
Introduction

On March 12, 1967, on the front page of Pravda, the main newspaper of
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, just under a headline reminding
Soviet citizens that it was “election day,”was a short piece entitled “On the
Shores of the Aral.” The piece described for Soviet readers the idyllic scene
that day in Raushan, a small village in the Kungrad (Qoʻngʻirot) district of
the far western Qaraqalpaq region of the Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic.
Readers of the article learned that storks, “harbingers of a bounteous
spring,” had recently returned to the shores of the Aral Sea. These shores
of the Aral, the article informed Pravda’s readers, had once been character-
ized by salt flats, swamps, and dense reed thickets, but such typical features
of the Aral landscape had in recent years submitted “to thewill and labor of
the Soviet people.” The Qaraqalpaq lands, reclaimed with Soviet labor
from themarshes and lovingly cleared of weeds, now rewarded the inhabit-
ants of Raushan’s state farm (sovkhoz) with five thousand tons of rice
annually. Thus, above the entrance to Raushan’s local polling place was a
banner with the words “Labor – the source of wealth.” As he approached
this polling place, an aqsaqal (elder) from Raushan’s state farm could
barely conceal his joy, such was his belief that “happiness has settled
forever on this land.” His sense of wonder over the changes brought to
the region by Soviet rule was evident as he asked the Pravda reporter, in
reference to the successful career of a local son, “Which of us could have
dreamed before that an inhabitant of the Aral region would become a
government figure?” before answering the question himself: “No one.”1

1 “Segodnia – vybory!,” P 71 (March 12, 1967): 1. The Qaraqalpaq spelling of Kungrad is
Qońırat.
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Many readers of Pravda, never having seen the shining expanses of the
Aral Sea, might have found it difficult to picture this far-off Central Asian
village. The newspaper’s reassuring tone, however, informed them
that even in the most distant corners of the Soviet Union, Soviet power
had overcome the peculiar challenges of nature and turned the regional
inhabitants – in this case, the formerly semi-nomadic, Turkic-speaking
Qaraqalpaqs – into modern Soviet workers. Several months later, another
front-page article, entitled “The Aral Is Becoming Richer,” announced to
Pravda’s readers a new breeding ground for the local fish industry in the
Aral region. Such articles told readers that Soviet power had brought
modern agriculture, industry, representative government, and prosperity
to what had once been one of the most “backward” and “barbaric”
territories of the Russian Empire.2

Yet, an attentive Pravda reader might also have realized that beneath
such confident and cheerful proclamations lurked uncertainty and tra-
gedy. In October 1968, for instance, in an article on “our southern seas,”
the section on the Aral Sea began: “Today there is not yet a fully-formed
notion of the damage which will be sustained by the economy of the Aral
region from the significant change in the level of the sea.” Already, the
article told readers, the sinking of the sea level by one-and-a-half meters
between 1960 and 1965 had resulted in the loss of seven million kilo-
grams of fish annually. The forecast was for catches to be five times lower
by the 1970s; by the year 2000, the level of the sea could sink as much as
fourteen meters, resulting in such high salinity that “the Aral Sea would
basically no longer exist.”3 With it would go the fish, as well as the way of
life of many people in the Aral Sea region. If happiness had indeed settled
on these lands, it had not necessarily come to stay.

Fifty years later, the prophetic vision of the “fate of the Aral Sea”
sketched out in Pravda in October 1968 has become reality. On the sands
of the former sea bed, rusting hulks of fishing ships have become a global
symbol for environmental degradation. The direct cause of the disappear-
ance of the Aral Sea – once considered the fourth-largest lake in the
world – was the increasing diversion in the 1950s and 1960s of Soviet
Central Asia’s main rivers, the Amu Darya and the Syr Darya, away from
the sea and into reservoirs and agricultural fields. By the time Pravda
reported on the fishing outlook in 1968, Soviet readers learned, almost
half the sea’s input had already been diverted; the volume of diverted

2 “Aral stanet bogache,” P 205 (July 24, 1967): 1.
3 “Nashi iuzhnye moria,” P 281 (October 7, 1968): 3.
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water continued to increase, until by the early 1980s there were times
when almost no water flowed into the sea at all.4

The disappearance of the Aral Sea in the late twentieth century is not,
however, simply the outcome of communist gigantomania or the conse-
quences of Soviet disregard for nature; rather, this dramatic transform-
ation of a Central Asian landscape has roots that stretch back into the
nineteenth century and extend around the world. Russian and Soviet
colonial schemes to transform the arid lands of Central Asia paralleled
similar schemes undertaken in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries
across arid landscapes from North Africa to Australia, from China to the
American West, driven by similar visions of modernity, and what it meant
to be civilized. It is this story that lies at the heart of this book.

Well before the 1960s, Russian and Soviet projects to transform Cen-
tral Asian landscapes by harnessing its water resources were embedded in
a larger, global dialogue about the power of science and technology to aid
the human quest for modernity and progress. In the twentieth century, as
a result of this quest, the human struggle to conquer nature took place on
a heretofore unimaginable – and unsustainable – scale. The Aral Sea is
only one of its casualties. This story, then, is a story about nature, and the
way in which human beings across the globe have engaged with the
natural environment in the modern era. Yet at the same time, Central
Asian landscapes today – including the Aral Sea region – reflect not just
human attempts to control nature, but the legacies of a colonial
experiment. The arid landscapes of the Central Asian borderlands, seem-
ingly marked as inferior, were spaces onto which Central Asia’s Russian
and Soviet rulers could project imperialist notions of modernity,
civilization, and progress through increasingly radical methods. Visions
of transforming the Aral Sea basin into a fertile colony of the Russian and
Soviet empires sometimes seemed like unattainable visions, no more
tangible than the smoke from an opium pipe. But with the material
transformation in the twentieth century of large swaths of Central Asia,
what were dreams for some became nightmares for others, in particular
for those who today still inhabit the toxic sandscapes where the Aral Sea
used to be. As is the case with modernizing schemes everywhere, some

4 Ibid.; Philip Micklin, “Irrigation and Its Future in Soviet Central Asia: A Preliminary
Analysis,” in eds. Lutz Holzner and Jeane M. Knapp, Soviet Geography Studies in Our
Time: A Festschrift for Paul E. Lydolph (Milwaukee, WI: The University of Wisconsin,
1987), 249.
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have stood to benefit, while others, even those in whose name such
schemes were ostensibly carried out, have been left in the dust.5

  

In recent years, environmental historians have urged us to see “that we
cannot understand human history without natural history and we cannot
understand natural history without human history.”6 These historians,
and others who use an environmental historical approach to the study of
the past, argue that an understanding of the ways in which the natural
environment has constrained and shaped human actions is crucial for
understanding developments in the past. The natural environment is not
merely a stage on which the drama of human history takes place; rather,
humans are embedded in the natural world, and seemingly natural land-
scapes are themselves reflections of politics, ideologies, and culture.
Indeed, over the course of time, the distinctions between what is “nat-
ural” and what is the result of human action become blurred. As human
actions shape the environments in which they live, these changing envir-
onments in turn may shape the possibilities for human actions in the
future. Inspired by imperial historian Alexander Morrison, who has
noted that “the nature of Imperial control is determined as much, if
not more, by the circumstances within the colony as it is by any particu-
larities of metropolitan politics, culture, and economics,” as well as by
German historian David Blackbourn, who has argued that “the human
domination of nature has a lot to tell us about the nature of human
domination,” this book adds to a growing number of works on Russian
and Soviet environmental history arguing that understanding the nature
of Russian and Soviet attempts to manage and control territory – in this
case, Central Asia – requires understanding how Russians encountered
the physical environments of those lands, as well as the extent to which
those encounters both inspired and limited the nature of Russian and
Soviet rule there.7

5 Karen Piper’s narrative of the history of water and racial politics in Los Angeles is aptly
titled Left in the Dust: How Race and Politics Created a Human and Environmental
Tragedy in L.A. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2006).

6 Richard White, The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River (New York:
Hill and Wang, 1995), ix.

7 Alexander Morrison, “How ‘Modern’ Was Russian Imperialism?” (presented at the First
Congress of the Asian Association of World Historians, Osaka, May 29–31, 2009), 16;
David Blackbourn, The Conquest of Nature: Water, Landscape, and the Making of
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In the case of Central Asia, while many Russian and Soviet officials had
visions for how Central Asian landscapes ought to look – based on their
own preconceived notions, rooted in European ideas about what consti-
tuted a proper use of land and water resources – their abilities to effect
these transformations were very much constrained by the materialities of
Central Asian environments. To an extent, one can even argue that the
natural processes of the region be considered actors in this narrative.
Central Asia’s colonial rulers grappled with malarial mosquitoes, tigers,
plagues of locusts, river flows, upwardly mobile soluble salts, and loads of
silt, much as they tried to control, shape, and harness Central Asia’s
human population. Whereas Central Asians could be convinced of the
desirability of irrigation projects to make more land available for
agriculture – provided their land and food were not taken from them in
this process – phenomena such as soil salinization proceeded regardless of
proffered incentives or professed ideologies. At the same time, while this
book recognizes that it was not only human society that was left with the
deep imprint of Russian and Soviet development projects, and that non-
humans often thwarted Russian and Soviet plans for the transformation
of Central Asian landscapes, its major focus is on intentional
actors – imperialist administrators who incentivized cotton cultivation
and approved irrigation projects, engineers who sought to rationalize
and make more efficient existing systems of land and water use,

Modern Germany (New York: W.W. Norton, 2006), 7. Recent English-language mono-
graphs on Russian and Soviet environmental history include Stephen Brain, Song of the
Forest: Russian Forestry and Stalinist Environmentalism, 1905–1953 (Pittsburgh, PA:
Pittsburgh University Press, 2011); Andy Bruno, The Nature of Soviet Power: An Arctic
Environmental History (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2016); Ryan Jones,
Empire of Extinction: Russians and the North Pacific’s Strange Beasts of the Sea,
1741–1867 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); and David Moon, The Plough That
Broke the Steppes: Agriculture and Environment on Russia’s Grasslands, 1700–1914
(Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2013). See also Jonathan Oldfield, Julia Lajus,
and Denis B. Shaw, “Conceptualizing and Utilizing the Natural Environment: Critical
Reflections from Imperial and Soviet Russia,” Slavonic and East European Review 93, 1
(January 2015): 1–15. Even with the increase in attention to the environment among
historians of the Russian Empire and Soviet Union, little attention has been paid to Central
Asia. Exceptions are Sarah Cameron, The Hungry Steppe: Famine, Violence, and the
Making of Soviet Kazakhstan (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2018), as well as
the work of Marc Elie, including “The Soviet Dust Bowl and the Canadian Erosion
Experience in the New Lands of Kazakhstan, 1950s–1960s,” Global Environment 8, 2
(2015), and Elie, “Governing by Hazard: Controlling Mudslides and Promoting Tourism
in the Mountains above Alma-Ata (Kazakhstan), 1966–1977” in eds. Sandrine Revet and
Julien Langumier, Governing Disasters: Beyond Risk Culture (London: Palgrave MacMil-
lan, 2015), 23–57.
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indigenous Central Asians who both cooperated with and subverted these
tsarist and Soviet attempts to transform their lands through hydraulic
management – as well as the consequences, both intended and unin-
tended, of such actions.

The temporal setting for this book is the period from the second half of the
nineteenth century,whenRussia rapidly conquered the vast territory south of
the Kazakh Steppe, through the first half of the twentieth century and the
establishment of Soviet rule in Central Asia underVladimir Lenin and Joseph
Stalin. Because the SecondWorldWar was a seminal event in Soviet history,
any work that includes a substantial section on the postwar period must
cover an amount of ground that is beyond the scope of this book. However,
as the epilogue makes clear, one of the central arguments of this book is that
by World World Two the foundations had been laid for subsequent Soviet
and post-Soviet attempts to transform Central Asian environments.

The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 continues to serve as a dividing line
for those who study the histories of the Russian Empire and Soviet Union,
so this book contributes to a small, but growing body of literature that
explores the continuities and ruptures between tsarist and Soviet rule. By
examining hydraulic projects to transform Central Asian landscapes on
both sides of 1917, this book explores the extent to which the Soviet
Union can be thought of as an empire – even though it explicitly defined
itself as a revolutionary, anti-imperial state – and, conversely, to what
extent Central Asia remained a colony.8 According to Jane Burbank and
Frederick Cooper, a politics of difference in which the goal is “loyalty, not
likeness” is a key defining characteristic of empires. Imperial Russian
administrators in Central Asia employed this politics of difference,
marking Central Asian subjects as tuzemtsy (“natives”) – different even
from the inorodtsy (non-Christian “aliens”) who inhabited parts of the
empire such as Siberia – and governing various parts of Central Asia by
laws pertaining specifically to those territories.9

8 For views of the Soviet Union as an empire – albeit a distinct type of empire – see Terry
Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalisms in the Soviet Union,
1923–1939 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press: 2001); Yuri Slezkine, “Imperialism as
the Highest Stage of Socialism,” Russian Review 59, 2 (April 2000): 227–234; Francine
Hirsch, Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2005). For Central Asia in particular, see Douglas
Northrop,Veiled Empire: Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2004).

9 Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of
Difference (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010), 11–13; Adeeb Khalid, “Cul-
ture and Power in Colonial Turkestan,” Cahiers d’Asie centrale 17/18 (2009): 418–422.
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In the period after the revolution of 1917, Soviet institutions replaced
local and regional Central Asian ones, while Soviet Central Asian citizens
were divided into theoretically equal “nations” subject to an overarching
Soviet identity and Soviet laws, just like Russians, Ukrainians, and other
former tsarist subjects. From this point of view, the Soviet Union does not
fit comfortably into a mold of empire in which distinctions are created to
maintain difference, not to level the playing field. And yet, as TerryMartin
has demonstrated, separate was not equal in the Soviet “affirmative action
empire.” Rather, a civilizational hierarchy was maintained which identi-
fied certain (primarily “eastern”) nationalities as “culturally backward.”
In Central Asia, Martin has argued, where “the Bolsheviks inherited a
segregated society . . . [t]hey abolished legal segregation but preserved
much of it in practice and even in thought.”10 Recently, historians Valerie
Kivelson andRonald Suny have similarly argued that attention to practices
of governance is as important as understanding the categories through
which Soviet authorities purported to rule. According to them, the “imperi-
ous quality of [Soviet] rule – with imperious defined as ‘domineering,
dictatorial, overbearing’ – in many ways overshadowed . . . rule through
lateral distinction . . . What had been envisioned as an egalitarian multi-
national state in the early Soviet years evolved rapidly into a more central-
ized imperial formation . . .”11

In recent years, Adeeb Khalid and Botakoz Kassymbekova have made
important arguments for the nature of early Soviet rule inCentral Asiawhich
lend nuance to this debate. For Khalid, whose work focuses on Uzbekistan,
Central Asia in the 1920s and early 1930s “hung between empire and
revolution.”12 InDespite Cultures, a work on early Soviet rule in Tajikistan,
Kassymbekova, drawing on Burbank and Cooper’s work, argues for think-
ing about imperialism and colonialism as “repertoires of power” utilized by
early Soviet leaders, alongside revolutionary modernizing strategies, as
“tactics of both state and empire building in Central Asia.”13

Even if the “slippery” concept of empire does not apply to the Soviet
Union in all places at all times, this book argues that from an environ-
mental perspective, early Soviet Central Asia remained a colony of the

10 Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, 56, 153.
11 Valerie Kivelson and Ronald Grigor Suny, Russia’s Empires (New York: Oxford Univer-

sity Press, 2017), 10–11.
12 Adeeb Khalid, Making Uzbekistan: Nation, Empire, and Revolution in the Early USSR

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2015), 10.
13 Botakoz Kassymbekova, Despite Cultures: Early Soviet Rule in Tajikistan (Pittsburgh,

PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2016), 15–16, 201.
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Soviet Union in spite of Soviet campaigns to modernize the region and
stamp out “backwardness.”14 The Central Asian borderland region was
developed as a source of raw materials for the Soviet state, and Soviet
authorities exploited Central Asia’s human labor resources with this goal
in mind. This does not mean, however, that the Soviet Union was simply
the tsarist empire in a new guise; indeed, as Khalid has pointed out in the
case of Uzbekistan, Central Asia was a very different place already in
1931 than it was in 1917. Some Soviet modernizing campaigns, such as
the drive for literacy and the creation of new educational opportunities,
changed many Central Asian lives for the better. Simultaneously, how-
ever, the Soviet state built on the imperial foundations established in
Central Asia by the eve of the Bolshevik revolution – an economy centered
on agriculture tending toward a cotton monoculture, the practice of
encouraging resettlement of vast numbers of people to the Central Asian
borderland to more firmly bind it to the metropole, and the reshaping of
indigenous lifeways by encouraging the sedentarization of nomadic
peoples – to transform lands and livelihoods on a much grander scale
and in a much more deliberate and intrusive manner. This environmental
perspective supports Khalid’s conclusions that by the 1930s in Central
Asia, the violence of the Soviet state “destroyed alternatives.
Collectivization and the expansion of cotton tied Central Asia . . . to the
Soviet economy; the closing of the borders cut Central Asia off from the
rest of the world,” leaving it more dependent on Russia than ever
before.15 Yet, even while Soviet methods, including force and violence,
served as the tools, tsarist-era dreams, anchored in global visions of
modernity and progress, provided the imagination, as well as the raw
materials, for the transformation of realities in Soviet Central Asia.

    

Central Asia is not a place you will find on a standard world map. The
term “Central Asia” (Central-Asien, Asie centrale) to describe a particular
world region was introduced by the noted German geographer Alexander
von Humboldt in 1843, based on a journey he made to the region in
1829.16 Over the centuries, this geographical region has been home to

14 Kivelson and Suny, Russia’s Empires, 397. 15 Khalid, Making Uzbekistan, 10.
16 Alexander von Humboldt, Asie centrale. Recherches sur les chaines des montagnes et la

climatologie comparée (Paris: Gide, 1843); Central-Asien: Untersuchungen über die
Gebirgsketten und die vergleichende Klimatologie (Berlin: Carl J. Klemann, 1844).
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various political units and has been imagined in different ways. Like
Benedict Anderson’s concept of nations as imagined communities, how-
ever, imagined here does not imply imaginary. Central Asia had real
meaning for its Russian and, later, Soviet rulers, and the ways in which
Central Asia was conceptualized had real consequences for the people
who lived there.17

Politically, the geographical region covered in this book is described by
what was the Russian imperial province of Turkestan at its largest extent
(around the turn of the twentieth century), together with the Central
Asian states which in the late nineteenth century became autonomous
protectorates of the Russian Empire: the Emirate of Bukhara and the
Khanate of Khiva (a third state, the Khanate of Khoqand, was abolished
to give the Russians control over the fertile Ferghana Valley). In 1924,
after a brief stint as Soviet “people’s republics,” these protectorates were
abolished by the Bolsheviks, who divided the region into what would
become by 1936 the four union republics (Soviet Socialist Republics, or
SSRs) of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. In the
Soviet imagination, these four republics formed Middle, or Central, Asia
(Sredniaia Aziia).18 Politically, too, they initially were united, coming
until 1934 under the jurisdiction of a single Central Asia Bureau
(Sredazbiuro) of the Central Communist Party in Moscow. Part of the
former imperial province of Turkestan became the southern part of
the Kazakh SSR; in Soviet policy “Central Asia and Kazakhstan” were
often considered together, though northern Kazakhstan was historically,
politically, and economically more closely linked with Siberia than
Turkestan.19

In terms of physical territory, Soviet geographers defined Central Asia as:

the broad region (oblast0) located in the southeast of our country and occupying
territory from the Caspian Sea in the west up to the administrative boundary with
the People’s Republic of China in the east, and from the Aral Sea in the north up to
the administrative boundary with Iran and Afghanistan in the south.

17 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism (New York: Verso, 1983).

18 Tsentral0naia Aziia, which can also be translated as Central Asia, often refers to a larger
region including Xinjiang in northwest China and Mongolia.

19 In the imperial period, northern Kazakhstan was governed as part of the Steppe region;
both tsarist and Soviet authorities, however, found “compelling similarities with . . .

Central Asia in the natural environment, economy, and culture of the southern oblasts
[regions] of Kazakhstan,” in ed. Robert Lewis,Geographic Perspectives on Soviet Central
Asia (New York: Routledge, 1992), 5.
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As this particular Soviet report pointed out, “the concept of
‘Turkestan’, which served in the pre-October days [i.e., before the Bol-
shevik Revolution of 1917] as a synonym for Central Asia, unites the
same physio-geographical complex occupying the same territory” as
Soviet Central Asia.20 By this definition, southern and southeastern Kaz-
akhstan belonged to Central Asia. The southern part of the Kazakh Soviet
Socialist Republic also formed part of the Aral Sea drainage basin and,
thus, is implicated in the environmental story this book will tell.21

Central Asia is a largely arid region. Lack of rainfall and humidity,
coupled with extreme heat, mean that Central Asia’s rivers typically do
not receive much input other than glacial melt from the high mountain
peaks in the eastern part of the region, primarily the Tian Shan and Pamir
Mountains on the border with China. Of the main rivers of Central Asia,
only the Amu Darya and Syr Darya, fed by those high mountain streams,
historically reached an outlet in the Aral Sea. The rest dwindled away in
the sand and steppes, having lost all their water to irrigation and
evaporation. Much of western and southern Central Asia – the Ustyurt
Plateau between the Aral and Caspian Seas, the Qyzyl Qum (Red Sands)
and Qara Qum (Black Sands), which make up almost three-quarters of
the Central Asian region – is characterized by stony, clay, or sandy desert,
where the daytime maximum temperature can reach more than 50 degrees
Celsius.22 The exceptions are a few fertile oases, such as Samarkand,
Bukhara, Khorezm in the Amu Delta to the south of the Aral Sea, and
the lush Ferghana Valley, around which Central Asian states have histor-
ically been organized. The arid regions surrounding these oases, as well as
the northern steppe region, are mostly inhabited by peoples who over the
centuries have adopted pastoral nomadism as a way to cope with aridity.
There are no prominent physical features dividing the deserts of
“Turkestan” from the Kazakh Steppe. Semi-nomadic and sedentary soci-
eties alike practice agriculture; however, the lack of rainfall and high rates
of evaporation mean that almost everywhere in the region it is necessary
to construct irrigation channels in order to make land suitable for
cultivation.

20 IUFGOS II (1956), 123.
21 Philip Micklin, “TheWater Crisis in Soviet Central Asia,” in ed. Philip R. Pryde, Environ-

mental Management in the Soviet Union (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991),
213–215.

22 Elena Lioubimtseva, Jahan Kariyeva, and Geoffrey Henebry, “Climate Change in Turk-
menistan” in eds. Igor Zonn and Andrey Kostianoy, The Turkmen Lake Altyn Asyr and
Water Resources in Turkmenistan (Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer, 2014), 42.
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Such an overview of Central Asia’s geography, topography, and cli-
mate is provided in most works about the region. But where most studies
leave off is where this study begins. In this work, the physical environ-
ment, and in particular the waters of Central Asia, as they flow through
rivers, streams, canals, and into steppes and lakes – including the Aral
Sea – is not merely the setting for the narrative; rather, water is the
guiding principle. In some ways, the narrative itself traces Central Asia’s
waters from the lower Amu Darya and Aral region (Chapter 1) upstream
along the Syr Darya and through the Ferghana Valley (Chapters 2 and 3)
to the mountainous region from which the Aral and the Syr, as well as
another of Central Asia’s most important rivers, the Chu (Chui) River,
descend (Chapter 4). After an exploration in Chapter 5 of the changes
brought by the revolution, in Chapter 6 the narrative then journeys along
the Vakhsh River, an important tributary of the Amu Darya, briefly
follows the waters of the Naryn River – an important tributary of the
Syr Darya – back to the Ferghana Valley before, eventually, returning to
the Aral Sea in the Epilogue. Along the way, the narrative investigates
how scientists; military officers; central, regional, and local officials;
artists; entrepreneurs; nomads; peasants; tsarist subjects; and Soviet citi-
zens perceived, portrayed, and attempted to harness Central Asia’s waters
in the name of their own transformative visions, as well as how those
visions were received and, at times, contested.

As a fluid and mobile resource that is, and historically has been, both
crucial and contested in an arid region like Central Asia, the materiality of
water makes it a fascinating object of study. Water was key to the
transformation of Central Asia into a region that its Russian and Soviet
rulers considered fruitful and prosperous. The waters of Central Asian
rivers could be used to transport troops and goods, empower or limit the
autonomy of Central Asian cities and states, grow cotton and other
agricultural products, water the fields and orchards of European settlers,
power machinery and industry, and provide light to rural areas. Yet in
Central Asia, even the best-laid imperialist plans had to contend with the
material aspects of the region’s physical environment: precious water
resources were trapped in glaciers at high altitudes in mountains remote
from any roadway; fresh river waters disappeared into sands and steppes
or saline lakes surrounded by hostile deserts; attempts to construct
irrigation systems resulted in water leaching salts out of the arid soil,
ruining the lands they were supposed to make productive; and undrained
water, in turn, converted deserts into swamps. Central Asia’s water was
an unpredictable resource, whose fickle nature tsarist bureaucrats and
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Soviet commissars alike came to associate with the seemingly unpredict-
able and uncontrollable inhabitants of the region.

At the same time, water was essential for all of Central Asia’s inhabit-
ants. Water thus formed an arena in which cooperation, compromise, and
conflict were unavoidable. InCentral Asia, irrigation projects encouraged –
sometimes even required – cooperation between indigenous peoples, local
and regional administrators, Russian and foreign engineers, migrant set-
tlers, and laborers from the greater Central Eurasian region. Arjun Appa-
durai has cautioned that although cooperation “frequently implies
equality between partners and equally cheerful attitudes on both sides . . .
more often cooperation is a state of affairs that involves . . . [parties] of
different economic capability and that may not be regarded as especially
desirable by some of the parties involved.”23 Following Appadurai, this
book investigates indigenous Central Asians who entered into irrigation
projects and water-sharing agreements with the Grand Duke Nikolai
Konstantinovich Romanov, an imperial intermediarywhowas nonetheless
not a state agent, a social outcast whose story may only have been possible
in Russian Turkestan (Chapter 2). It also seeks out the perspectives of
Central Asian nomads, whose strategies of cooperation with both Slavic
settlers as well as tsarist authorities may be better read as acts of subversion
toward attempts to appropriate their land for irrigation and colonization
than either docile cooperation or hostile resistance (Chapter 4). These
cases, along with others in this narrative, serve as a reminder that Central
Asia was a place where diverse groups of peoples – local groupswith varied
ethnic identities and kinship ties, imported and local officials, exiles, forced
and voluntary migrants and workers, refugees, soldiers, rebels, intellec-
tuals, revolutionaries – mixed on a daily basis. This book, thus, adds to
works on the Russian Empire by, among others, Paul Werth, Robert
Crews, Jeff Sahadeo, and Alexei Miller, which similarly argue that rela-
tions in non-Russian regions of the Russian Empire were far too compli-
cated to depict with one single model of colonizer and colonized.24

23 Arjun Appadurai, “Wells in Western India: Irrigation and Cooperation in an Agricultural
Society,” Expedition Magazine 26, 3 (Philadelphia: Penn Museum, 1984): 3.

24 Robert Crews, For Prophet and Tsar: Islam and Empire in Russia and Central Asia
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006); Jeff Sahadeo, Russian Colonial
Society in Tashkent, 1865–1923 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007); Paul
Werth, “From Resistance to Subversion: Imperial Power, Indigenous Opposition, and
Their Entanglement,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 1, 1
(Winter 2000): 21–43; Aleksei Miller, “Between Local and Inter-Imperial: Russian
Imperial History in Search of Scope and Paradigm,” Kritika 5, 1 (Winter 2004): 7–26.
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  :    ?

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, as Russia established its presence
in Central Asia, many diverse actors recognized the importance of
irrigation for the region’s future. Tsarist-era visions for the colonization
of Central Asia and its transformation into a productive part of the
empire, as well as Soviet plans for the further transformation of that
province into a prosperous and modern borderland which might serve
as a model of socialism to its neighbors, were resolutely forward-looking.
Tsarist elites railed against “backwardness” in Central Asian societies,
particularly its nomadic ones, while Soviet authorities campaigned vigor-
ously to extinguish any last vestiges of a “feudal” past. When it came to
both cultural and economic development, by the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, modern science and technology seemed to offer new
possibilities for “conquering” the arid environment that appeared to serve
as a primary obstacle preventing Central Asians from entering the modern
world. Russians, thus, became enthusiastic participants in what we might
term the irrigation age, firm believers in the potential of water to turn the
“barren” lands of Central Asia into blooming gardens. Modern irrigated
agriculture was to liberate Central Asians from drudgery, make them
more productive, and encourage nomads to take up a settled (and there-
fore “civilized”) way of life. It was also intended to ensure Central Asia’s
place as a prosperous part of the empire, rather than a drain on imperial
coffers.

Irrigation was certainly not a new art. But during the irrigation age of
the last decades of the nineteenth and first decades of the twentieth centur-
ies, an increasing number of people – engineers, scientists, politicians,
entrepreneurs – circulated the arid regions of the globe, bringing with
them the belief that universal scientific knowledge, together with modern
technologies such as the excavator, and modern construction materials
such as steel and concrete, could be used to transform large areas of the
planet from “wasteland” into productive (i.e., agricultural) land by means
of irrigation – which often went hand-in-hand with hydropower – and
similar visions of the prosperity irrigation might bring to the deserts.25

25 One of the most fantastic of these schemes was German architect Herman Sörgel’s 1930s
vision of Atlantropa, in which damming the Mediterranean would power all of Europe
and simultaneously make the deserts of North Africa bloom (Philipp Lehmann, “Infinite
Power to Change the World: Hydroelectricity and Engineered Climate Change in the
Atlantropa Project,” American Historical Review 121, 1 [February 2016]: 70–100).
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As Ian Tyrrell has pointed out, “irrigation is not [just] about drains,
pumps, pipes, and dams, but about dreams.”26

At the same time, however, many of the dreams of the future that arose
in this irrigation age were deeply rooted in ideas about the past. In 1909,
for instance, the famous British engineer William Willcocks, the master-
mind behind Egypt’s first Aswan Dam, described his irrigation work in
Mesopotamia thus: “I have followed the traces of the four rivers of the
early chapters of Genesis. Appointed by the new Turkish Government to
engage engineers and survey and level the rivers and canals of the Tigris-
Euphrates delta . . . I first set myself the task of mastering the ancient
systems of irrigation, improving on them when I could . . . I started with
the Garden of Eden.”27 The modern engineers of the irrigation age were
fascinated with the accomplishments of ancient “hydraulic societies,” and
with the idea that irrigation could be used to restore glory to places where
cities and gardens – in other words, “civilization” – had once flourished.

In the Aral Sea basin, which was incorporated into the Russian Empire
between the 1860s and 1880s, vast desert landscapes, inhabited by semi-
nomadic Turkic-speaking peoples such as the Qaraqalpaqs, seemed to
serve as a reminder of the fragility of life in the region. Foreign travelers
almost always remarked on the traces of ancient buildings and waterways
in Central Asia’s deserts, which they cited as evidence of decline from the
days when great civilizations had flourished in oases along fabled trade
routes linking China and Europe. For the vast Russian Empire to the
north, the newly acquired Central Asian possessions had the potential
to become the jewel in the Russian tsar’s crown, lands of sunshine,
melon gardens, fruit orchards, and fields of grain, if only the deserts
could be won.

The supposed decline of ancient trade routes and, along with them, the
glory of ancient civilizations, was one which Russians in the region
attributed to both the corruption of Central Asia’s rulers – the emirs,
khans, and begs of Bukhara, Khiva, and Khoqand, lands inhabited by
sedentary Turkic- and Persian-speaking peoples (whom we would today
think of as Uzbeks and Tajiks) – as well as to the presence of
nomads – Turkic-speaking groups of Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, Turkmen, and

26 Ian Tyrrell, True Gardens of the Gods: Californian-Australian Environmental Reform,
1860–1930 (Berkeley: University of California, 1999), 103.

27 William Willcocks, “Mesopotamia: Past, Present, and Future,” read at the Royal Geo-
graphical Society, November 15, 1909, reprinted from The Geographical Journal, 35, 1
(January 1910), Annual Report of the Board of Regents of the Smithsonian Institution,
1909 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1910), 401.

Introduction 15

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108673075.001 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108673075.001


Qaraqalpaqs, who were popularly believed to be more interested in
raiding than trade. Russians assumed that this supposed marauding life-
style made nomads poor stewards of the land. The fact that most of these
nomads were really semi-nomadic (and thus “semi-sedentary”) and prac-
ticed agriculture did not seem to factor into such notions.

A myth of decline can be a useful justification for conquest, as Diana
Davis has shown in her work on the Maghreb, where, she argues, French
imperialists created a myth of the role of nomads in the environmental
degradation of North African landscapes, in order to legitimate French
plans to take over the region and restore “the granary of Rome.”28

Russians shared the widely held Euro-American belief that a sedentary
lifestyle was superior to a nomadic one, which therefore justified Russian
conquest of the region.29 Russian beliefs in the urgency of reversing this
supposed decline were buttressed by nineteenth-century notions that the
world was drying up – for which Central Asia seemed to provide some of
the best evidence – and that the sukhovei, hot, dry, northward-blowing
winds were encroaching, along with the “Asiatic” deserts, on Russian
civilization in the steppes.30

Like the French in North Africa, Russians in Central Asia drew on
ideas about the ancient past to provide evidence for what was possible in
the future. Many Russians, for instance, cited a legend about a time when
the Central Asian steppes and deserts (the location varied, depending on
who was telling the tale) were so densely settled that a cat could leap from
rooftop to rooftop and travel hundreds of miles without ever touching the
ground.31 The traces of ancient irrigation channels in the deserts were
reminders of the life such “waste” lands had once supported, just as the

28 Diana Davis, Resurrecting the Granary of Rome: Environmental History and French
Colonial Expansion in North Africa (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2007).

29 William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New
England (New York: Hill and Wang, 1983), 53.

30 On Russian interest in desiccation, see Moon, The Plough That Broke the Steppes,
109–63, passim; L. S. Berg, “Vysykhaet li Sredniaia Aziia?,” IRGO 41 (1905); Prince
Kropotkin, “The Desiccation of Eur-Asia,” GJ 23, 6 (1904); Brower, Turkestan and the
Fate of the Russian Empire (New York: Routledge Curzon, 2003), 76. See also, Raphael
Pumpelly, Explorations in Turkestan (Washington, DC: Carnegie Institute, 1905), 16;
Pumpelly, My Reminiscences II (New York: Henry Holt, 1918), 725–726; Ellsworth
Huntington, The Pulse of Asia (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1907).

31 See, for instance, Trudy s00ezda khlopkovodov v g. Tashkente s 25-go do 1-e dekabria
1912 g., I (Tashkent: GUZiZ, 1913): 93; A. A. Tatishchev, Zemli i liudi: v gushche
pereselencheskogo dvizheniia (1906–21) (Moscow: Russkii put0, 2001), 91; Ekaterina
Pravilova, “River of Empire: Geopolitics, Irrigation, and the Amu Darya in the Late
XIXth Century,” Cahiers d’Asie centrale 17–18 (2009): 272.
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magnificent architectural complexes of the oases of Samarkand and
Bukhara attested to past glories of the region, even if they had been
achieved at the hands of “Oriental despots.” Notions of glory amid
barbarism were crucial to the legends of the irrigation age, because, in
the words of Tyrrell, they “did not claim arid lands to be inherently
barren. [Such lands] simply lacked water. Irrigation alone was required
to bring them to life.”32

In order to bring the “dead” lands to life, however, looking backward
was not enough, for it was only through the promise of modern engineer-
ing techniques and technologies that the glorious visions of the irrigation
age came to seem possible in the first place. Central Asia’s Russian and
Soviet rulers were not, after all, seeking to recreate the legendary
hydraulic despotism of the Timurid Empire. Rather, technocrats, engin-
eers, and entrepreneurs alike hoped that the new science of irrigation
being practiced around the world would awaken the potential that had
long lain dormant in the Central Asian steppes and deserts and bring new
kinds of liberation to the Central Asian people. Though they drew on
ancient myths and legends for inspiration, the science in which such
irrigation fantasies were purportedly grounded was what distinguished
them from the fiction of prophecy.33

    

The logic of science and modernity that fueled the irrigation age dictated
the most rational and efficient use possible of available natural resources.
In the early twentieth century, tsarist technocrats increasingly spoke of
harnessing the empire’s “productive forces,” a concept that harmonized
well with Bolshevik ideology after the revolution of 1917, since Marx
himself had written about the means of production (which included raw
materials as well as tools) as one of society’s “productive forces.”34 In
Central Asia, harnessing the region’s productive forces centered on put-
ting Central Asia’s rivers to work in order to expand irrigated agriculture
to the greatest possible extent. Water was to be used to grow cotton that,

32 Tyrrell, True Gardens of the Gods, 113.
33 On modernity’s relationship to prophecy, see Daniel Rosenberg and Susan Harding,

“Introduction,” in eds. Rosenberg and Harding, Histories of the Future (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2005), 4–6.

34 Hirsch, Empire of Nations, 64; Peter Holquist, “‘In Accord with State Interests and the
People’s Wishes’: The Technocratic Ideology of Imperial Russia’s Resettlement Adminis-
tration,” Slavic Review 69, 1 (Spring 2010): 156–157, 162, 173.
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for reasons both domestic and global (discussed in Chapters 1 and 3),
became Central Asia’s predominant cash crop. As more and more land in
Central Asia – including that traditionally used to grow food crops – was
converted to cotton, cotton began to take on a logic of its own. Cotton
was not the reason for Russia’s conquest of Central Asia, but it became
Central Asia’s raison d’être from the point of view of the imperial
metropole; that logic continued to drive Central Asia’s development after
the collapse of the Russian Empire (Chapter 5), and continues to drive
economies in post-Soviet Central Asia today.

The process of converting as much of Central Asia’s irrigated land as
possible to cotton cultivation began already in the late nineteenth century
and continued – indeed, accelerated – after the revolution of 1917. Even
though the Soviet state explicitly rejected the imperial past, in the Soviet
imagination, as in the tsarist imagination, Central Asia’s potential con-
tinued to be linked with its raw cotton resources. Soviet development of
the Central Asian borderlands focused on expanding the irrigated acreage
under cotton (though hydropower also became an important concern in
the late twentieth century).35 The disappearance of the Aral Sea was an
unintended consequence of such development schemes, but it was not
unexpected. As Donald Worster has written of the American West, the
logic of the irrigation age dictated that “water or any other resource
should be exploited to its maximum economic potential . . . It was then
rational to destroy a river completely, to send it . . . to another watershed
altogether . . . Indeed, it was irrational to do otherwise . . .”36 One may
disagree with their choices, but engineers, entrepreneurs, peasants, and
administrators from both the Slavic, as well as Central Asian populations,
were rational actors, many of whom believed in the potential of both
irrigation and cotton to shape a better, more modern future in the region.

Not everyone, of course, exercised the same amount of autonomy in
decision-making, nor was it just Central Asia’s rivers that were put to
work in the service of cotton agriculture for the nation’s textile industry.
Russian and Soviet administrators could and did compel subject popula-
tions (with varying degrees of success) to dig canals and grow more
cotton. Some peasants opted to grow cotton, as a lucrative cash crop,
and some Central Asian merchants and moneylenders became quite
wealthy from their role as middlemen facilitating the transport of cotton

35 Hirsch, Empire of Nations, 74–75.
36 DonaldWorster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the AmericanWest

(New York: Pantheon Books, 1985), 92.
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from fields and bazaars to processing factories or from lending credit to
those peasants who sought to take on the risk.37 Both Slavs and Central
Asians alike agreed on the importance of expanding irrigation in the
region. Increasingly, however, the logic of cotton ensured that Central
Asia’s inhabitants had fewer options to decide how the region’s water
resources were to be used.

In the Russian imaginary, the difference between the “European” and
“Asiatic” parts of the empire was perceived, as it was in European
metropoles toward their colonies, “as primarily civilizational” in nature;
the modernization and rationalization of cotton agriculture thus played
an key role in the Russian “civilizing mission” in Central Asia.38 On the
ground in the region, where Orthodox missionaries were forbidden – for
fear of provoking Muslim “fanaticism” – and Slavic settlers were (theor-
etically) restricted, science became the means by which Russians could
“convert” Central Asians to the superiority of a European lifestyle.39

Tsarist officials and their allies envisioned Central Asians gaining new
tools to become more effective farmers for the benefit of the empire: iron
plows, acclimatized American cotton seeds, concrete-lined irrigation
canals with steel sluice gates. Many local and regional administrators,
as well as influential figures in Russian Central Asian society, believed
that through successful irrigation projects, in particular, Russia could
legitimize its rule in the eyes of the indigenous population. Science could
demonstrate the benefits of Russian imperial rule, and it was through
scientific achievements in the borderlands that Russia could prove itself to
be equal to European empires.

For the most part, however, tsarist administrators found themselves
hamstrung by the legislation they had created for this military borderland,
in the form of provisional statutes and instructions that often lasted much
longer than their drafters had originally intended. The “ignoring” of
Central Asian religious institutions and practices – for fear of provoking
revolt – was accompanied by only hesitant interference in practices of

37 Stanislav Poniatovskii, Opyt izucheniia khlopkovodstva v Turkestane i Zakaspiiskoi
oblasti (St. Petersburg: GUZiZ, 1913), 3.

38 Adeeb Khalid, “Russian History and the Debate over Orientalism,” Kritika 1, 4 (Fall
2000): 696.

39 Though the multiethnic Russian Empire had included a significant Muslim population
from the sixteenth century onward, by the late nineteenth century widespread discourses
of Pan-Islamism and Muslim-led uprisings in the North Caucasus and neighboring Qing
China led many Russians to adopt the British notion of Muslims as “fanatics,” violent
and unpredictable. Sahadeo, Russian Colonial Society in Tashkent, 300.
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water management.40 By largely devolving affairs of water management
to the local level, the nineteenth-century tsarist state thus resembled the
early modern Ottoman state in Egypt as described by environmental
historian Alan Mikhail; in both places, administrators depended heavily
on existing systems of water management, which in turn rested on cus-
tomary practices developed over centuries in accordance with local con-
ditions. In neither case was this dependence on local knowledge due to a
romanticized notion of the peasantry or its abilities, but rather, in both
cases it was a highly pragmatic solution.41

Because most agriculture in Central Asia depended on irrigation, and
because Russians had little knowledge of hydraulic engineering in arid
regions, whereas indigenous Central Asians had been skillfully irrigating
their lands for centuries, water management was an area in which the
would-be colonizers often depended on their colonial subjects. Tsarist
elites chafed against such dependence, generally asserting the superiority
of European science over indigenous methods of water management, even
when they admired what the “natives” had accomplished. In the last years
of the empire, the minimal progress in bringing the fruits of the irrigation
age to the Russian Empire – in the form of engineers and large-scale
hydraulic projects – led the state to begin appropriating increasing
amounts of the best irrigated land in Central Asia for colonization, and
promoting the growth of cotton, rather than food crops, on lands watered
by existing irrigation systems. Tensions over such practices manifested
themselves in a large-scale revolt across the Central Asian region (treated
in Chapter 4) on the eve of the empire’s collapse.

Unlike many other aspects of life which were swept away with the
revolution of 1917, belief in the power of science and technology to create
a more perfect society remained a central tenet of Bolshevik ideology.
Marxism-Leninism itself was viewed as a scientific means to approaching
human history and future development. Even if they remained wary of
the new regime’s political ideology, engineers trained in the tsarist era
were drawn to the the Bolsheviks’ “state-sponsored modernization ideol-
ogy” and applied themselves to Bolshevik transformative endeavors with

40 Turkestan’s first governor-general Konstantin von Kaufman’s policy of “ignoring” local
customs was less about tolerance than it was an attempt to avoid provocation and
uprising. See, for instance, Khalid, “Culture and Power in Colonial Turkestan,”
424–425.

41 Alan Mikhail, Nature and Empire in Ottoman Egypt: An Environmental History (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2011).
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zeal (Chapter 5).42 By the 1930s, according to historian Sheila Fitzpa-
trick, the civilizing mission returned, “as the party came to see itself not
only as a political vanguard but also as a cultural one.”43 The revolution-
ary modernizing campaign that was Stalin’s First Five-Year Plan for the
development of the economy (1928–1932), taken up in Chapter 6, was a
battle for enlightenment against the dark forces of backwardness. In the
Central Asian borderlands, the Bolshevik sword was turned not only
against the “backwardness” of rural society, but also against the twin
evils of colonialism and Oriental despotism, both of which had sup-
posedly retarded the progress of Central Asian peoples. One of the
principal means of bringing the revolution to the region was modern
science and technology, for with the conquest of nature, the Bolsheviks
promised, would come Central Asian liberation; indeed the liberating
forces of modernity and progress were the foundations of Bolshevik
legitimacy.44 Hydraulic projects to modernize Central Asian agriculture
and power Central Asian villages were intended not only to legitimate the
revolution internally, but also to serve as powerful models of a socialist
future for colonized peoples throughout the “East.”45

In both the tsarist and Soviet periods, settlers also were meant to play
an important role in the civilizing of the Central Asian borderlands.
Tsarist-era proponents of Russian colonization in Central Asia – who
began in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to use more
frequently the term kolonizatsiia, rather than the more standard perese-
lenie (resettlement) – believed that Russian settlers in Central Asia would
serve a civilizing function by introducing “European” culture into the
region. Few of the peasants who came to the Central Asian borderlands,
however, seem to have had any notion of the noble “civilizing mission”
with which they had been charged. Scholars have noted that conflicts
between destitute settlers on the one hand, and indigenous Central Asians
on the other, heightened ethnic tensions rather than convincing Central
Asians of Slavic superiority. Jeff Sahadeo, for instance, has described how

42 Paul Josephson, Industrialized Nature: Brute Force Technology and the Transformation
of the Natural World (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2002), 24.

43 Sheila Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism: Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times: Soviet
Russia in the 1930s (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 15–16.

44 Slezkine, “Imperialism as the Highest Stage of Socialism,” 228–229.
45 For more on the Soviet notion of “the East” and the role it was to play there, see Masha

Kirasirova, “The ‘East’ as a Category of Bolshevik Ideology and Comintern Adminis-
tration: The Arab Section of the Communist University of the Toilers of the East,” Kritika
18, 1 (Winter 2017): 7–34.
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“poor Russians in Tashkent developed an image as a force that subverted
Russian efforts to implement scientific knowledge.”46 The scarcity of
water resources was one of the primary reasons tsarist colonization
efforts proceeded haphazardly, leading to both conflict as well as unoffi-
cial cooperation between Slavic settlers and indigenous Central Asians
(Chapter 4). Moreover, without sufficient knowledge about the region’s
water resources and how those could be used, the tsarist state could not
proceed with an orderly program of settlement (Chapter 3).

Soviet state planners recognized the unfortunate connotations of kolo-
nizatsiia with the haphazard – and sometimes violent – resettlement of the
tsarist period, yet they also saw the colonization of economically strategic
regions as essential for the exploitation of resources and the building of
socialism.47 As discussed in Chapter 6, many Uzbek and Tajik cotton-
growers and mountaineers were encouraged, as well as forced, to colonize
valleys in the border region during the early Soviet period, displacing
semi-nomadic peoples in order to establish new cotton collective farms.
Through the upheavals that accompanied the demise of the Russian
Empire and efforts to establish Bolshevik rule, these border regions
remained porous, acting as an outlet for dissatisfied groups on both sides
of the border seeking freedom, whether that was Turkmen fleeing Soviet
rule by moving to Persia or Afghans drawn by the promises of socialist
modernity to resettle in Soviet Central Asia. By the 1930s, however, those
borders were closed, leaving Central Asians with less recourse to mobility
as a strategy of seeking a better future. If the Central Asian borderlands
had to that point resembled “ambiguous and often-unstable realms where
boundaries are also crossroads, [and] peripheries are also central
places,”48 Soviet rule of the 1930s increasingly isolated this region from
a larger Central Eurasian world, making Central Asians increasingly
dependent on Moscow because their needs could not be fulfilled closer
to home. Deprived of the transnational labor networks between the
region and China, Afghanistan, and Persia which had sustained Russian

46 Jeff Sahadeo, “Epidemic and Empire: Ethnicity, Class and ‘Civilization’ in the 1892 Tash-
kent Cholera Riot,” Slavic Review 64, 1 (Spring 2005): 137–138; Daniel Brower,
“Kyrgyz Nomads and Russian Pioneers: Colonization and Ethnic Conflict in the Turk-
estan Revolt of 1916,” Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 44, 1 (1996): 48–49.

47 Hirsch, Empire of Nations, 78, 88–92. See also Broad Is My Native Land: Repertoires
and Regimes of Migration in Russia’s Twentieth Century, eds. Lewis Siegelbaum and
Leslie Page Moch (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2014), 35.

48 Pekka Hämäläinen and Samuel Truett, “On Borderlands,” The Journal of American
History 48, 2 (Sept. 2011): 338.
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and Central Asian hydraulic engineering projects in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, Soviet Central Asian irrigation projects were
built increasingly with coerced labor: camp labor, settlers forcibly moved
from other parts of the Soviet Union, and the mobilization of hundreds of
thousands of newly collectivized farm workers.

This was one of the many tragedies of a state that was supposed to be
ruled by a “dictatorship of the proletariat.” On Central Asian irrigation
canals and in Central Asian cotton fields, the labor potential in human
bodies came to be seen as just another of the region’s productive forces.49

In contrast to the weaknesses and indecision of the tsarist state in its
Central Asian borderland, by the 1930s the vast mobilizational power of
the Soviet state was able to surmount deficiencies in governance, scientific
knowledge, and technology through force. Much like Egyptian peasants,
Central Asian peasants “were increasingly treated as laboring units to be
managed and manipulated by the state.”50 In this story, however, unlike
the story of Egypt, it was not the commodification of water in the service
of capitalism, but, ironically, the commodification of water in the
service of (a version of ) communism that drove the devaluation of human
labor, further evidence that modernizing states in the twentieth century
undertook similarly ecologically and economically unsound projects for
political purposes, whether the driving ideology was colonialism, com-
munism, or democracy.51 The force driving the Soviet state by the end of
the 1930s to transform the Central Asian borderlands was not the
machine-driven high modernism described by James Scott, but a new
and thoroughly modern ability to mobilize the bodies and labor of
subjugated people on a mass scale to conquer nature in one of the most
impressive feats of the irrigation age.52 There would be no turning back.

  

Water management remains a key issue in Central Asia today, yet the
importance of water in the history of the region has until recently received
little attention in studies of Central Asia under Russian and Soviet rule in

49 In this way, too, Central Asia’s story resembles that of Ottoman Egypt. See Mikhail,
Nature and Empire, 4.

50 Ibid., 27.
51 John McNeill, Something New Under the Sun: An Environmental History of the

Twentieth-Century World (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2000), 157–159.
52 James Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition

Have Failed (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998).
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any language.53 This book has benefited from conversations over many
years with two German scholars, Christian Teichmann and, in particular,
Julia Obertreis, whose excellent recent studies on Central Asian water
management, with a primary focus on Uzbekistan, have greatly expanded
our knowledge of the subject.54 This work extends the geographical scope
for the study of water management in Central Asia under Russian and
Soviet rule not only to encompass the entire Aral Sea basin, including
non-cotton growing regions, but it also places the history of Russian and
Soviet projects for the transformation of Central Asia within a larger
global history of hydraulic schemes in other arid regions of the world
during what I have termed the irrigation age of the late nineteenth and
first decades of the twentieth centuries. This work, therefore, builds on
environmental histories of irrigation in places such as North Africa,
Australia, and the American West, not only by adding the Russian case,
but also by tracing the ways in which Russian and Soviet actors drew
direct inspiration from such places and how Central Asia under Russian
and Soviet rule itself served as a node of the transnational circuits of the
irrigation age.55

Yet, there are also stories told here that are not the standard stories
about irrigation and cotton cultivation in the service of empire and

53 Although almost twenty years old, Jonathan Michael Thurman’s excellent unpublished
PhD dissertation (“Modes of Organization in Central Asian Irrigation: The Ferghana
Valley, 1876 to Present,” PhD diss., Indiana University, 1999) remains essential reading.
One chapter of Alexander Morrison’s comparative study of the Russians in Central Asia
and the British in India is devoted to irrigation (Russian Rule in Samarkand, 1868–1910:
A Comparison with British India [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008]). Akifumi
Shioya has written several detailed works on Khivan irrigation in the tsarist period using
vernacular documents produced by Khivan institutions, including “Povorot and the
Khanate of Khiva: a new canal and the birth of ethnic conflict in the Khorazm oasis,
1870s–1890s,” Central Asian Survey 33, 2 (2014): 232–245; and “Who Should Manage
the Waters of the Amu Darya? Controversy over Irrigation Concessions Between Russia
and Khiva, 1913–14” in ed. Paolo Sartori, Explorations in the Social History of Modern
Central Asia (19th–Early 20th Century) (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 111–136.

54 Christian Teichmann’s study of Stalinist rule in Central Asia includes a chapter on
Tajikistan (Macht der Unordnung: Stalins Herrschaft in Zentralasien, 1920–1950 [Berlin:
Hamburger Edition, 2016]); Julia Obertreis’s Imperial Desert Dreams. Cotton Growing
and Irrigation in Central Asia, 1860–1991 (Göttingen: V&R Unipress, 2017) has a
secondary focus on Turkmenistan. I am grateful to Julia for her generosity in sharing
materials and for her comments on initial drafts of various chapters of this manuscript.

55 In addition to the work of Alan Mikhail and Ian Tyrrell cited above, this work also draws
on the work of Mark Fiege (Irrigated Eden: The Making of an Agricultural Landscape in
the American West [Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1999]), and Jessica Teisch
(Engineering Nature: Water, Development, and the Global Spread of American Environ-
mental Expertise [Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2011]).
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global capitalism.56 Grand Duke Nikolai Konstantinovich’s attempts to
irrigate the Hungry Steppe (Chapter 2), for instance, provide an alterna-
tive imperial vision of Central Asian transformation to visions emanating
from Moscow or St. Petersburg, or from engineers trained in European
university settings. The weakness of the tsarist state and its lack of envir-
onmental knowledge about Central Asia combined to produce a perplex-
ing hesitancy on the part of the empire to intervene in Central Asian water
management, even while it was effective in incentivizing the planting of
more cotton (Chapter 3). A study of the state-sponsored irrigation project
in the Chu River Valley in what is now Kyrgyzstan (Chapter 4) illustrates
the ways in which the logic of cotton had reverberations beyond the
cotton-growing regions alone, as well as how irrigation served as a realm
for both cooperation and conflict.57 The sometimes-utopian visions of
Bolshevik hydraulic projects in the 1920s reflect the prominent role which
irrigation and cotton cultivation played in the promises of the socialist
future (Chapter 5), while conditions of labor on Soviet hydraulic
construction projects in the 1930s illustrate the gap between such prom-
ises and the sometimes dystopian realities of life in a revolutionary
“post”colonial borderland (Chapter 6).

Wherever possible, I have tried to include the perspectives, not only of
state officials, but also of engineers (Russian, as well as foreign consult-
ants) and other imperial intermediaries, as well as the voices of indigenous
Central Asians contained in letters, petitions, and contracts concerning
labor, land, and water use. Almost all of the archival documents
I encountered, apart from rare lists of villagers or the odd untranslated
memo, were written in Russian, which privileges the perspective of the
colonizer. Yet even if petitions have been translated and mediated by a
class of scribes, they can be read against the grain to understand how
Central Asians negotiated empire and tested the flexibility of social estate
categories, the permanence of regional boundaries, and the nature of local
authority, as well as how imperial authorities responded to such requests.
Central Asians cooperated with hydraulic schemes and modernizing
efforts when they believed it was in their best interest; they also subverted

56 Sven Beckert’s recent magisterial work only briefly touches on the Russian and Soviet
cases. Empire of Cotton: A Global History (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2015).

57 Beatrice Penati has recently called for more studies of the economic history of Central
Asia which do not focus solely on cotton. “Managing Rural Landscapes in Colonial
Turkestan: A View from the Margins,” in ed. Paolo Sartori, Explorations in the Social
History of Modern Central Asia (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 65–110.
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and resisted such attempts to transform their lives and livelihoods when it
was not.

The research for this book is based on published and unpublished
materials from national archives and libraries in the Russian Federation,
the Republic of Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic, the Republic of Tajiki-
stan, and the Republic of Uzbekistan, as well as archival and library
collections in the United States. These materials include books and novels;
newspapers, journals, and other periodicals; statistical reports; telegrams,
letters, and other personal, private, and official correspondence; diaries
and memoirs; scientific surveys and reports; maps; photographs; notes
from the meetings of diverse government bodies, state commissions,
scientific institutions, professional organizations, and congresses; con-
tracts and petitions; reports on popular opinion; dissertations; works of
poetry; and films. By looking across so many different repositories, in so
many different places, I was often able to trace the movements of individ-
ual actors, from peasants to engineers to legendary figures, who some-
times showed up in the most unexpected of places. I hope you will enjoy
the journey as much as I did.
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