8 - 

3) House of 
ailing children 
OKK and Day 
children’s 
sanatorium 

Tashkent, Old 
City 

13 
1/12 

13 
1/12 

- No changes - 

4) Venereal 
clinic OKK 

Pishpek 7 
1/6 

7 
1/6 

- 29 - 

5) Center for 
venereal 
diseases 

Kyrg. Aut. 
Obl., village 
Tokmak 

3 
0/3 

3 
0/3 

- 8 - 

6) “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” of 
Young Pioneers 

Tashkent, Old 
City 

2 
2/0 

2 
2/0 

- No changes - 

7) First-aid post 
of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” 

Kishlak 
Chartak 

Operated by the staff of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia”. 

No changes - 

8) First-aid post 
of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” at 
Children’s 
playground 

Tashkent, 
House of the 
Red Armi 

Operated by the staff of “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia”. 

No changes - 

9) Examination 
detachment 
OKK 

Turkmenistan 
SSR 

4 
1/3 

4 
1/3 

- Information not available 

10) Malarial 
detachment 
OKK 

Kuliab,  
Tajikistan 
ASSR 

6 
2/4 

6 
2/4 

- Information not available 

Total new 
membership 
since August 

60 people 

** Date of completion: 30 September 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
10 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 126. 
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Table 10. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
October 1925:11 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION 

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF  

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OF THE 
OKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS OF 
THE OKK 

1) Directorate 
of the Plenipot. 
of the OKK 
RSFSR in 
Central Asia 

Tashkent, 
Zhukovskaia 
Street n. 64 

4 
2/0 

3 
2/0 

1 
 

150  
- 

2) First-aid post 
and Children’s 
clinic OKK 

Old Bukhara, 
Guzar Otolik 

6 
1/3 

6 
1/3 

- 10 - 

3) Venereal 
clinic OKK 

Pishpek, 
Kyrgyz. Aut. 
Obl. 

7 
1/3 

7 
1/3 

- 41 - 

4) Center for 
venereal 
diseases OKK 

Kyrg. Aut. 
Obl., village 
Tokmak 

2 
0/1 

2 
0/1 

- No changes - 

5) Mobile 
examination 
detachment 
OKK 

Turkmenistan 
SSR 

4 
1/2 

3 
1/2 

- 250 - 

6) Malarial 
station OKK 

Kuliab, 
Tajikistan 
ASSR 

6 
2/2 

6 
2/2 

8 not regular 
malarial 
scouts 

2 - 

7) “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” 
OKK 

Tashkent, Old 
City 

2 
2/0 

2 
2/0 

- No changes - 

8) Day 
children’s 
sanatorium and 
House of ailing 
children 

Old Tashkent 13 
1/3 

13 
1/3 

- No changes - 

Total new 
membership 
since September 

453 people 

** Date of completion: 31 October 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
11 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 160. 
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Table 11. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
November 1925:12 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION 

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF  

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OF THE 
ROKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS OF 
THE ROKK 

1) Directorate 
of the Plenipot. 
of the ROKK in 
Central Asia 

Tashkent, 
Zhukovskaia 
Street n. 64 

4 
 

3 
2/0 

1 
 

211  
- 

2) Venereal 
clinic ROKK 

Pishpek, 
Kara-Kyrgyz. 
Aut. Obl. 

7 
 

7 
1/3 

- 19 - 

3) Center for 
venereal 
diseases  

Kyrg. Aut. 
Obl., village 
Tokmak 

2 
 

2 
0/1 

- 11 - 

4) First-aid post 
and Children’s 
clinic  

Old Bukhara  6 
 

6 
1/3 

- 30 - 

5) House of 
ailing children 
and Day 
children’s 
sanatorium  

Tashkent, 
Old City 

13 
 

13 
1/3 

- No changes - 

6) “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” of 
Young Pioneers 

Tashkent, 
Old City 

2 
 

2 
2/0 

- 47 - 

7) Malarial 
detachment 
ROKK 

Kuliab, 
Tajikistan 
ASSR 

- 

8) Malarial 
center 

Kishlak 
Mumynabad, 
Tajikistan 
ASSR 

 
 

6 
 
 

 
 

6 
2/4 

 
 
8 not regular 
malarial 
scouts 
 

 
 
No changes 

- 

Total new 
membership 
since October 

318 people 

** Date of completion: 27 November 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
12 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 162. 
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Table 12. Report of the Directorate of the Plenipotentiary of the ROKK in Central Asia on 1st 
December 1925:13 
 
TYPE OF 
ROKK 
INSTITUTION 

LOCATION STAFF BY 
POSITION 

REGULAR 
STAFF 

NON 
REGULAR 
STAFF 

INDIVID. 
MEMBERS 
OF THE 
OKK 

COLLECTIVE 
MEMBERS OF 
THE OKK 

1) Directorate 
of the Plenipot. 
of the OKK 
RSFSR in 
Central Asia 

Tashkent, 
Zhukovskaia 
Street n. 64 

4 
 

2 
1/0 

1 
 

-  
- 

2) First-aid post 
and Children’s 
clinic*  

Old Bukhara, 
Guzar Otolik 

6 
 

6 
1/3 

- No changes - 

3) Venereal 
clinic  

Pishpek, 
Kyrg. Aut. 
Oblast’ 

7 
 

7 
1/3 

- 14 - 

4a) Medical 
assistant center 
for venereal 
diseases 

Kyrg. Aut. 
Obl., Tokmak 

2 2 
0/2 

 4 - 

4b) Medical 
assistant center 
for venereal 
diseases 

Kochkorka, 
Kyrgyz. Aut. 
Obl. 

2 
 

2 
0/2 

- - - 

5) House of 
ailing children 
and Day 
children’s 
sanatorium  

Tashkent, Old 
City 

13 
 

13 
1/9 

- - - 

6) Examination 
vaccination 
medical-
educational 
detachment 

Germab, 
Atobaeva and 
Prokhladnoe, 
Turkmenistan 
SSR 

4 
 

4 
1/3 

- - - 

7) Mobile 
malarial 
detachment  

Kuliab, 
Tajikistan 
ASSR 

- - - 

8) Malarial 
center 

Mumyn-
Abad, 
Tajikist. 
ASSR 

 
6 

 

 
6 

2/2 
- - - 

9) “Sluzhba 
Zdorov’ia” of 
Young Pioneers 

Tashkent 2 
 

2 
2/0 

- 11 - 

* Since 1st December, it was removed from the expenses of the Red Cross. 
** Date of completion: 26 December 1925 (Tashkent). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
13 GARF, f. 3341, op. 6, d. 66, l. 164. 
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Table 13. Verification of the non-production cells and their members (region of Kashka-Dar’ia, 
1925):14 
 
From January 1st to December 1st 1925, 258 people have been checked. 
Among them: 
Party members   151 
Candidates    107 
Social condition: 
Workers    85 
Peasants    146 
Intellectuals and employees/clerks  24 
Others         3 
TOTAL 258 
Nationality: 
Uzbeks    150 
Tatars      30 
Russians     60 
Others      18 
TOTAL 258 
Party seniority: 
From 1905 to 1917   2 
From 1917 to 1918   2 
From 1918 to 1919   9 
From 1919 to 1925            140 
TOTAL 151 
Among people subjected to verification, the following received party sanctions:

15
 

1) Expelled    12 
2) Reproached     3 
3) Received a reprimand    1 
4) Other      5 
TOTAL 21 
Reasons of expulsion: 
Foreign element      6 
Alcoholism       1 
Intrigues       - 
Relationship and support to a NEP element

16
   1 

Religious ceremonies     - 
Other       4 
TOTAL 12 
Besides that, the commission proposed to get rid of political illiteracy (politnegramotnost’). 181 people 
were involved. Among them: 
Party members:   97 
Candidates:   84 
TOTAL 181 

For the commission: Makhsum Akhun-Babaev, Israilov, and Isakhanov. 
 
 
 
 

                                                
14 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 1, d. 3, ll. 45-46. 
15 “Members of the control commissions, secret police officers, and judges and prosecutors brought to 
bear a range of sanctions: from a confidential suggestion that a comrade improve his ways to public 
humiliation, expulsion from the party, even criminal prosecution” (Douglas T. Northrop, Veiled Empire. 
Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia, Ithaca and London, Cornell University Press, 2004, p. 224). 
16 It is a reference to a “nepman,” namely a private entrepreneur or a trader in the period of NEP. 
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Table 14. The inspection outcomes for the region of Khorezm (Khiva, Urgench, and Gurlen) of 
the party cells of non-production in 1926:17 
 
The inspection outcomes for the region of Khorezm (Khiva, Urgench, and Gurlen)  
of the party cells of non-production in 1926: 
Expelled from the party: 
City organization of Khiva    11 
City organization and district of Urgench  27 
City organization and district of Gurlen  13 
Communist meeting cell        1 
TOTAL 52 
Reasons of expulsion: 
Ballast       9 
Malfeasance in office    1 
Bureaucratism      1 
Isolation from the mass    4 
Economic accumulation    2 
Non-payment of party-membership card  4 
Non-recognition of the control commission  6 
Non-attendance of meetings    6 
Careerism      1 
Political illiteracy     1 
Foreign element     2 
Lack of party self-control     1 
Waste      3 
Lack of desire to be in the party     1 
Married with two women    1 
Being a bai      4 
Systematic alcoholism    3 
Bribery      1 
Speculation      1 
TOTAL 52 
Social origin of the expelled:  
Peasants    27 
Non-industrial workers   5 
Employees/clerks     7 
Artisans     1 
Others     12 
TOTAL 52 
Party seniority of the expelled:  
Members of the party from: 
1916    1 
1919      1 
1920    7 
1921    6 
1922    2 
1923    1 
1924    5 
1925    7 
Unknown    7 

                                                
17 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 1, d. 3, ll. 121-124. 
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TOTAL 37 
Candidates from: 
1923    3 
1924    6 
1925    6 
TOTAL 15 
Expelled per nationality: 
Uzbeks   30 
Tatars     4 
Russians     7 
Kyrgyz     1 
Karakalpaks    1 
Bashkirs     1 
Jews   1 
Polish     1 
Unknown       6 
TOTAL 52 

The secretary of the party control commission (ALOV). 
  
 
 
Table 15 (A and B). The Communist Party in Uzbekistan (and in Central Asia: table 15A) 
between 1926 and 1933 per gender (table 15A)18 and ethnicity (table 15B):19 
 
 
                      Table 15A: The Uzbek Communist Party by gender. 
 

 1926 1927 1928 1929 1930 1931 1932 1933 
Uzbekistan20 
All Communists 18,351 26,610 34,028    68,495  
Women 
Number 1,236 2,049 3,029 3,229 4,406 6,830 8,856 8,006 
Percent 6.7% 7.7% 8.9%    12.9%  
Indigenous Women21 
Number  457 1,021 1,303 2,222 3,934  3,522 
Percent  22.3% 33.7% 40.4% 50.4% 57.6%  44% 
Central Asia 
All Communists 34,925  46,410 53,404 61,510 87,709 106,708  
Women 
Number   3,578 4,687 6,440 10,327 14,282  
Percent   7.8% 8.7% 10.5% 11.8% 12.3%  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
18 About the reasons why a lot of women decided to become members of the Communist Party, see 
Northrop, Veiled Empire, pp. 226-227. 
19 Kompartiia Uzbekistana v bor’be za reshenie zhenskogo voprosa v period stroitel’stva sotsializma 
(1917-1937 gg.). Sbornik dokumentov i materialov (Tashkent: Izd. Uzbekistan, 1977), pp. 16, 19, 21, 28, 
41, 44, 45-46, 50, 53, 55, 58. 
20 Excluded Tajik and Karakalpak areas. 
21 Excluded main local nationalities.  



 350 

 
                       Table 15B: The Uzbek Communist Party by ethnicity. 
 

 1 Oct.  
1924 

1 Dec. 
1924 

1 Jan. 
1925 

1 Jan. 
1926 

1 Jan.  
1927 

1 Jan. 
1928 

1 Jan. 
1929 

1 Jan. 
1930 

1 Jan. 
1931 

1 Jan. 
1932 

1 Jan. 
1933 

N. of 
communists22 

14,623 16,371 16,570 24,383 27,312 
23 

31,133 
24 

36,093 
25 

40,245 
26 

54,583 68,495 81,612 

Uzbeks 6,254 6,883 7,255 11,228 - 14,285 17,081 19,541 28,441 38,943 49,662 
Russians27  5,836 6,666 6,802 10,288 - 13,747 15,467 16,784 15,698 15,590 16,382 
A. Others28  2,430 2,740 2,424 2,599 - 3,101 3,430 3,920 6,594 8,806 10,371 
B. Others29  103 82 89 268 - - 115 - 3,850 5,156 5,197 

 
 

Table 16. Central Asian chistki and proverki by types of cells. The expulsions from the party 
(1929-1930):30 

 
16 A 

Alien-foreign element Types of cells 
Penetrated in the 
party with counter-
revolutionary ends  

Hided his/her 
participation in the 
Basmachi bands to 
the political police  

Kulaks The rest of the class 
with elements 
ideologically alien 
to the party 

TOTAL 
for alien-
foreign 
element  

Workers’31 
% 

8 
0.332 

53 
2.1 

8 
0.3 

165 
6.4 

234 
9.133 

Rural34 
% 

60 
1.0 

132 
2.2 

141 
2.5 

746 
13.1 

1,079 
18.8 

Of the 
establishment35 

% 

39 
1.3 

86 
2.8 

23 
0.8 

314 
10.2 

462 
15.1 

Of school36 
% 

1 
0.3 

- 
- 

9 
2.9 

27 
8.8 

37 
12.0 

TOTAL 
% 

108 
0.937 

271 
2.3 

181 
1.6 

1,252 
10.8 

1,812 
15.638 

 
 
 

                                                
22 Includes members and candidates members. Excluded Tajik Communist Party. 
23 In 1927, of 27,312 Communists, 14,694 (53.8 %) were party members, 12,618 (46.2 %) were 
candidates, and 2,076 (7.6 %) were women. 
24 In 1928, of 31,133 Communists, 17,777 (57.1 %) were party members, 13,356 (42.9 %) were 
candidates, and 2,559 (8.2 %) were women. In comparison to 1927, women increased of 0.6 %. 
25 In 1929, of 36,093 Communists, 21,860 (60.6 %) were party members, 14,233 (39.4 %) were 
candidates, and 3,339 (9.2 %) were women. In comparison to 1928, women increased of 1.0 %. 
26 In 1930, of 40,245 Communists, 22,768 (56.6 %) were party members, 17,477 (43.4 %) were 
candidates, and 4,406 (10.9 %) were women. In comparison to 1929, women increased of 1.7 % (between 
1927 and 1930, women in the party increased of 3.3 %). 
27 Includes Europeans. 
28 Includes Tatars, Karakalpaks, Kazakhs, Turkmens, Uighurs, Tajiks, Kyrgyz, and others not identified. 
29 Includes Jews and people of unknown nationality. 
30 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 343. 
31 Rabochie: cells of production and city cells. 
32 The percentage represents the expelled within the cells: 0.3% is calculated out of the total expelled 
within the workers’ cells, that is out of 2,595 people (see table 16 E). 
33 The percentage represents the total expelled within such cells: for instance, 9.1% is calculated out of 
the total expelled within the workers’ cells, that is out of 2,595 people (see table 16 E). 
34 Derevenskie: cells of kishlak and regional cells. 
35 Uchrezhdenskie: Soviet cells and city cells. 
36 Uchebnye: cells of the VUZ. 
37 The percentage represents the expelled in that sub-category or category: for instance, 0.9% is calculated 
out of the total expelled, that is out of 11,651 people (see table 16 E). 
38 The percentage represents the expelled within the category: for instance, 15.6% is calculated out of the 
total expelled, that is out of 11,651 people (see table 16 E). 
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16 B 
Criminal conduct  Types of cells 
Malfeasance 
in office 

Criminal 
offence not 
linked to 
office work  

Bureaucratism, 
procrastination, 
komchvanstvo39 

Lack of 
self-
criticism  

Violation of 
labor 
discipline  

TOTAL 
for 
criminal 
conduct  

Workers’ 
% 

211 
8.2 

62 
2.4 

25 
1.0 

18 
0.7 

159 
6.1 

475 
18.4 

Rural 
% 

611 
10.7 

172 
2.9 

52 
0.9 

12 
0.9 

13 
0.2 

860 
15.6 

Of the 
establishment 

% 

479 
15.5 

61 
2.0 

74 
2.4 

12 
0.4 

32 
1.0 

658 
21.3 

Of school 
% 

15 
4.9 

12 
3.9 

5 
1.6 

- 
- 

2 
0.7 

34 
11.1 

TOTAL 
% 

1,316 
11.3 

307 
2.6 

156 
1.3 

42 
0.4 

206 
1.8 

2,027 
17.4 

 
 
 
 

16 C 
Anti-party misdemeanors Types of cells 
Violation of internal party 
discipline and lack of self-
control  

Passive stay 
in the party  

Participation in the 
factional struggle  

TOTAL 
for anti-party 
misdemeanors 

Workers’ 
% 

274 
10.5 

531 
20.5 

10 
0.4 

815 
31.4 

Rural 
% 

327 
5.7 

794 
14.0 

40 
0.7 

1,161 
20.4 

Of the 
establishment 

% 

262 
8.5 

404 
13.1 

23 
0.8 

689 
22.4 

Of school 
% 

40 
13.0 

32 
10.4 

2 
0.7 

74 
24.1 

TOTAL 
% 

903 
7.7 

1,761 
15.1 

75 
0.6 

2,739 
23.4 

 
 
 
 

16 D 
Bytovye prestupleniia (Crimes based on custom) Types of cells 
Sexual promiscuity, alcoholism, rage, rude 
behaviors in the family 

Polygamy TOTAL 
for bytovye 
prestupleniia 

Workers’ 
% 

415 
15.9 

- 
- 

415 
15.9 

Rural 
% 

503 
8.8 

9 
0.2 

512 
9.0 

Of the 
establishment 

% 

416 
13.5 

- 
- 

416 
13.5 

Of school 
% 

32 
10.4 

- 
- 

32 
10.4 

TOTAL 
% 

1,366 
11.7 

9 
0.1 

1,375 
11.8 

 
 

                                                
39 Chvanstvo, national conceit. Komchvanstvo, communist national conceit. 



 352 

16 E 
Types of cells National 

chauvinism 
and anti-
semitism  

Refusal 
to enter 
in the 
kolkhoz 

Fulfillment 
of religious 
rites  

Conscious 
hindrance to 
women’s 
emancipation 

Relationships 
with alien-
foreign 
element  

Other TOTAL 
of 
people 
expelled 
by cells  

Workers’ 
% 

50 
1.9 

3 
0.1 

96 
3.7 

56 
2.2 

119 
4.6 

332 
12.7 

2,595 
100.0 

Rural 
% 

27 
0.5 

71 
1.3 

510 
9.0 

454 
8.0 

499 
8.8 

493 
8.6 

5,666 
100.0 

Of the 
establishment 

% 

37 
1.2 

4 
0.1 

63 
2.0 

180 
5.8 

184 
5.9 

390 
12.7 

3,083 
100.0 

Of school 
% 

5 
1.6 

- 
- 

10 
3.3 

7 
2.3 

46 
15.0 

62 
20.2 

307 
100.0 

TOTAL 
% 

119 
1.0 

78 
0.7 

679 
5.8 

697 
6.0 

848 
7.3 

1,277 
11.0 

11,651 
100.0 

 
 
 
Table 17. Central Asian chistki and proverki by social groups. The expulsions from the party 
(1929-1930):40 
 
 

17 A 
Alien-foreign element Name of 

the social 
class 

Penetrated in the 
party with counter-
revolutionary ends 

Hided his/her 
participation in the 
Basmachi bands to the 
political police 

Kulaks The rest of the class 
with elements 
ideologically alien to 
the party 

TOTAL 
for alien-
foreign 
element 

Workers 
% 

5 
0.2 

48 
1.9 

9 
0.4 

171 
6.9 

233 
9.4 

Peasants 
% 

28 
0.7 

108 
2.6 

133 
3.2 

572 
13.8 

841 
20.3 

White 
collars 

% 

72 
1.6 

105 
2.3 

27 
0.6 

445 
10.0 

649 
14.5 

Other 
% 

3 
0.5 

10 
1.6 

12 
2.0 

64 
10.8 

89 
14.9 

TOTAL 
% 

108 
0.9 

271 
2.3 

181 
1.6 

1,252 
10.8 

1,812 
15.6 

 
 

17 B 
Criminal conduct Name of 

the social 
class 

Malfeasance 
in office 

Criminal 
offence not 
linked to 
office work 

Bureaucratism, 
procrastination, 
komchvanstvo 

Lack of 
self-
criticism 

Violation of 
labor 
discipline 

TOTAL 
for 
criminal 
conduct 

Workers 
% 

163 
6.6 

57 
2.3 

19 
0.8 

10 
0.4 

150 
6.1 

399 
16.2 

Peasants 
% 

381 
9.2 

130 
3.1 

13 
0.3 

4 
0.1 

7 
0.2 

535 
12.9 

White 
collars 

% 

719 
16.2 

94 
2.1 

120 
2.7 

27 
0.6 

44 
1.0 

1,004 
22.6 

Other 
% 

53 
9.0 

26 
4.4 

4 
0.7 

1 
0.2 

5 
0.8 

89 
15.1 

TOTAL 
% 

1,316 
11.3 

307 
2.6 

156 
1.3 

42 
0.4 

206 
1.8 

2,027 
17.4 

 
 

                                                
40 RGASPI, f. 121, op. 2, d. 143, l. 344. 
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17 C 
Anti-party misdemeanors Name of the 

social class Violation of internal party 
discipline and lack of self-
control 

Passive stay 
in the party 

Participation in the 
factional struggle 

TOTAL 
for anti-party 
misdemeanors 

Workers 
% 

267 
10.8 

513 
20.7 

10 
0.4 

790 
31.9 

Peasants 
% 

248 
6.0 

687 
16.6 

18 
0.4 

953 
23.0 

White collars 
% 

321 
7.3 

470 
10.7 

41 
0.9 

832 
18.9 

Other 
% 

67 
11.3 

91 
15.4 

6 
1.0 

164 
27.7 

TOTAL 
% 

903 
7.7 

1,761 
15.1 

75 
0.6 

2,739 
23.4 

 
 
 
 

17 D 
Bytovye prestupleniia Name of the social 

class 
 

Sexual promiscuity, alcoholism, rage, rude 
behaviors in the family 

Polygamy TOTAL 
for bytovye 
prestupleniia 

Workers 
% 

417 
16.9 

- 
- 

417 
16.9 

Peasants  
% 

293 
7.1 

9 
0.2 

302 
7.3 

White collars 
% 

594 
13.4 

- 
- 

594 
13.4 

Other 
% 

62 
10.5 

- 
- 

62 
10.5 

TOTAL 
% 

1,366 
11.7 

9 
0.1 

1,375 
11.8 

 
 
 
 

17 E 
Name of 
the social 
class 
 

National 
chauvinism 
and anti-
semitism 

Refusal 
to enter 
in the 
kolkhoz 

Fulfillment 
of religious 
rites 

Conscious 
hindrance to 
women’s 
emancipation 

Relationships 
with alien-
foreign 
element 

Other TOTAL 
of people 
expelled 
by social 
groups 

Workers 
% 

43 
1.7 

6 
0.2 

100 
4.0 

84 
3.4 

107 
4.3 

300 
12.0 

2,479 
100.0 

Peasants  
% 

16 
0.4 

43 
1.0 

438 
10.6 

348 
8.4 

365 
8.8 

308 
7.3 

4,149 
100.0 

White 
collars 

% 

54 
1.2 

29 
0.7 

122 
2.8 

239 
5.4 

323 
7.3 

585 
13.2 

4,431 
100.0 

Other 
% 

6 
1.0 

- 
- 

19 
3.2 

26 
4.4 

53 
9.0 

84 
14.2 

592 
100.0 

TOTAL 
% 

119 
1.0 

78 
0.7 

679 
5.8 

697 
6.0 

848 
7.3 

1,277 
11.0 

11,651 
100.0 
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Table 18.41 Statistics of repressions by the organs of OGPU in Central Asia. In all, 1924-1930: 
 

 1926 1927 1928 1929 1930 
Central Asia 2,702 2,735 3,980 - 12,373 
Soviet Union 71,434 88,130 148,974 219,862 399,445 
 
 
 
 
Table 19. Statistics of repressions by the organs of OGPU in Central Asia. Year 1924: 
 
 Out of the party In the party 
Central Asia 2,815 2,977 
 
 
 
 
Table 20. Statistics of repressions by the organs of OGPU in Central Asia. Year 1925: 
 
 Out of the party In the party 
Central Asia 3,142 3,299 
 
 
 
 
Table 21. Statistics of repressions by the organs of OGPU in Central Asia. Year 1926: 
 

 In all Passed for finished inquiry  
affairs of the arrested  

In all with arrest Without arrest 

Central Asia 2,789 2,70242 1,883 819 
Turks: 3,248 
Turks: 625 
Uzbeks: 783 
Turkmens: 406 
Kyrgyzes: 431 
Tatars: 749 
Others (Turko-Tatars): 254 
Iranians: 774 
Persians: 580 
Tajiks: 141 
Others Iranians: 53 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
41 Statistic data of tables 18-24 are from Oleg B. Mozokhin, “Statistika repressivnoi deiatel’nosti organov 
VChK-OGPU (1921-1934gg.),” Voenno-Istoricheskii Arkhiv, 7/55 (2004), pp. 128, 130, 134, 136; 
“Statistika repressivnoi deiatel’nosti organov VChK-OGPU (1921-1934gg.),” Voenno-Istoricheskii Arkhiv, 
8/56 (2004), pp. 155, 156; “Statistika repressivnoi deiatel’nosti organov VChK-OGPU (1921-1934gg.),” 
Voenno-Istoricheskii Arkhiv, 9/57 (2004), pp. 153, 154. 
42 This amount is made by the amount of people with arrest and without arrest. 
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Table 22. Statistics of repressions by the organs of OGPU in Central Asia. Year 1927: 
 
 In all Passed for finished inquiry  

affairs of the arrested 
In all with arrest Without arrest 

Central Asia 2,760 2,735 1,925 810 
Turks: 3,748 
Turks: 500 
Uzbeks: 697 
Turkmens: 266 
Kyrgyzes: 507 
Tatars: 541 
***: 89 
Other Tatars: 1,148 
Iranians: 558 
Persians: 385 
Tajiks: 93 
Others Iranians: 80 
 
 
 
 
Table 23. Statistics of repressions by the organs of OGPU in Central Asia. Year 1928:43 
 
 In all Passed for finished inquiry  

affairs of the arrested 
In all with arrest Without arrest 

Central Asia 4,174 3,980 3,022 958 
Turks: 437 
Uzbeks: 1,521 
Tatars: 2,932 
Kyrgyzes: 1,921 
Other Turks: 2,885 
Persians and other Iranians: 876 
 
 
 
 
Table 24. Statistics of repressions by the organs of OGPU in Central Asia. Year 1930: 
 
 In all Passed for finished inquiry  

affairs of the arrested 
In all with arrest Without arrest 

Central Asia 13,430 12,373 10,445 1,928 
Turks: 1,842 
Persians: 737 
Afghani: 4 
Iranians: 25 
Uzbeks: 5,295 
Tatars: 8,129 
Kyrgyzes: 1,008 
Kalmyks: 300 
Tajiks: 688 
Turkmens: 1,344 
 
 
 
 
                                                
43 No specific data regarding Central Asia for 1929. 
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Table 25. List of cities and population of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan in 1925:44 

 

NAME OF THE CITIES INHABITANTS 
UZBEKISTAN SSR 

Zeravshan region 
Region (oblast’) of the Old Bukhara 37,496 
Kagan 7,550 
Vabkent 1,905 
Tiusudvan 3,235 
Karakul’ 683 
District (uezd) of Kermine 1,365 
Khamyrchi 2,518 
District (uezd) of Nur-Ata 4,054 
Kashka Dar’ia region 
Region of tor. Bek-Budi 11,979 
District (uezd) of Guzar 850 
District (uezd) of Shakhraziabe 10,77645 
Kitab 3,349 
Iak-Kabar 1,296 
Samarkand region 
Region of Samarkand 71,456 
District (uezd) of Dzhizak 9,564 
District (uezd) of Katta Kuran 10,219 
Surkhan-Dar’ia region 
Region of Shirabad 779 
Termez 1,381 
District (uezd) of Boisun 2,235 
Derbent 1,363 
District (uezd) of Iurchi 304 
Sarry-Assiia 627 
Tashkent region 
Region of Tashkent 263,219 
Keunchi 3,310 
District (uezd) of Mirza-Chul’ 1,246 
Ursam’evsk 1,239 
Cherniaevo 742 
Ferghana region 
Region of Kokand 50,338 
Santo 1,019 
District (uezd) of Andizhan 52,789 
District (uezd) of Namangan 40,196 
Chust 8,756 
District (uezd) of Ferghana 11,586 
Margelan 29,696 
Chimion 410 
District (uezd) of Khodzhent 32,805 
Suliukta 1,284 
Dragomirovo 525 
Khorezm region 
Region (oblast’) of Khiva 18,145 
District (uezd) of Gurlen 1,142 
District (uezd) of Novo-Urgench 6,167 
Khazarasp 1,461 
Khanki 3,270 
District (uezd) of Murakhany 3,125 
TOTAL 717,454 

                                                
44 RGASPI, f. 62, op. 1, d. 86, ll. 49-51.  
45 The number in the document is unclear: 10,776 or 10,766. 
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TAJIKISTAN ASSR 
Garm viloiat 
Garm 297 
Gorno-Bodonian viloiat 
Khorog 731 
Dishambin viloiat 
Diushambe 242 
Gisar 1,840 
Kuliab viloiat 
Kuliab 1,257 
Kurgan-Tiubin viloiat 
Kurgan-Tiute 800 
Kabadian 1,560 
Pendzhekent viloiat 
Pendzhikent 3,145 
Sary-Assii viloiat 
Karatag 2,178 
Ura-Tiubin viloiat 
Ura-Tiube 13,069 
TOTAL 25,119 
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GLOSSARY 
 
Adat, Central Asian customary law. 
Agitprop, Otdel Agitatsii i Propagandy [Department of agitation and propaganda; it is 
also short for “Agitation and propaganda”]. 
Agittrain, agitational train. 
Aksakal (or aqsaqal), “white beard,” a village elder and also the head of the mahalla. 
AO, Avtonomnaia Oblast’ [Autonomous oblast’]. 
AOKK, Armianskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta [Armenian Association of the Red 
Cross]. 
ARA, American Relief Administration. 
ASSR, Avtonomnyi Sovetskii Sotsialisticheskii Respublik [Autonomous Soviet Socialist 
Republic; national territory included within a Union Republic]. 
Aul, Central Asian village. 
AzOKP, Azerbaizhanskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Polumesiatsa [Azerbaijani 
Association of the Red Crescent]. 
Bai, well-to-do peasant (landowner) in Central Asia. 
Basmachi, anti-Soviet guerrilla movement in Central Asia. The term means “bandits” 
as it was coined by the Soviets. 
Batrak, farm laborer. 
Bedniak, pauper (peasant of low means). 
Bishik, Central Asian cradle. 
BKP, Bukharan Communist Party. 
BOKK, Belorusskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta [Belorussian Association of the 
Red Cross]. 
Bytovye Prestupleniia, crimes based on custom (or crimes of everyday life). 
Chachvan, Uzbek veil made by horsehairs that covered the face. 
Chaikhana, Central Asian tea house. 
Cheka, Extraordinary Commission for the struggle against counterrevolution (the main 
Soviet security organ, 1918-1922). 
Dekhkan, Central Asian peasant. 
Dostarkhan, decorated tablecloth used during festivities or for celebrations. One can 
imagine the word referring to the traditional Central Asians. 
Gaitarma (also: gaytarma, kaitarma), period during which bride came back to her 
family after the wedding (Turkmenistan).  
GARF, Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Rossiiskoi Federatisi [State Archivi of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow]. 
Glavpolitprosvet, Glavnii Politiko-Prosvetitel’nii Komissariat [Central Political 
Commissariat]. 
GOELRO, State Commission for electrifying Russia. 
GOKK, Gruzinskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta [Georgean Association of the Red 
Cross]. 
Gorkom, Gorodskii Komitet [Communist Party organ in charge of a city]. 
Gosplan, Gosudarstvennyi Plan [State planning committee; it was responsible for 
central economic planning]. 
GPU, Gosudarstvennoe Politicheskoe Upravlenie [It was the name of the Soviet 
political police from 1922 to 1934; the local branches were called GPU]. 
Guberniia, large administrative territory abolished in 1920s. 
Gubkom, Gubernskii Komitet [Communist Party organ in charge of a guberniia]. 
Hujum, “assault, offensive”. The Soviet policy directed at a social change. It was 
launched in 1927 and in Uzbekistan it was identified with mass unveilings. 



 360 

ICRC, International Committee of the Red Cross. 
Imam, religious figure. 
Inpros, Institut Prosveshcheniia [Institute for education]. 
Ishan, leader of a Sufi worship group. 
Ispolbiuro, Ispolnitel’nyi Biuro [Executive Bureau]. 
Ispolkom, Ispolnitel’nyi Komitet [Executive Committee]. 
Iurta, typical Central Asian tent used by nomads. 
Jadidism, Tatar political and cultural movement in Russian Muslim regions. 
Kalym (or qalim), bride-price (dowry) paid by the groom’s family to the bride’s. 
Khuliganskii, hooligans. 
KK, Kontrol’naia Komissiia [Control Commission]. 
Kluby, meeting places. 
KMO, Komitet Molodezhnykh Organizatsii [Committee of the Youth’s Organization]. 
Kochevnik, nomad. 
Kolkhoz, collective farm. 
Kolkhoznik, member of a collective farm. 
Komintern, Kommunisticheskii Internatsional [The Communist International; world 
communist movement]. 
Komissariat, equivalent of a Soviet ministry. 
Komnats, Kommunisticheskaia Natsional’nost’ [The nationalities committee of the 
education commissariat]. 
Komsomol, Kommunisticheskii Soiuz Molodezhi [Communist Youth League]. 
Komsomolets, member of the Komsomol. 
Korenizatsiia, the policy of supporting the use of the non-Russian languages and the 
creation of non-Russian elites in the non-Russian territories. 
Koshchi, association of poor peasants in Central Asia. 
KP(b)Uz, Kommunisticheskaia Partiia (bol’shevikov) Uzbekistana [Communist 
Bolshevik Party of Uzbekistan]. 
KPK, Komissiia Partiinogo Kontroliia [Commission on Party Control; it replaced the 
TsKK in 1934]. 
KPT, Kommunisticheskaia Partiia Turkestana [Turkestan Communist Party]. 
Kraevedenie, organizations with the aims at promoting local knowledge of cultural 
history. 
Krai, a large multiethnic province. 
Kraikom, Communist Party organ in charge of a krai. 
KTVO, Committee for Higher Technical Education. 
KUBT/KUTB, Komissiia po Uluchsheniiu Truda i Byta Zhenshchin [Commission for 
improvement of work and everyday life of women]. 
Kulak, well-to-do peasant. 
Kultprop, Kul’turnaia Propaganda [Central Committee department in charge of 
culture and propaganda]. 
Likbez, school for elimination of illiteracy. 
Likpunkty, centers that taught reading and writing skills. 
Madrasa, Muslim secondary school. 
Mahalla, Uzbek neighborhood. 
Maktab, Muslim primary school. 
Manap, Kyrgyz rich landlord. 
Mazar, in Central Asia, tomb of a saint, object of pilgrimage. 
Meshchanskii, philistine, bourgeois, narrow-minded. 
Mestkom, Mestnyi Komitet [Local committee]. 
Mullah, religious leader. 
Muskom, Muslim Commissariat. 
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Narkomat, Narodnyi Komissariat [People’s Commissariat]. 
Narkomfin, Narodnyi Komissariat Finantsov [Financial People’s Commissariat]. 
Narkomindel, Narodnyi Komissariat Inostrannykh Del [People’s Commissariat for 
Foreign Affairs]. 
Narkomiust, Narodnyi Komissariat Iustitsii [Justicial People’s Commissariat]. 
Narkomnats, Narodnyi Komissariat Natsional’nostei [People’s Commissariat for 
Nationality Affairs]. 
Narkompros, Narodnyi Komissariat Prosveshcheniia [People’s Commissariat for 
Enlightenment (education)]. 
Narkomtrud, Narodnyi Komissariat Truda [Work People’s Commissariat]. 
Narkomzdrav, Narodnyi Komissariat Zdravookhraneniia [Health People’s 
Commissariat]. 
Narkomzem, Narodnyi Komissariat Zemlia [People’s Commissariat for Land]. 
NEP, Novaia Ekonomicheskaia Politika [New Economic Policy]. 
Nepman, private entrepreneur or trader in the period of NEP. 
NK RKI, Narodnyi Komissariat Raboche-Krest’ianskoi Inspektsii [People’s 
Commissariat for the Worker-Peasant Inspection]. 
NKVD, Narodnyi Komissariat Vnutrennykh Del [People’s Commissariat of Internal 
Affairs; also, the Soviet political police from 1934 to 1941]. 
Novyi byt, new (mode) of life. 
Obkom, Oblastnoi Komitet [Communist Party organ in charge of an oblast’]. 
Oblast’, province, largest soviet administrative unit, or equivalent to guberniia in 
Central Asia in the Russian Empire. 
OGPU, Gosudarstvennoe Politicheskoe Upravlenie [Name of Soviet political police 
from 1922 to 1934; local branches were called GPU]. 
OKK, Oblastnaia  (Okruzhnaia) Kontrol’naia Komissiia [Local Control Commission]. 
OKK, Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta [Association of the Red Cross]. 
OKK RSFSR, Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta Rossiiskoi Sovetskoi Federativnoi 
Sotsialisticheskoi Respubliki [Association of the Red Cross of the Russian Union of 
Federated Socialist Republics]. 
Okrispolkom, Okruzhnoi Ispolnitel’nyi Komitet [Local Executive Committee]. 
Okrug, administrative territory between raion and oblast’. 
Orgbiuro, Organizatsionnoe biuro [Organizational Bureau of the Central Committee; 
along with secretariat, it supervised the work of the Communist Party]. 
Orgraspred Otdel, Department of the Central Committee in charge of supervising 
regional party organizations. 
Osoaviakhim, Obshchestvo Sodeistviia Oborone, Aviatsii i Khimicheskom Stroitel’stvu 
[Association of assistance to the defense, aviation and chemical building]. 
Otins, female teacher for girls. 
Otun-by, Central Asian women who read the Koran. 
Paranja, Uzbek vestment, which covered women from head to foot, similar to the 
Afghan burqa. 
Politbiuro, Politicheskoe Biuro [Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the 
Russian Communist Party]. 
Politprosvetotdel, Politicheskii Prosvetitel’nyi Otdel  [Political section for education]. 
Proletkult, proletarian culture, early Soviet cultural organization. 
Rabfak, Rabochii Fakultet [Special schools formed to provide basic education for adult 
workers]. 
Rabkrin, Raboche-Krest’ianskaia Inspektsiia [Worker-Peasant Inspection; it formed a 
united bureaucracy with TsKK until 1934]. 
Raikom, Communist Party organ in charge of a raion. 
Raion, “district,” small administrative territory; it replaced volost’ and uezd. 
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Raionirovanie, regionalization; the formation of new administrative territories. 
RDI, Raboche-Dekhkanskaia Inspektsia [Worker-Peasant Inspection]. 
Revkom, Revoliutsionnyi Komitet [Revolutionary Committee]. 
Revvoensovet, Revolutionary Military Council. 
RGAKFD, Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Kino-Foto Dokumentov [Russian State 
Archive of Documentary Films and Photographs, Krasnogorsk-Moscow]. 
RGASPI, Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Sotsial’no-Politicheskoi Istorii [Russian 
State Archive of Social-Political History, Moscow]. 
RGB, Rossiiskaia Gosudarstvennaia Biblioteka [State Russian Library, Moscow]. 
RKP(b), Rossiiskaia Kommunisticheskaia Partiia (bol’shevikov) [Russian Bolshevik 
Communist party]. 
ROKK, Rossiiskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta [Russian Association of the Red 
Cross]. 
RSFSR, Rossiiskaia Sovetskaia Federativnaia Sotsialisticheskaia Respublika [Russian 
Union of Federated Socialist Republics]. 
Seredniak, peasant of average means (classified as intermediate between kulak and 
bedniak). 
Shahada, the Muslim belief. 
Sharia, Muslim religious law. 
Sluzhba zdorov’ia iunykh pionerov, Service for the health of the Young Pioneers. 
Smenovekhovets, Russian or non-Russian nationalist who supported Soviet power 
because of a conviction that Soviet power was at least temporarily serving national 
ends. 
Smenovekhovstvo, the movement associated with individual smenovekhovtsy. 
Smychka, link; it refered to a link between workers and peasants during NEP. 
SOKK, Sovetskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Kresta [Soviet association of the Red Cross]. 
Soslovie, pre-revolutionary term for estate or status groups. 
Sotsvos, Sotsial’noe Vospitanie [Social education]. 
Sovet, governmental body in charge of any administrative territory. 
Sovnarkom or SNK, Sovet Narodnykh Komissarov [Council of People’s Commissars; 
the highest body in the soviet government]. 
Sredazbiuro TsK VKP(b), Sredneaziatskoe Biuro Tsentral’nogo Komiteta Vsesoiuznoi 
Kommunisticheskoi Partii (bol’shevikov) [Central Asia Bureau of Central Committee of 
All-union Communist Party ]. 
SSR, Sovetskaia Sotsialistcheskaia Respublika [Union Republic; largest national 
territories that together form Soviet union]. 
SSSR, Soiuz Sovetskikh Sotsialisticheskikh Respublik [Union of the Soviet Socialist 
Republics]. 
Staryi byt, old (mode) of life. 
SVB, Soiuz Voinstvuiushchikh Bezboszhnikov [Union of Militant Godless]. 
Tabib, native traditional healer. 
Tekhnikum, trade or professional school. 
TOKP, Turkmenskoe Obshchestvo Krasnogo Polumesiatsa [Turkmen Association of 
the Red Crescent]. 
TsAU, Tsentral’noe Administrativnoe Upravlenie [Central Administrative Direction]. 
TsIK, Tsentral’nyi Ispolnitel’nyi Komitet [Central Executive Committee]. 
TsK, Tsentral’nyi Komitet [Central Committee of the Communist Party]. 
TsK KPT, Tsentral’nyi Komitet Kommunisticheskoi Partii Turkestana [Central 
Committee of the Turkestan Communist Party]. 
TsK RKP(b), Tsentral’nyi Komitet Rossiiskoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii (bol’shevikov) 
[Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party]. 
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TsK RKP(b)Uz, Tsentral’nyi Komitet Rossiiskoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii 
(bol’shevikov) Uzbekistana [Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party of 
Uzbekistan]. 
TsK ROKK, Tsentral’nyi Komitet Rossiiskogo Obshchestva Krasnogo Kresta [Central 
Committee of the Russian Association of Red Cross]. 
TsK VKP(b), Tsentral’nyi Komitet Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii 
(bol’shevikov) [Central Committee of All-union Communist Party]. 
TsK VLKSM, Tsentral’nyi Komitet Vsesoiuznoi Leninskoi Kommunisticheskoi Soiuza 
Molodezhi [Central Committee of All-Union Leninist Communist Association of 
Youth-Komsomol]. 
TsKK, Tsentral’naia Kontrol’naia Komissiia [Central Control Commission; body in 
charge of party discipline through 1934] 
TsKK VKP(b), Tsentral’naia Kontrol’naia Komissiia Vsesoiuznoi Kommunisticheskoi 
Partii (bol’shevikov) [Central Control Commission of All-union Communist Party]. 
TsRK, Tsentral’naia Revizionnaia Komissiia [Control Inspection Commission]. 
TsSU, Tsentral’noe Statisticheskoe Upravlenie  [Central Statistical Direction]. 
Tubeteika, typical Uzbek hat for men. 
Turkbiuro, Turkestan Bureau of the Russian Communist Party. 
Turkkomissiia, Turkestan Commission of the All-Russian Central Executive 
Committee and Council of People’s Commissars of the RSFSR. 
UBT/UTB, Uluchshenie Truda i Byta Zhenshchin [Improvement of work and everyday 
life of women]. 
Uezd, administrative territory larger than volost’ and smaller than guberniia; it was 
abolished in 1920s. 
Ukom, Uezdnyi Komitet [Communist Party organ in charge of a uezd]. 
Ulema, intellectual Muslim clergy. 
Umma, community of believers. 
Uraza, Ramadam in Uzbek. 
Uzbeksel’soiuz, Uzbekskii Sel’skii Soiuz [Rural Uzbek Union]. 
UzOKP. Uzbekskii Obshchestva Krasnogo Polumesiatsa [Uzbek Association of Red 
Crescent]. 
VChK, Vserossiiskaia Chrezvychainaia Komissiia [All-Russian Extraordinary 
Commission]. 
Verkhsud, Verkhovnyi Sud [Supreme Court]. 
Viloiat, regional division in Tajikistan. 
VKP(b), Vsesoiuznaia Kommunisticheskaia Partiia (bol’shevikov) [All-union 
Communist Party]. 
VLKSM, Vsesoiuznyi Leninskii Kommunisticheskii Soiuz Molodezhi [All-Union 
Leninist Communist Association of Youth-Komsomol]. 
Volispolkom, Volostnoi Ispolnitel’nyi Komitet [Executive Committee of the volost’]. 
Volost’, small administrative territory; it was abolished and replaced by raiony. 
Vsesoiuznoe Obshchestvo Starykh Bol’shevikov, All-Union Association of the Old 
Bolsheviks. 
VSNKh, Supreme Council of the People’s Economy; highest economic organ. 
VTsIK, Vserossiiskii Tsentral’nyi Ispolnitel’nyi Komitet [All-Russian Central 
Executive Committee]. 
VTUZ, Vyshee Tekhnicheskoe Uchebnoe Zavedenie [Higher technical educational 
institute]. 
VUZ, Vyshee Uchebnoe Zavedenie [Higher educational institute]. 
Vydvizhenie, Soviet term for the promotion of workers to white-collar jobs. 
Vydvizhentsy, workers who have been promoted specially to white-collar jobs. 
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Waqf, property given as endowments to mosques, schools, hospitals. It is typical of 
Muslim societies. 
Yashmak, Turkmen veil. 
ZAGS, Otdel Zapisei Aktov Grazhdanskogo Sostaianiia [Department for the 
registration of civil acts]. 
Zakat, alms-giving. 
Zatvornichestvo, women’s segregation. 
Zavkom, Zavodskii Komitet [Factory Committee]. 
Zemreforma, Zemel’naia Reforma [Land Reform]. 
Zemstvo, local government in Imperial Russia. 
Zhenotdel, Zhenskii Otdel [Female Section of the Comunist Party]. 
Zhenotdelka, activist of the Zhenotdel. 
Zhenskie kluby, female club. 
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