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Abstract: Russia’s conquest of Central Asia was not an isolated phenomenon. 

The end of the 19th century was the last round of European colonial expansion. It was the 

time when Africa was partitioned and European control was solidified on the Asian main-

land. In all of these cases, ideological justifications were employed. Some were framed in a 

Kiplingian context. Here, civilized Europeans brought the light of civilization to “ungrate-

ful children” – the conquered natives. The line was justification, related to the first, but still 

not completely identical to the first. These justifications were clearly connected to the pre-

vailing Social-Darwinism, which divided people into several “races.” The division was not 

limited to people with different skin color, but even people with the same skin color. Even 

here, Social-Darwinists find “superior” and “inferior” races. “Superior” races were called 

“Aryans” and were implicitly connected with Indo-Europeans; at least, this idea was elabo-

rated upon by Gobineau and Chamberlain, the fathers of European racism. This philosoph-

ical outlook created the framework for European colonial expansion and inter-European 

rivalries. This ideology also affected Russia, as the Russian elite professed and employed 

several doctrines, depending on geopolitical context and the elite’s interests. While claim-

ing control over the Balkans, with its predominantly Slavic and Orthodox population, Rus-

sian elite emphasized the notion that Russia is a Slavic country, with its uniquely Orthodox 

makeup. In this case, Russia juxtaposed itself to the West. At the same time, when Russian 

elite turned to the East, it presented itself in quite a different light. Here, they presented 

Russians as European civilizers of savages. In addition, the justification has been also im-

plicitly reinforced by the notion that, like other European nations, Russians are Indo-

Europeans, “Aryans.” This theory was also reinforced by historical arguments. It was stated, 

in the context of this theory, that Indo-Europeans were the truly autochthonous people of 

Central Asia, who were later replaced by the inferior Turkic folk. Bartol’d, the well-known 

Russian orientalist, who started his scholarly career in the late 19th century, had developed 

the theory of Indo-European, or Aryan, autochthonism in Central Asia, implicitly accepted 

not just by the Czarist government. Indeed, in the context of this theory, the Russian con-

quest of Central Asia was nothing but a returning of the area to its historical owners – the 

Indo-European Russians. Bartol’d’s theory was implicitly accepted during Soviet rule and, 

after the collapse of the USSR, reemerged as the ideological framework for Tadjik ideolo-

gists, mostly in their dealings with the nearby Uzbeks. 

Keywords: Central Asia, Bartold’, Aryanism, Iran, Indo-Europeans, colonialism. 
 

Ideology, i. e., a set of commonly held beliefs, norms and myths, is essen-

tial for the functioning of any society. It is essential for socialization of the major-

ity and the sense of belonging to this or that social group. Ideology is also essen-

tial for the elite. It helps the elite to control the masses and justifies its foreign 

policy exploits. The ideology of foreign conquests is certainly pragmatic in its 

practical implications. Still, it should, if possible, have certain justifications. The 

latter should have the trappings of objectivity and appeal to science. This was the 
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case with the Russian elite which, following the European model, engaged in a 

round of imperial expansion at the end of the 19
th
 century, mostly in Central Asia. 

Official ideology and conquest of Central Asia 
While dealing with explanatory models, and ideological constructions in 

general, one should remember that ideology of both the masses and the elite are 

contradictory. The contradiction of the ideological construction of the elite is 

often due to the very fact that the ruling classes deal with different problems, and 

these require the deployment of different ideological constructions. They could 

be related to each other; they could have no connections with each other, or just 

be connected to each other in indirect ways. This was, for example, the case with 

the Russian 19
th
 century elite and its ideological constructions, including those 

which were related to Russia’s conquest of Central Asia. The predominant offi-

cial Slavophilism/neo-Slavophilism seemed to separate Russia from the West 

and to emphasize Russia’s uniqueness. Still, the difference was not absolute and, 

in many ways, Slavophilism/neo-Slavophilism connected with current ideologi-

cal trends in the West. As a matter of fact, while emphasizing tsardom’s cultural 

uniqueness in justifying its resistance to political changes, the tsarist regime’s 

ideologists often followed Europeans in justifying their colonial expansion. The 

quest for the conquest of Central Asia, for example, was justified in the same way 

as Europe’s conquest of Asian and African peole. In this context, Russians were 

Indo-European people who had a legitimate right to dominate Central Asia. It 

was the place where Indo-Europeans had dominated in the past. Moreover, in 

some of these narratives, Central Asia had become the place of origin of Indo-

Europeans. Consequently, Russians simply took over their ancient patrimony and 

civilized the racially and culturally underdeveloped, mostly Turkic, natives. In 

justifying this policy and deploying appropriate ideology, the imperial bureaucra-

cy used the findings of Russian academics, even if they were hardly openly pro-

ponents of imperial expansion and, even less, racial theories which justified dom-

ination of one race or ethnicity over another. This was the case for academician 

Bartol’d, one of the most well-known Russian Orientalists. 

Neo-Slavophilism and Westernism in the Russian elite’s approach to foreign 

policy 
While each segment of official ideology could be independent from each 

other and deployed depending on the circumstances, they are usually related to 

what could be called internal consumption, i. e., ideological justification for the 

regime’s existence. Slavophilism/neo-Slavophilism seems to be the most appro-

priate for these goals. It emphasizes the importance of autocracy as essential for 

Russia’s survival; it was seen as the most essential aspect of Russian political 

culture, and this was what made Russia so different from the West. And it was 

the emphasis on the essential aspect of autocracy which usually made Slavo-

philes different from Westernizers. As a matter of fact, the juxtaposition between 

Slavophiles and Westernizers, the other leading trend in 19
th
 century thought, is 

widely accepted in the West. Still, a closer look at Slavophilism reveals its con-

nection with European intellectual trends, and its implicit connection with con-
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servative Westernism in many areas. 

While dealing with the internal ideology of the tsarist regime, observers, 

especially Western observers, often emphasized the predominant role of neo-

Slavophilism and implicitly the Russian elite’s alienatin from the West, taking 

the term holistically. It is the reason why they pay such attention to such people 

as Nikolai Danilevsky, Konstantin Leont’ev, and similar individuals who pub-

lished their treatises in the late 19
th
 century. All of them reinforce the vision of 

Russia not only as an intrinsically authoritarian, anti-Western empire, but also 

implied that the Russian elite had been convinced that Russia indeed had nothing 

to do with the West. Needless to say, this image provided a smooth explanation 

for the transition from pre-revolutionary Russia to Soviet Russia, and later to 

Putin’s Russia. This theory also provided the explanatory framework for musing 

about Russia’s relationship with the Orient. And here, Russia, with its autocratic 

makeup, was closer to Asia, and this implied that Russia should be closer to 

Asian countries than to the West. This theory is one-sided and usually simply 

follows, either directly or indirectly, the incentives of the political environment. 

Still, a closer look at the Russian elite’s domestic and foreign policies’ ideology 

would indicate that the Russian elite’s nationalist constructions, most notably 

Slavophilism and neo-Slavophilism, were not only informed by the West but 

could be well-placed in the context of prevailing Western paradigms. 

To start with, classical early 19
th
 century Slavophilism had emerged in the 

wake of pan-European Romantic reaction, which discarded the universalism of 

the Enlightenment, and emphasized the peculiar national destiny and specific 

internal cultural and political framework of each nation. Later (late 19
th
 and early 

20
th
 centuries) European intellectual development is also essential for understand-

ing the Russian elite and society views. And a close look indicates that is was 

often shaped by the West, even when Russian intellectuals presumably empha-

sized Russia’s specificity and/or the country’s predisposition to Asia. 

The late 19
th
 century, as all other periods of global history, was full of 

contradiction. On one hand, the democratic traditions of the Enlightenment con-

tinued to develop and spread. Women, for example, had been increasingly grant-

ed voting rights in the West. There were trends which seemed to increase the 

interaction between Western countries, connected now by webs of railroads. The 

slowly-spreading social security net and general improvement in the lives of 

workers seemed to decrease the tensions between European upper and lower 

classes. On the other hand, an opposite process took place. This was especially 

clear in the approach to non-European people, and this was clearly related to a 

renewed European expansion. It is true that Europeans had engaged in colonial 

expansion since the 16th century. Still, it received a new and stronger impetus by 

the end of the 19
th
 century. It was a time of solidification of Europeans’ Asian 

colonization and partition of Africa. The renewed sense of racial superiority went 

along with an increasing sense of national superiority and rebuilding the national 

myth which emphasized the difference between Europeans and non-Europeans, 

and also differences between European countries. Different from its early 19
th
 



18 

 

century version, it had increasingly aggressive overtones, which could be seen in 

Europeans’ renewed interest in the Roman empire and the restoration of the Na-

poleonic myth in France. European self-assertiveness in regard to one another, 

and belief in each nation’s destiny coincided with despising darker-skinned, con-

quered people, especially in Africa, and implicit authoritarian proclivities among 

considerable segments of the elite. Thus, Russian neo-Slavophilism of the late 

19
th
 century was not very much out of step with the general European trend. It put 

its specific fig leaf on geopolitical pragmatism in the same way as had been done 

by all major European powers with strong imperial propensities – all of them 

emphasized their “destiny” and “duty,” especially to non-Europeans. One could 

state, therefore, that late 19
th
 century Russian neo-Slavophilism was a peculiar 

variation on Westernism, the general European trend. 

Or, to put it another way, the Russian elite, even those members who em-

phasized Slavophilism or neo-Slavophilism, had a different approach to the East 

and West. While approaching the West, they could emphasize Russia’s specifici-

ty, the complexity of Russian culture – incomprehensible for Westerners’ “Eu-

clidean minds,” as Feodor Dostoevsky put it – and Russia’s cultural/moral 

wholesomeness in comparison to the “rotten West.” Still, when the same intellec-

tuals turned to Asia, they saw it in the context of Westerners. In this narrative, 

Russians were Christian Orthodox, and a civilized nation, superior to Asians in 

all aspects, including racially. Here, Slavophiles were not very different from 

conservative and even liberal Westernizers, who increasingly dominated the in-

tellectual discourse as the century moved toward its end. One might add here that 

the Russian elite’s affiliation with the West became more and more pronounced, 

especially after the experience of the 1905 Revolution. At that time, most Russian 

intellectuals, especially those with liberal and radical political leanings, saw Rus-

sia as absolutely similar to the West, and regarded the Western model as univer-

sally applicable. Russian elite, in the broad meaning of the word, following the 

Western intellectual model, could be seen even in the alleged Russian “Eura-

sianism.” 

Russian “Eurasianism” as a form of Westernism 
“Eurasianism” as a political doctrine had emerged among Russian émi-

grés in the 1920s. Already in its incipient stage, Eurasianism had a variety of 

manifestations and, as one of its proponents noted, there are as many “Eura-

sianism”s as Eurasianists. With all its modifications, Eurasianism has a clear 

core: it implies that Russia is not a traditional European empire, with a sharp dif-

ference between the ruler and those ruled, but a peculiar family, in which all eth-

nic groups exist in happy “symbiosis,” creating a peculiar quasi-nation. Turks 

and Slavs were the core. Eurasianism was virtually unknown in the USSR until 

the very end of the USSR, and exceptions such as Lev Gumilev, were few. The 

interest in Eurasianism and its distinct Turkophilia flared anew at the very end of 

the USSR, and in the beginning of the post-Soviet era. It was caused by increas-

ing nostalgia for a disappeared/disappearing empire and clear alienation from so-

recently “brotherly” Slavs. Slowly, interest in Eurasianism peaked in the West. 
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Here, it addressed several needs of both Western academia and society. Eura-

sianist interest in minorities fit perfectly into well-developed – and one might 

state quite profitable from a career perspective – interest in minorities and the 

importance of minorities for society. For the general public, Eurasianism 

emerged as a convenient explanation for Russia’s increasing alienation from the 

USA and convoluted relationship with Europe. The process corresponded with 

flirtation with Iran, Turkey, or China, or with all of them. Those predisposed to 

Asia, at least from a geopolitical point of view, induced historians to telescope 

these views into the past. Here they found Russian poets of fin-de-siècle fascina-

tion with Asian nomads as destructive revolutionary forces and/or fear of internal 

“Asians” as could be seen in Andrei Belyi’s St. Petersburg. Here the “Asiatized” 

revolutionaries and implicitly lower classes were ready to destroy the civilized 

elite in revolutionary outrage. It is true that all of these images could be placed 

retrospectively, of course, in the context of early Soviet “Eurasianism,” when the 

regime, heavily relying on minorities, who often played the role of peculiar Janis-

saries, was separated from Europe as never before. Still, in the late 19
th
 and early 

20
th
 centuries, these images could well be placed in the context of European intel-

lectual discourse. In this context, non-Europeans were not just savages who could 

only be subdued by Western might, but were also dangerous forces who could 

wreck Western civilization from within. In this capacity they were both outsiders 

and insiders, and were often related with the lower classes, seen in this context as 

not just degenerate subhumans, similar to natives of Asia and especially Africa, 

but also dangerous to the elite. It was the European elite which became biologi-

cally superior to the lower classes. And it was at this point that racism, with its 

emphasis on the wholesome nature of Indo-Europeanism/Aryanism, was born. 

These ideas were launched by Arthur de Gobineau (1816–1882) who, terrified by 

the 1848 Revolution, came to the conclusion that true Aryans, or true Indo-

Europeans, are only members of the upper classes, mostly aristocrats. The lower 

classes have “polluted” bloodlines, and could not be regarded as full-fledged 

Aryans/Indo-Europeans. Later it was reinforced by the popularity of Social-

Darwinism and various similar intellectual trends, as was manifested by Houston 

Stewart Chamberlain (1855–1927), one of the fathers of 20
th
 century racism. 

While in some racist narratives all Europeans were wholesome Indo-European 

Aryans, in others it was only the refined elite who were Aryans, whereas the 

masses were not. In some cases, they evolved into non-humans. This image of 

the masses of subhumans and potentially destructive forces was widespread in all 

kinds of narratives. For French historian Hippollyte Taine (1828–1893), the Paris 

Commune uprising inspired him to look at the French Revolution not as a liberat-

ing force – the prevailing view in French historiography – but horrible outrage. It 

was an uprising of the masses, “lustful gorillas”, as Taine put it, against the re-

fined elite. In H. G. Wells’ The Time Machine, the time traveler was brought to 

an era in which effeminate, intelligent Elois are literally consumed by ugly Mor-

locks, representing the lower classes, which have become a separate species in 

the course of time. This idea crept into even paintings. In Van Gogh’s picture 
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“The Potato Eaters”, lower classes emerge as primitive creatures, not far from 

farm animals. In some of his other pictures, the primitiveness of French peasants 

have made them, in a way, sexless people; and the coarse face of the young 

French woman makes her not very different from a male peasant. All of the low-

er classes were peculiar “Asiatic”/subhumans in the midst of Indo-

European/Aryan Europe. Consequently, Russian pre-revolutionary “Eura-

sianism” was in many ways the manifestation of a general European trend. The 

same could be said about the late 19
th
 century neo-Slavophilism, the proponents 

of which took a lot of ideological feedback from the West, even when they sup-

posedly juxtaposed Russia from the West. Their interest in Aryanism/Indo-

Europeanism was also inspired by the West and, as was the case with the West, 

provided the framework for justification of a certain pragmatic goal, the conquest 

of Central Asia in our case. 

In search of Aryans 
The idea of Aryanism/Indo-Europeanism had possibly germinated in the 

minds of European scientists since the time of the Renaissance, and was connect-

ed with the attempt to find the place of origin of the European languages. Since 

the 16th century, European scholars noted possible connections between Sanskrit 

and European languages
1
. 

By the 18th century, the interest in Aryans/Indo-Europeans was stimulat-

ed by increasing evidence of the connection between Sanskrit and European lan-

guages; it implied that all European languages and Sanskrit had a common ances-

tor, and it was quite possible that it had bene born somewhere in India. Indeed, 

William Jones (1746–1794) proved the similarities between Sanskrit and several 

European languages
2
. Consequently, India was seen as the birthplace of Indo-

European Aryans, and this explained, in many ways, the interest in India, espe-

cially ancient India, by 19th century Europeans. There was much more interest in 

India than in China. And the reason for this was clear: in the case with China, 

Europeans confronted a true “other”, whereas in India, they were dealing with 

their own roots. Consequently, by the 19
th
 century, interest in Egypt was replaced 

by interest in India
3
. There was increasing study of Indian history and language in 

British India
4
, and schools of Oriental studies were created in London

5.
 The im-

age of India as the birthplace of the Indo-European/Aryan civilization had also a 

practical implication: the notion provided justification for British conquest of 

India. Indeed, for the British, the conquest of India was the resurrection of the 

connection between branches of the Aryan civilization
6
. 

 
                                                                                                               
1 Laruelle M. Umozritel’naia tsentral’naia Aziia: poiski prarodiny Ariitsev v Rossii i na Zapade 

Vestnik. Evrazii, 2003, URL: https://cyberleninki.ru, p. 158. 
2 Bartol’d. Istoriia izucheniia Vostoka v Evrope i Rossii. Sochineniia. Vol. 9, M., 1977. P. 127. 
3 Ibid. P. 228. 
4 Ibid. P. 328–329. 
5 Ibid. P. 330. 
6 Laruelle M. P. 152. 
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This idea was also known to the French, who had their own ambitions in 

India and had competed with the British for domination over the subcontinent for 

a long time. French scholar Adolphe Pictet (1799–1825) noted that colonization 

was “resurrection of connections among Aryans”
1
, and other French scholars 

arrived in India in the 18th century to study language, culture and the history of 

distant lands
2
. It was not surprising that the 19

th
 century was marked by detailed 

studies of Sanskrit in many European universities
3
. 

In both the French and English variations, the vision of Indians, especially 

those who spoke languages based on Sanskrit, implied a sort of benign treatment 

of natives. In Social-Darwinian racial context, they represented the same racial 

stock, the same species, so to speak, as their European masters. They were not, in 

this context, subhuman “Morlocks” or, similarly, swine-like creatures from Van 

Gogh’s pictures, but kindred people who combined in themselves two opposite 

attributes. On one hand they were “children” who needed to be instructed by 

“adults” – the British. And this image emerged  in the famous Kipling line about 

the “white man’s burden.” On the other hand, they were descendants of the an-

cient, sophisticated civilization whose elite was in possessin of the hidden, deep 

wisdom which had been lost by modern man, including Englishmen. And this 

wisdom should be rediscovered and appreciated. This inclusion of Indians, at 

least some of them, in the Indo-European/Aryan family, implied a patronizing 

and benign attitude and even desire to study their culture, containing the profound 

wisdom, lost by present-day Europeans. Queen Victoria studied Sanskrit and 

became the Empress of India, trying to demonstrate concern with the interests of 

the Indian elite. This was noted by Lord Curzon, the Viceroy in India, who, upon 

Victoria’s death, had an enormous memorial to the Queen built in Calcutta. In the 

middle of the central hall stands the young Victoria, and around the cupola is an 

inscription of an excerpt from her speech in which she promulgated the idea that 

she took the interests of the Indian elite as close to her heart as her own. One 

might state here that the British approach to Indians was quite close to that of 

Russian Slavophiles, who regarded other Slavs as “younger brothers” who re-

quired protection and who, for this reason, should be incorporated into the Rus-

sian commonwealth. While some Westerners found the birthplace of Indo-

European Aryans in India, other Europeans had other views. For example, the 

famous German philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716) believed 

that “Scythia” was the birthplace of European languages
4
. The idea that Russia 

and Central Asia were the places of Indo-European Aryan origin had fit well into 

the design of Russian intellectuals’ pragmatic geopolitical goals. 

One of the major implications of the notion that Russia and nearby re-

gions were the places of Indo-European Aryan origin was the development of the 

notion that Russians were themselves Aryans/Indo-Europeans. This notion af-
                                                                                                               
1 Ibid. P. 156. 
2 Bartol’d Istoriia. P. 311–312. 
3 Ibid. P. 326. 
4 Laruelle M. P. 158. 
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fected even the views of 19
th
 century Slavophiles. It is usually assumed that Slav-

ophiles, regardless of their modifications, juxtaposed Russia to the West. It is also 

usually implied that early 19
th
 century Slavophiles were, in general, foreign, to 

racial and ethnic prejudices which became increasingly important to Europeans 

even before the advent of Social-Darwinism. In this reading, for Slavophiles, the 

most important thing was Orthodoxy, not only because, in their view, it was the 

closest thing to the original Christianity, but also for other reasons. Orthodoxy as 

true Christianity promoted spiritual collectivism, harmony between rulers and 

those ruled, and the ability to embrace, understand and comfort all ethnici-

ties/races. It was this quality which divided Russians from the West which, ac-

cording to Slavophiles, had lost its Christianity a long time ago. The West had 

actually returned to its pagan past, and its predatory, individualistic instincts. Eth-

nicity or race was very important here, and the story was quite different for Rus-

sians. Still, this is not the case. 

As noted before, Russian thinkers, even those who supposedly juxtaposed 

Russia to the West, were informed and often directly influenced by the West. In 

many cases their ideas were almost carbon copies of ideas of Western thinkers, 

against whom they might polemicize. This was the case with Slavophiles who 

supposedly emphasized the collectivistic Christian spirit of Russians, which 

made them different from the West. Still, this picture was oversimplistic. Aleksei 

Khomiakov (1804–1860), one of the leading early Slavophiles, could be an ex-

ample. On one hand, Khomiakov emphasized that Russian Orthodoxy was abso-

lutely foreign to any racial or ethnic prejudices, and in fact regarded them as be-

ing absolutely irrelevant. He pointed out that “the whole of Russia declared that 

its pride and joy was the great-grandson of the Negro Hannibal (i.e., Pushkin), to 

whom this freedom-loving man who talked of equality in America would deny 

the privilege of citizenship” or even the “white daughter” of some burgher as a 

wife
1
. 

It looks as if, from the above-mentioned quotation, that Khomiakov, as 

another early 19
th
 century Slavophile, looked at the confrontation between the 

West and Russia as exclusively the confrontation between two different ideolo-

gies or cultures. And this difference between Russia and the West is irreconcila-

ble. Still, the same Khomiakov made an absolutely different statement. He fully 

accepted the ideas of German Romantic philosopher Friedrich von Schlegel, who 

had “divided the world between Indo-European Aryans and non-Aryans”
2
. Fol-

lowing German philosophers and general trends in European thought, Khomia-

kov believed that Europeans were originally Aryans but later were racially 

spoiled by “Kushites” who “embodied submission and nihilism, and were in 

constant struggle with Iranians, the race that represented freedom and spirituali-

                                                                                                               
1  Walicki A. The Slavophile Controversy: History of Conservative Utopia in Nineteenth-

Century Russian Thought, University of Notre Dame Press, 1989. P. 279. 
2 Schimmelpenninck van der Oye D. The East // A History of Russian Thought. Ed. by 

W. Leatherborrow, D. Offord, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012. P. 222. 
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ty”
1
. Russians were close to Iranians, who were true Aryans. The implication of 

this notion was manifold. On one hand, it implied that conflict between Russia 

and the West was caused by racial conflicts. On the other hand, Khomiakov’s 

views could be interpreted in another way: that Russians and Europeans were 

actually close to each other, due not only to religious and cultural roots – both 

Russians and Europeans emerged from the Roman and Greek civilizations and 

Christianity – but also because they were ethnically close. Russians, in this case, 

became not anti-European but actually super-European, so to speak. The same 

duality and actual embrace of the Aryan myth could be detected in the works of 

Feodor Dostoevsky (1821–1881), the classical Russian writer. 

On one hand, Feodor Dostoevsky, following in general the early Slavo-

philes, praised Russia as “pan-human”
2
. This notion implied that Orthodox Rus-

sians, the carriers of all-embracing spiritual collectivism, disregarded ethnici-

ty/race and could embrace, in brotherly Christian love, all races and ethnicities. 

On the other hand, the same Dostoevsky proclaimed that Russian destiny was not 

to save humanity, but to be the leader of “the general unification of all people of 

all tribes of the great Aryan race”
3
. Here, Russians became “Aryans” in the same 

way as Europeans. Moreover, they became super-Europeans, more European 

than Europeans themselves, not only because of their ethnicity but also because 

of their appreciation of European culture, which was dearer to them than to Eu-

ropeans themselves. The notion of Russian “Aryanism” had received a new boost 

after the advent of Social-Darwinism by the end of the 19
th
 century in Europe. As 

in the past, Russians tracked European thought. 

While the notion of racial and ethnic differences could be traced back to 

the early 19
th
 century, it had become fully developed by the late 19

th
 century. In 

this case, certain social and cultural attributes were fully attributed to ethnic, or 

biological characteristics. Culture and religion played no role in these arrange-

ments; they were an independent force and had logically evolved from ethnic, 

biological makeup. Nikolai Danilevsky (1822–1885) was probably the most 

well-known Social-Darwinian neo-Slavophile of the late 19
th
 century. In his 

view, Russians’ difference from Westerners was due to their biological makeup. 

Russians were biologically benign, whereas Westerners were biologically ag-

gressive, and this is the cause of the conflict of the two species, Russians and 

Westerners. While in Danilevsky’s interpretation, Social-Darwinism created a 

chasm between Russia and the West, in another interpretation, Social-Darwinism 

helped to justify Russia’s Europeanism and therefore Russian “Aryanism”/Indo-

Europeanism, which was blended with institutional Orthodoxy. This intellectual 

process had been stimulated by geopolitical changes. After the Franco-Prussian 

War (1870–1871), France’s gravitation to Russia increased, and therefore the 

previous views which had regarded Russia as destructive and subhuman Asians 
                                                                                                               
1 Ibid. P. 221. 
2  Frank J. Dostoevsky: the Mantle of the Prophet, 1871–1881. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2003. P. 526. 
3 Ibid. 
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who had nothing to do with Europe, the view widespread among Poles, slowly 

subsided. By 1891–1893, Russia and France had become allies, and later the 

United Kingdom had joined the team. In this context, Russia could not be Asiat-

ic, and became wholesale Indo-Europeans/Aryans; at that point, in the Russian 

social sciences, there was also the birth of the “Aryan movement.”
1
. It was rein-

forced by the birth of Russian Indian studies. By decree of Alexander II, two new 

departments at St. Petersburg University were created in 1855 to study Sanskrit 

philology and history of the East
2
. The actual teaching of the language was 

launched in 1858
3
. 

The interest in ancient India was in a way divorced from the practical 

needs of Russian diplomacy. Prestige seems to have played an important role. 

Mikhail Musin-Pushkin, superintendant of Kazan University, launched the study 

of Sanskrit in 1842 as well as many other Oriental languages and cultures. He 

noted with pride that in his university, so many cultures and languages were 

taught that could not be found elsewhere, even in European universities
4
. Upon 

the departure of Musin-Pushkin, Kazan University wanted to close its Oriental 

Department, for it had consumed too many resources
5
. 

Some tsarist bureaucrats asserted that the study of the ancient Orient 

would preclude Russia from being exposed to subversive ideas from the West. 

Still, the actual meaning of the interest in Sanskrit and ancient India was quite 

different. India was seen as one of the places of origin of Indo-European Aryans, 

and Russian elite implicitly embraced its belonging to Europe – either directly or 

indirectly – and therefore wanted to study the places which could be important 

for all “Aryans,” Russians included. 

This embracing of “Aryanism” as a form of full-fledged Westernism, 

which became especially pronounced by the beginning of the 20
th
 century – 

hence the popularity of the French Revolution – went along with the discussion 

about the origins of Indo-European/Aryans. Most European scholars believed 

that the origins of Indo-European/Aryans was in Asia
6
. Russian intellectuals fol-

lowed suit and in 19
th
 century discussions about the origins of Indo-

European/Aryans, Central Asia emerged as one of the birthplaces
7
. 

Another variation of this theory implied that Indo-European/Aryans had 

emerged in “Scythian” lands unified by the Russian empire
8
. According to this 

theory, Aryans had originated in Central Asia, spread out all over the territory of 
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the future Russian empire, and then had moved to Europe
1
. This notion of the 

paramount role of Aryans in the formation of Central Asia civilization blended 

with Orthodoxy and the notion of Christianity as a civilizing creed provided the 

framework for the conquest of Central Asia. The imperial ideology, in which 

“Aryanized” neo-Slavophilism was a crucial element, and was quite similar to 

the colonial ideology of other European colonial powers. From the British, the 

proponents of this ideology took the notion of Indo-European/Aryans as the truly 

autochthonous of Central Asia, and those who populated it now – mostly Turkic 

people – were newcomers who had no true rights to dominate Central Asia. From 

other colonial European powers, the proponents of the creed took the notion 

about uncivilized savages, who needed to be conquered and civilized, even 

against their own will. In some cases, these savages should simply be exterminat-

ed, either to provide room for European settlers, or to make possible the unim-

peded exploitation of natural resources. This was, for example, the case with 

German ideology of colonial conquest, as it was applied to their policies in Afri-

ca. All of these ideological trends were fused into the philosophy of the conquest 

of Central Asia. 

It was assumed that Central Asia should be conquered
2
, and in the pro-

cess, Russians could marginalize Turks in Central Asia and return Central Asia to 

its true identity
3
. 

Russians as civilizers 
This general framework provides an important, albeit not the only, ideo-

logical framework for Russia’s conquests. Russian bureaucrats proclaimed that 

they wanted to see “Russia as ‘Europe’ in Asia”
4
. Tsarist authorities wanted to 

spread in Central Asia the “Christian Russian civilization”
5
, and were quite proud 

of its Central Asian provinces
6
. Some ordinary Russians also believed that they 

had a civilizational mission in dealing with Central Asia
7
. At the same time, lo-

cals implicitly were seen as savage revolutionaries
8
. The civilizational missions 

were to be carried out by two forces: first, by imperial bureaucracy; and second, 

by Russian peasants. Konstantin Petrovich von Kaufman (1818–1882), the Gen-

eral Governor of Russian Central Asia, wanted to populate Central Asia with 
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Russian peasants, and the Tsar fully supported this project
1
 for both geopolitical 

and socio-economic reasons. The emergence of large numbers of Russian peas-

ants in Central Asia would be an important glue for keeping the land in Russia’s 

hands. Secondly, the land in Central Asia, possibly taken from natives, would 

satisfy the land hunger of the peasants and thus reduce pressure on the regime. 

The conquest of Central Asia had strong support, not just among bureaucrats and 

ordinary Russians, but also among the Russian intelligentsia, which could be seen 

by analyzing pictorial images. In one picture, for example, local nomads are 

about to sell two captured Russian girls into slavery. And while the men engage 

in the bargaining process, the girls sit nearby with desperation in their faces. The 

image implies that if the land were under Russian control, the fate of the girls 

would be different. The same ideas, albeit in a more diluted form, one can find in 

the paintings of Vasilii Vereshchagin (1849–1904), the well-known 19
th
 century 

Russian painter. He was mostly known for his pictures of war, displaying war’s 

meaninglessness, horrors, sheer ugliness and brutalization. In one of the pictures 

dealing with the Russo-Turkish War, he depicted the marauding Turkish soldiers 

taking personal items, such as boots, from killed Russian soldiers. The faces of 

the Turkish soldiers express greed and brutality, for, Vereshchagin implied, they 

finish off the wounded Russian soldiers. In another picture, devoted to the same 

war, he depicted frozen, possibly to death, Russian soldiers on Mount Shipka, 

with the title, “At Shipka, all is quiet”. He implicitly rejected the official explana-

tion of war as a noble act of liberating brother Slavs from Turks. Vereshchagin 

had the same critical views of other wars. His general rejection seems to be of 

any war; this can be seen in his famous picture of mountains of skulls – presuma-

bly made by Timur to terrify his enemies – and the title of the picture: “I dedicate 

this picture to all great conquerors of the past, present and future”. In a way, he 

can be compared to Jacques Callot (1592–1635), the French painter who present-

ed the calamities of the 30-Year War. While having a clearly negative picture of 

war in general, one might assume, Vereshchagin had a rather neutral or possibly 

even positive view of the Russian conquest of Central Asia. In one picture, he 

shows Russian soldiers attacking a Central Asian city. In contrast to other images 

of war, this particular picture has no graphic depiction of death or general brutali-

zation of humans engaged in armed conflict. There is implicit acceptance of the 

conquest and Russia’s benign role as ruler. The political or, to be precise, geopo-

litical implication of Vereshchagin’s pictures were not missed by Western ob-

servers. Robert Service, well-known British historian of modern Russia, noted 

“One of the century’s most esteemed Russian painters, Vasili Vereshchagin, 

lived for some years in Tashkent after its conquest and produced exuberant can-

vases of central Asian scenes. He, too, laid stress on the exotic character of the 

peoples who were becoming known to the Russians. Uzbeks appear in their flow-

ing robes and headdresses. Vereshchagin rendered the battles that led to the impe-

rial occupation. Russian soldiers are shown in combat, disciplined formations, 
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whereas the opposing warriors are presented as wild, unrestrained, and ferocious. 

Muslim urban residents in his paintings are often fanatical dervishes or sadistic 

tormentors of their captives, and other local characters are represented as indolent 

or corrupt. Vereshchagin was of the opinion that conquest was good for those 

who had been conquered. His brilliant photo-realist technique earned commis-

sions from the Russian high command to produce vast canvases celebrating mili-

tary victories”
1
. 

One shall remember that Vereshchagin was quite critical of British rule in 

India, and presented the brutal suppression of the Sepoy uprising. The rather posi-

tive views of Central Asia’s conquest by some segments of Russian Westernized 

intellectuals were undoubtedly known to the tsarist bureaucracy, and it tried to 

enlist the community of Russian scholars in the service of the imperial project. 

Some directly served the state, as was the case with Vasilii Grigor’ev (1816–

1881), both a known Orientalist as well as the governor of present-day Kazakh-

stan. Some had served the goal of Russian conquest indirectly. Still, they were 

important for the tsarist administration in upholding the Aryan myth which justi-

fied Russia’s conquest and control. This was the case with Vasilii Bartol’d 

(1869–1930), the well-known Russian Orientalist whom people regarded as the 

actual founder of modern Orientalism in Russia. 

Bartol’d and Aryanism 
Bartol’d was indeed a serious scholar and could be seen as the father of 

the study of the Orient in Russia. This title is justified, due to Bartol’d’s erudition, 

attention to detail, and prolific output. Bartol’d never used his scholarly findings 

to justify certain political creeds and, even more so, for open praise of geopoliti-

cal designs. Still, it would be wrong to assume that his view on Russian expan-

sion in Central Asia did not fit well with dominant views on the subject. He im-

plicitly saw Russians as Indo-European/Aryan and superior to mostly Turkic 

populations from the cultural as well as racial point of view. It is true that Bar-

tol’d discarded blatant racism. For example, Bartol’d criticized Gobineau for his 

racist remarks
2
. It is also true that Bartol’d did not regard race as the major factor 

in determining the fate of the nations. Still, he believed that Indo-Europeans were 

better than representatives of other races
3
. His work demonstrated that it was 

Iranians/Indo-Europeans who were the truly indigenous people of Central Asia. 

The very fact that Bartol’d saw Iranians/Indo-Europeans as truly autochthonous 

people of Central Asia and cultural bedrock of the place is supported by those 

who study his works. 

The glory of Iranians: Bartol’d’s view 
Iranians, Indo-Europeans par excellence, were extremely important in the 

development of the “Aryan” myth as it related to Central Asia. It justified the 

notion that Indo-Europeans were truly autochthonous people of Central Asia and 
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cultural bedrock of the region, and this notion therefore justified Russia’s con-

quest. And Bartol’d provided good feedback for this theory. 

Iranians as ethnic and cultural global power 
Bartol’d noted that the borders of present-day Iran could not provide a 

true understanding of much broader Iranian culture and ethnic impact. 

“…Geographical borders of Iran could not coincide with political and ethno-

graphical. The very fact that almost the entire interior of Iran would not support 

sedentary life compelled Iranians to populate the nearby sea and Uralo-Caspian 

basins”
1
. Iranians lived from the Tigris to the Indus

2
. Iraq was also influenced by 

Iranians
3
. Pashtuns in Afghanistan were also Iranians

4
. Settled Iranians shall al-

ways repel the invasions of nomadic peoples
5
. 

Assessment of Bartol’d’s views 
It is true that Bartol’d was a serious scholar, and he had never denied the 

Turks’ cultural achievements. Still, he clearly saw Iranians/Indo-Europeans as the 

truly autochthonous people of Central Asia, and this is acknowledged by con-

temporary scholars. Muzaffar Olimov, for example, noted that Bartol’d saw the 

cities of southern Central Asia dominated by an Iranian element. In Bartol’d’s 

view, he noted, Iranians were agricultural and sedentary people and implicitly 

more developed than Turkic nomads. And in any case, they lived a separate cul-

tural life, as Olimov noted, and Bartol’d noted the strong difference between 

Turkic and Iranian people in the first year of Islam’s domination of Central Asia
6
. 

Nazira Nurtazina followed suit. She noted that Bartol’d, “following European 

specialists in Islam”, paid considerable attention to the role of pre-Islamic culture 

in the development of Sufism. Consequently, Bartol’d emphasized the role of 

“Iranian elements” in Islamic civilizations and believed that Maverannakhr 

(Transoxania) had before Arab Iranian population
7
. 

The political implications of Bartol’d’s theories 
Bartol’d’s emphasis on Iranians/Indo-Europeans’ leading position in pre-

Islamic/early Islamic Central Asia fit well with imperial “Aryanism” which justi-

fied Russia’s conquest as the return of Indo-European/Aryan Russians to their 

legitimate paramount position in their historical patrimony. Top Russian bureau-

crats in Central Asia understood the importance of historical justification of Rus-

sia’s rule. Consequently, the leading figures of the imperial administration in 

Central Asia created the Turkestan Circle of the Fans of Archaeology (Turke-
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stanskii kruzhok liubitelei arkheologii). It was founded in 1893 by Bartol’d, the 

Governor-General of Turkestan A. B. Vrevskii, and N. P. Ostroumov
1
, and was 

patronized by the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It was 

decided that both Russians and locals could be members of society
2
. 

One could note that the emergence of the Circle was also due to the ef-

forts of Konstantin Kaufmann, Turkestan’s Governor General, who had died 

earlier. Indeed, he promoted the study of the region
3
. 

The founders of the circle, and this was clear to tsarist bureaucrats, em-

phasized the importance of the circle’s work for justification of Russia’s control 

over Central Asia. Indeed, Vrevskii wanted the group to emphasize Aryanism 

and to justify Russian conquest
4
. 

Since the Indo-Europeans/Aryans from Central Asia could either come to 

India from Central Asia, or from India to Central Asia, Vrevskii assumed that the 

group should establish cooperation with the Asian Society in Calcutta in search 

of Aryan ties. Some of them migth even subscribe to the ideas of Stephen Her-

bert Langdon, British Assyriologist (1876–1937), who believed that the Sumeri-

ans had come to Mesopotamia from Russian Turkestan
5
. One could also note that 

such a theory, i.e., connection between Sumerians and Kazakhs, was shared by 

some Kazakh intellectuals such as Olzhas Suleimenov. 

Bartol’d actively participated in the Circle’s work, and made a presenta-

tion, “Some words about Aryan culture of Central Asia”, (Neskol’ko slov ob 

ariiskoi kul’ture v Srednei Azii) at one of the Circle’s meetings on 3 June, 1896. 

The paper was later published in Sredne-Aziatskii Vestnik, June 1896
6
. Thus the 

Circle clearly had not just purely scholarly, but also political, goals, and Bartol’d 

implicitly supported them. 

It is true that Bartol’d did not support open politicization
7
 of what he re-

garded as purely scholarly work. He also deplored Turkophobia, which dominat-

ed Russian science
8
 and used, as he implied, by politicians to address their purely 

political needs. Bartol’d was clearly against the use of his findings for purely 

political needs. 

Still, Bartol’d was hardly against Russian conquest. He noted that Kazakh 

– he called Kazakhs Kirgiz – khans swore allegians to the tsar. Still, khans did not 

regard this as something important, and robbery of Russian merchants contin-
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ued
1
. He also noted a clearly positive implication of Russian conquest. The Rus-

sian government introduced some truly democratic aspects into the lives of Ka-

zakhs
2
. Turkmens had the propensity to looting expeditions. After the Russian 

conquest, they became peaceful people. 

Bartol’d admitted that it would be wrong to see in Central Asia absolutely 

no barbarous places just before the Russian conquest
3
. Still, he admitted that by 

the 19
th
 century, Central Asia (Turkestan) was the most backward part of the 

Muslim world
4
. After the conquest, Russia spread its culture. 

Russian authorities took land from Kazakhs (Kirgiz) for those Russians 

who wanted to settle down in Central Asia
5
. Still, Bartol’d found positive aspects 

of this migration. After the Russian conquest, cattle breeding declined, whereas 

agriculture and city life developed. There were other clear benefits for natives. 

For example, Russian authorities tried to engage local in self-government
6
. The 

Russian government was ready to accept in various positions even those locals  

who did not know the Russian language
7
. Still, there were a lot of problems. One 

of these was the locals’ pervasive corruption. Many of them believed that power 

was given to individuals to enrich themselves
8
. Bartol’d also admitted that even 

those Western Orientalists who visited Central Asia and who had no positive 

feelings toward Russia acknowledged that Russian rule was better than that of 

Orientals or Chinese
9
. Thousands of locals moved to territories controlled by 

Russian authorities, due to the feeling of security and respect for Russian pow-

er
10

. Russia demanded an end to slavery in Bukhara, and in 1869, Bukhara’s ruler 

stated that he had ended slavery. Still, slavery continued for some time
11

. 

Bartol’d’s latent racism also fit well into the official discourse. Indeed, 

Bartol’d used the term “history of Aryan people”
12

. In addition, the factual mate-

rial from his works indicated that Indo-Europeans/Aryans were indeed the au-

tochthonous residents of most of Central Asia and provided feedback for Russian 

imperial “Aryanism” mixed with civilizing Orthodoxy, which was structurally 

similar to the ideological construction of Russia’s emerging allies, especially 

Britain. Russia’s enemies, most notably Germany, had the same ideological 

traits. At the same time, imperial Aryanism was removed from the country’s 
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intellectual discourse after the collapse of the monarchy. 

Aryanism: from decline to its rise and new decline 
Pan-Indo-Europeanism/Aryanism, including its approach to Central Asia, 

could exist only in the context of the tsarist regime. Its collapse and final triumph 

of the Bolsheviks after a bloody civil war had led to the end of imperial Aryan-

ism. In its 19
th
 century and early 20

th
 century modifications, Aryanism was the 

ideology of the elite, which looked down on most non-Aryans and lower classes 

as “potato eaters” or Morlocks, who should follow the “Aryan” leaders and serve 

their interests. The collapse of the old order predicated the end of the rules of 

refined “Aryans” and the triumph of the “Morlocks”, including Asians. In the 

context of the Russian imperial space, it was predominantly Turkic folk and they, 

together of course with other minorities, benefited from the new arrangements. It 

was Jewish commissars and Lettish riflemen who played crucial roles in the first 

years of the new regime. Turkic people of Central Asia also benefited from these 

arrangements. As a matter of fact, Soviet Russia emerged as a peculiar “symbio-

sis” between Slavs and minorities, mostly Turkic people. It was Russian émigrés 

who presented the underlying ideology of the regime, as time progressed, in-

creasingly free from its Marxist fig leaf. Eurasianism could here be a good exam-

ple. It emphasized the “symbiosis” of Russians/Slavs and Turks, together with 

other minorities, and replaced pan-Indo-Europeanism/Aryanism and the com-

monwealth of the Christian empires of leading European nations with the remod-

eled idiosyncratic Mongol empire. “Aryanism” had no place in these arrange-

ments. “Aryanism” was localized, and when A. Khodzhibaev, Chairman of the 

Council of the People’s Commission of Tadjiks Autonomous Soviet Republic, 

criticized Pan-Turkism, and implicitly praised Indo-European Iranians and con-

sequently Tadjiks as true autochthonous people of Eurasia and the bedrock of 

Eurasian civilization, his plea evoked no response
1
. 

Still, by the late 1920s, and especially the 1930s, internationalistic “Eura-

sianism” of the early Soviet era became increasingly replaced by Russian nation-

alism in its idiosyncratic National-Bolshevik modification. “Aryanism” as a term 

was of course anathema, plainly because it became the most important ingredient 

of Germany’s National-Socialist ideology and the possibility of conflict between 

Germany and the USSR had never been completely discarded, despite the con-

tinous flirtation between Berlin and Moscow. Still, Russians in the official read-

ing were not “Eurasian,” which integrated many ethicities, but Slavs, the Indo-

European people par excellence. Consequently, any attempt to dethrone Russians 

from their paramount position as the major force which unified and maintained 

northern Eurasian space was seen as a serious transgression. This was especially 

clear in the late 1940s and early 1950s, when Russian imperial nationalism 

reached a crescendo. At the same time, Bartol’d, with his “Aryan”/Indo-

European leanings, received renewed attention from Soviet authorities. 

 

                                                                                                               
1 Olimov. V.V. Bartol’d o natsional’nom… 



32 

 

Bartol’d and late Stalinism 
There were several reasons for this. It is clear that he was a serious schol-

ar, with a wealth of factual material. Still, this was not the only reason. Bartol’d 

was comparatively “safe” from an ideological point of view. To start with, while 

being a “bourgeois” scholar, educated during the tsarist regime, he was ready to 

accept the new ideological trends. Bartol’d himself made this clear in his short 

autobiography which he penned during the Soviet time. Bartol’d stated that he 

was born to a well-to-do family and had enough money for study and travel
1
. He 

implied that the “sins” of his “bourgeois” origins, in a way, were washed away 

because he used the wealth not for “exploitation” as most of the bourgeoisie, but 

for acquiring knowledge which he now shared with the masses, albeit he noted 

that he would rather engage in research than teach. He also implied that he could 

easily emigrate, due to his reputation in the West. He noted that in this respect 

Russians studied the Orient more and more followed in Europe’s footsteps
2
. He 

implied that he did not emigrate after the Bolshevik Revolution because of his 

patriotism and implicit acceptance of the new regime. The same was the case 

with his relatives, who also did not emigrate, he implied, not just to their patriot-

ism but also acceptance of the Soviet regime. Moreover, his works were actually 

framed in context of the Marxist paradigm, with its emphasis on the economy 

and class struggle. In this respect, he noted that he continued to study the eco-

nomic aspects of events and “state conflicts” (soslovnaia bor’ba)
3
. 

Finally, in his other works produced during the Soviet era, he emphasized 

that he had always been a man who opposed the tsarist regime. For example, he 

remembered that he watched the jubilant crowds celebrating the 10-year anniver-

sary of Alexander III’s rule. And he noted to his friend that the crowd looked to 

him like a bunch of madmen
4
. One might add that while trying to accommodagte 

some Marxist ideological premises, Bartol’d still demonstrated some resistance 

to full embrace of Marxism and the vision of Marx as a divine person who made 

no mistakes. For example, he criticized Marx’s views on Oriental societies
5
. He 

also stated that he believed that theories should follow facts; facts should not be 

adjusted to theories
6
. 

While a positive relationship with the regime played an important role in 

its continued interest in him, it was not the only one. Bartol’d’s emphasis on the 

role of Indo-European, Iranians in shaping the culture of Eurasia was also im-

portant for the regime’s renewed interest in his work when the regime turned to 

Indo-Europeanism as an essential ingredient of renewed emphasis on Russian 

nationalism/neo-Slavophilism. Here, the regime sent a clear message: those who 
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supported what could be regarded as pan-Turkism would be punished, whereas 

those who supported pan-Indo-Europeanism – in the Central Asian context this 

implied praise of Tadjiks as true descendants of the ancient Indo-European civili-

zation – were praised and their reference to Bartol’d received approving nods. 

The strong opposition to Turkic people’s dominant position in Eurasian space 

was clear. 

This could be seen well in the case of Aleksandr Bernshtam (1910–1956). 

Bernshtam apparently tried to avoid problems in dealing with the authorities, and 

chose ancient and medieval history of Central Asia as his field. A Jew, of course 

from a purely ethnic perspective, he believed that it would save him, for it would 

be hard for authorities to accuse him of Turkic nationalism. He also believed that 

ancient and medieval Central Asia was not politically sensitive, at least in com-

parison with Russian and especially Soviet history. There is also no doubt that 

Bernshtam was indeed dedicated to the study of Central Asia. Yet his feeling that 

medieval Central Asia was a comparatively safe field undoubtedly played an 

important role in his decision to study the subject. 

Still, he was wrong. Soon after the end of WWII, he published a book on 

the Huns which presented them in a rather positive light, and regarded them as a 

leading force which led Slavs and proto-Slavs in Eurasia. The book was strongly 

criticized. One of the major problems was the book’s implications that 

Bernshtam downplayed the role of Slavs and praised the Huns, which was seen 

as the precursors of the Turkish people. Bernshtam emerged here as a proponent 

of Pan-Turkism and implicitly a “rootless cosmopolite”; the government-

sponsored campaign was mostlyl directed against Soviet Jews. Bernshtam sur-

vived the criticism, but it took a clear toll on his health. He died soon after the 

criticism, when he was just 46 years old. While Bernshtam and apparently simi-

larly-thinking individuals, including members of political and intellectual elite of 

Turkic republics of the USSR, received the strong message that they should not 

overplay the role of Turks in Eurasia, the story was different with those who 

praised Tadjiks and implicitly all other Indo-European. Indeed, Tadjiksk emerged 

in this reading as the representatives of Indo-European people whose superior 

culture was the true bedrock of Northern Eurasian civilization. Here, Soviet au-

thorities appealed to Bartol’d’s authority. Professor A. A. Semenov’s book, Ma-

terial Artifacts of Iranian Culture in Central Asia (Material’nye pamiatniki 

iranskoi kul’tury v Srednei Azii) could be an example. The book was published 

in January 1945 in Stalingrad. The very fact that a book on what seemed to be an 

abstract subject was published at a time when the Red Army was still battling 

German forces and Stalingrad, the place of a ferocious battle only a few years 

before, and was still in ruins, indicated that authorities regarded the book’s mes-

sage as quite ideologically important. 

In the beginning of the book, Semonov noted that the text was originally 

published in 1905 and was approved by Bartol’d. According to Semenov, 

Tadjiks were descendants of the “most ancient aborigines of Central Asia.” They 

belong to a “great Iranian tribe.” Iranian culture dominated all of Central Asia, 
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the territory of present-day Turkic republics of Central Asia
1
. Present-day Tadjik-

istan is just a small island of Iranian culture in Central Asia. In the past, the influ-

ence of Iranian Indo-Europeans was much broader. The artifacts from Central 

Asia are quite similar to those from Tripol’skaia culture, in the territory of pre-

sent-day Ukraine. The people of these cultures were clearly Indo-European and 

spread to the Balkans, where they finally created civilizations of ancient Greeks
2
. 

According to the author, Iranian Indo-Europeans had positive influence 

on nearby Turkic people. The very fact that Turks were nomads indicated that 

they were, the author implied, on a lower level of socio-economic development, 

at least in comparison to Iranian Sogdians. The latter had a positive influence on 

Turkic nomads, and they became settled people by the 7th century CE
3
. It was 

due to Iranians – and Tadjiks were seen here as part of the broader Iranian nation, 

building many cities which “achieved great splendor”
4
. 

Semenov’s and Bernshatam’s stories were indicative, for they demon-

strated the authorities’ approach to Indo-Europeanism and Turkism throughout 

all the post-WWII Soviet era. People in the Kremlin allowed autochthonization 

of the local folk, i. e., they recognized their presence in their republics for a long 

time. In the case of Central Asia, it implied that Turkic people of the region had 

lived in this area for at least a thousand years. Still, this autochthonization had its 

limits. Soviet historians emphasized here that before Turks, the areas had mostly 

been populated by Indo-Europeans – Scythians, Sakka, etc. – and no direct con-

nections between them and the coming Turks existed. It was only Russians, bona 

fide Indo-Europeans, who could trace their pedigree to the Bronze Age Indo-

Europeans. They were true autochthonous people, the ethnic and cultural bedrock 

of Eurasian space, and thus the only legitimate masters. Moreover, quite a few 

Turks were nomads who were preoccupied with pillaging and other outrages, and 

were, from this perspective, quite different from civilized Indo-European Slavs of 

Kievan Rus’. Academician Rybakov, the well-institutionized and prolific scholar, 

elaborated on this in many of his works. Central Asian scholars could hardly 

challenge these views openly, barring some exceptions. This was the case with 

Olzhas Suleimenov’s Az i Ia. Suleimenov’s goal was quite modest. He plainly 

suggested that Kievan Rus’ and its Indo-European Slavs were not the only forces 

of progress in Eurasia and Asian people, notably Turkic nomads, were not just a 

force of destruction. Still, the publication had led to scandal and Mikhail Suslov 

(1902–1982), the chief Soviet ideologist, even asked Brezhnev to read it to see its 

ideological poison. “Aryanism” manifested in the paramount role of Indo-

European Slavs in shaping and controlling northern Eurasia, the territory of the 

USSR, continued to be the underlying nationalistic glue of the late Soviet regime; 
                                                                                                               
1 Prof. A. A. Semenov. Material’nye pamiatniki iranskoi kul’tury v Srednei Azii. Stalingrad: 

Gosizdat pri SNK Tadzhikskoi SSR, 1945, p. 3. The text was originally published in 1925 and 

reviewed by Bartol’d. It was enlarged by the author and transformed into a small book. 
2 Ibid. P. 4. 
3 Ibid. P. 12. 
4 Ibid. P. 46. 
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it of course coexisted with other ideological paradigms, such as latent “Eura-

siansism” which, according to Soviet ideologists, created a new quasi-nation – 

“Soviet people.” One should also note here that late Soviet “Aryanism”/Indo-

Europeanism, similar to the “Aryanism”/Indo-Europeanism of the late tsarist era, 

was mixed with Slavophilism, and implicitly imperial/global in its application. 

The collapse of the USSR had led to new changes in “Aryanism”’s role in the 

former USSR. 

“Aryanism” in post-Soviet era 
“Aryanism” received a new life in post-Soviet Central Asia. It became 

quite essential in the heated polemics between Uzbeks and Tadjiks. The latter 

proclaimed themselves true “Aryans” and blasted Uzbeks – who made Tamer-

lane the founder of the Uzbek state – as brutal, primitive Turks, incapable of crea-

tive works. In Kazakhstan, “proto-Turks” of the Bronze Age not only acquired 

chariots and sophisticated bronze weapons, but also blue eyes, blond hair and fair 

skins – all attributes of Indo-European folk. In addition, Saka and Massagetae – 

bona fide Indo-Europeans – became important as the genetic and cultural ances-

tors of modern Kazakhs. All of this would underline the legitimacy of Kazakh-

stan, whose roots could be in such a case traced back almost to the time of an-

cient Egypt and Babylonia. “Aryanization” makes them implicitly closer to the 

West. In all of these designs is evidence of a clear difference from the Soviet and 

late tsarist eras: the tsarist and Soviet crypto-“Aryanism”s were the ideologies of 

empire. The same could be said about Aryanism/Indo-Europeanism of the Euro-

pean powers of the late 19
th
 and early 20

th
 centuries. The new brand of “Aryan-

ism” has an implicit spirit of parochialism and fragmentation. Even more so, 

these trends could be seen in post-Soviet Russian “Aryanism,” which, together 

with other forms of Russian nationalism, increasingly marginalized “neo-

Eurasianism” of the first years of the post-Soviet era. 

The present-day Russian “Aryanists” regard empire as a liability. They 

wouldn’t mind reducing the Russian Federation to the “Republic of Russia,” a 

small, but ethnically homogenous state, populated by ethnic Russians, bona fide 

Europeans. A similar ideological trend is occurring in Europe and to some degree 

in the USA. In all these cases, Aryanism is not an ideology of imperial aggran-

disement – the battle cry of “Aryanists” of the late 19
th
 and early 20

th
 century – 

but the ideology of isolationism and parochialism, an indication of what could be 

described in Spenglerian terms as “decline of the West”. 
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ПОХОД ПЕРОВСКОГО И ЕГО ВЛИЯНИЕ НА ФОРМИРОВАНИЕ 

ВОСТОЧНОЙ ПОЛИТИКИ РОССИЙСКОЙ ИМПЕРИИ1 
 

Аннотация: В статье рассматривается реализация восточной политики Рос-

сийской империи. В частности, был проанализирован процесс зарождения политики 

в XVIII веке, а также ее трансформация в XIX веке. Одним из важных элементов ее 

реализации является поход Оренбургского губернатора Перовского в 1839–1840 

годах. Автором была поставлена цель показать ту роль, которую занимает этот по-

ход в формировании восточной политики Российской империи. 
Ключевые слова: Восточная политика, Перовский, Российская империя, 

Хива, Оренбург. 
 

В первой половине XIX века Российская империя окончательно 

утвердилась на территории Младшего и Среднего жузов Казахского хан-

ства. Метрополия всячески «пристегивала» новоприобретенные окраины 

административными, политическими и экономическими реформами. Так, в 

1822 году была отменена ханская власть в Среднем жузе, а в 1824 году – в 

                                                                                                               
1  Исследование выполнено за счет гранта Российского научного фонда (проект 

№19-18-00162), реализуемого в Институте языков и культур имени Льва Толстого. 


