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Cold War Diplomacy, Decolonization and Nation-Building: History of Civilizations of Central Asia in Historical Perspective

Abstract: The six-volume History of Civilizations of Central Asia is a collective project supervised by UNESCO during 1960s-2000s. It was initiated by the Soviet Union in the détente era with the aim of demonstrating the achievement of Soviet Central Asia and enhance cultural ties with its southern neighbor states (Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India). This article explores the historical context of the UNESCO Project and the tension within its historiographical approach. Additionally, it argues that this project unintentionally contributed to the nation-building of Central Asian states in the post-Cold War era, although it was initially designed to focus on ancient and medieval cultures in a larger geographical scope.
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The six-volume History of Civilizations of Central Asia (hereafter the UNESCO Project) is a collective project sponsored and supervised by UNESCO during 1960s-2000s. It is an international program, in which more than 300 scholars from dozens of countries have participated. The Soviet Union, Afghanistan, China, India, Iran, Mongolia and Pakistan were the main participants. The six volumes were published during 1992 to 2003. According to the Preface by Dr. Federico Mayor, the Director-General of UNESCO (1987-1999), this project follows the purposes laid down in the UNESCO Constitution, i.e., “to develop and to increase the means of communication between…… peoples and to employ these means for the purposes of mutual understanding and a truer and more perfect knowledge ofeach other's lives,” and the work per se will contribute to “the study and mutual appreciation of the cultures that are the common heritage of mankind.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Dani A. N., Masson V. M. (eds). History of civilizations of Central Asia. Vol. I. Paris: UNESCO. 1992, p. 6.] 


It is noteworthy that the UNESCO Project laid down one definition of Central Asia, which covers the territory of modern “Afghanistan, northeastern Iran, northern and central Pakistan, northern India, western China, Mongolia and the former Soviet Central Asian republics”. [footnoteRef:2] Obviously, this definition differs from the term “Central Asia” commonly used in contemporary diplomatic and academic discourse, which comprises Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan. Eurasia, or Central Eurasia, became the widely-used terms for the macro-level definition.[footnoteRef:3] How did this concept change in the 20th century? And how did “Central Asia” evolve from a geographical term in the 18-19th century to a unit of civilizations after 1991? The UNESCO Project is a part of this history of ideas behind the change of “Central Asia”, and this case demonstrates the interplay between geographical concept and geopolitical reality. This article delves into the historiography of the UNESCO Project. It argues that the UNESCO Project, though initiated by the Soviet Union in the late 1960s, not only promoted the studies on the ancient cultures in Central Asia, but also contributed to the nation-building of the five Central Asian states. [2:  Dani A. N., Masson V. M. (eds). History of civilizations of Central Asia. Vol. I. Paris: UNESCO. 1992, p. 480.]  [3:  Sinor, Denis. "Reflections on the history and historiography of the Nomad Empires of Central Eurasia." Acta Orientalia 58, no. 1 (2005): 3-14.] 



Central Asia between “Words and Things”

The first and foremost issue that the UNESCO Project encountered was the geographical definition of “Central Asia.” Similar to other terms referring to world regions, Central Asia was subject to geographical discoveries and geopolitical changes. In the early 19th century, the term “Central Asia” gradually emerged in the European academia for describing the landmass at the center of Asia. The formation of this referential relationship is closely related to knowledge-power activities on two levels: first, the investigation of the Asian hinterland by European geographers since the eighteenth century; second, the competition over its definition between European and Russian academia in the nineteenth century. 

On the first level, Explorers such as P. S. Pallas, F. M. Nazarov, E. K. Meiendorf and P. P. Semenov gradually accumulated information on the topography, hydrology, flora and fauna, and ethnography of the region. Naturalists and geographers represented by Alexander von Humboldt attempted to comprehensively describe Asian geography and propose hypotheses concerning the causes of specific phenomena based on exploration reports. For example, Humboldt uses Haute Asie to describe the vast region comprising Tibetan Plateau, the Hindu Kush, the Western Ghats, the Iranian Plateau, and the Caucasus Mountains as opposed to the lowlands to the south and west of the Tianshan Mountains. Asie centrale, in his term, is identified as the area extending 5° north and south from the latitude 44.5° North, between Ustyurt Plateau to the west and Greater Khingan mountains to the east.[footnoteRef:4] As a result, in early nineteenth century, European geographers gradually abandoned the term “Tataria,” or “la Haute Tartarie,” which had been frequently used in the medieval and the early modern periods, because of its racial and religious connotations. Its alternatives in the nineteenth century included High Asia, Central Asia, Inner Asia, Turkestan, Turan and so on. [4:  Humboldt Alexander von. Asie centrale. Recherches sur les chaînes de montagnes et la climatologie comparée. Paris: Gide. 1843; Dani A. N., Masson V. M. (eds). History of civilizations of Central Asia. Vol. I. Paris: UNESCO. 1992, p. 477.] 


On the second level, the specific connotation of the above terms were inevitably influenced by the geopolitical competition among European powers. After the Napoleonic Wars, Russia gained advantage in exploring and defining the space and peoples of the Asian hinterland. Although European scholars represented by Humboldt insisted on defining Central Asia from geographical perspective, Russian military officers and scholars subtly shifted the scope of Central Asia westward to the newly-conquered Russian territory. This phenomenon is closely related to two intertwined processes in the second half of the nineteenth century. First, from the 1860s to the 1890s, Tsarist Russia gradually conquered the whole territory to the north of Amu Darya and the Transcaspian region. Some Russian politicians, military officers and intellectuals were certainly inspired by the new political reality and applied the discourse of “civilizing mission” to justify Russian expansion in Asia. Second, the German Political Geography emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century offered Russian officialdom and academia fresh intellectual resources to re-evaluate the historical and philosophical significance of its recent territorial expansion. Russian intellectuals, represented by N. Ya. Danilevsky and V. I. Lamansky, considered Russia as a unique civilization, which inherited Orthodox religion from Greek and Byzantine traditions. The conquest of Turkestan offered an opportunity to frame “the Center of Asia” within the Russian borderline, which further supported the argument that Russia stood as a “middle world” different from both Europe and Asia, and shouldered “civilizing mission” in Asia. Therefore, by the end of the nineteenth century, although European scholars mainly defined “Central Asia” from geographical point of view, their Russian counterparts preferred shifting its scope to the newly-conquered Russian territory.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Горшенина С.М. Изобретение концепта Средней / Центральной Азии: между наукой и геополитикой. Вашингтон, 2019, pp. 39-52.
] 


In the 1920s, thanks to the Soviet nativization policy (korenizatsiia), the term Central Asia (Sredniaia Aziia) entered the administrative and economic fields on a larger scale. In 1923, the Soviet authorities established the Central Asian State University in Tashkent based on its predecessor, Turkestan State University. It was the first modern higher education institution established in the region. After the National-Territorial Demarcation in 1924-1925, the Soviet authorities established the Central Asia Military Region in 1926, covering the space from southern Siberia to the Afghan border. In 1928, the whole Union was divided into economic zones, and “Central Asian Economic Zone” was one of them. Despite the Soviet Union's efforts to promote the term “Central Asia” to define its southeastern territory, the European academia in this period still adhered to Humboldt’s and Richthofen’s approach. 

The UNESCO Project adopted an eclectic approach toward this century-long debate over the geographical definition of Central Asia. Although the list of participant countries demonstrates that the UNESCO Project relies more on the European definition, the Soviet Central Asia always sits at the center of the narrative: the chapters of all six volumes follows the order of Transoxiana, the Steppe, the Mongolian Plateau, Western China, Khorasan and finally northern India. Such a balanced approach needs to be understood against its own historical background.


Cold War and Decolonization: Contextualizing the UNESCO Project
The UNESCO Project spanned almost four decades. It witnesses the Cold War, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the transition of the Central Asian States, and was certainly influenced by these historical events. This project was initiated by the Soviet Union against the background of both the Cold War and the National Liberation Movement in the mid-twentieth century. The Project started from a resolution at the Fourteenth General Assembly of UNESCO in November 1966, which approved a pilot project on Central Asia. In April 1967, UNESCO convened the first international meeting on Central Asian Civilizations at Paris headquarters, and reached a preliminary consensus on the definition of Central Asia. 

From October to November 1976, UNESCO’s Nineteenth General Assembly authorized the Director-General to carry out a plan to compile the “History of Civilizations of Central Asia.”[footnoteRef:6] In August 1980, an International Scientific Committee of 19 members was established. The Chair of the Committee consists of one president, four vice-presidents and one rapporteur. The members of the committee included two representatives from each of seven member states (Afghanistan, India, Iran, Mongolia, Pakistan, the Soviet Union and China), and five well-known scholars from the United Kingdom, the United States of America, Turkey, Hungaria and Japan. Compilation and preparations for the History of Civilizations in Central Asia began in 1981 after the December 1980 meeting at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris.[footnoteRef:7] The Project finally started in 1981. [6:  Dani A. N., Masson V. M. (eds). History of civilizations of Central Asia. Vol. I. Paris: UNESCO. 1992, p. 11.]  [7:  Dani A. N., Masson V. M. (eds). History of civilizations of Central Asia. Vol. I. Paris: UNESCO. 1992, p. 13.] 


Table 1  Members of the International Scientific Committee (From 1980 to 1993) [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Dani A. N., Masson V. M. (eds). History of civilizations of Central Asia. Vol. I. Paris: UNESCO. 1992, p. 15.] 

	Name
	Nationality
	Title

	M. S. Asimov
	Tajik SSR
	Chair of the International Scientific Committee, Chief Editor of the 4th Volume

	A. H. Dani
	Pakistan
	Editor of the 1st Volume

	N. A. Baloch
	Pakistan
	 

	B. N. Puri
	India
	

	B. K. Thapar
	India
	

	R. Shabani Samghabadi
	Iran
	Co-Editor of the 3rd Volume

	M. Bastani Parizi
	Iran
	 

	S. Bira
	Mongolia
	

	S. Natsagdorj
	Mongolia
	

	K. Enoki
	Japan
	

	G. F. Etemadi
	Afghanistan
	Co-Editor of the 2nd Volume

	M. H. Z. Safi
	Afghanistan
	 

	A. Sayili
	Turkey
	 

	J. Harmatta
	Hungaria
	Editor of the 2nd Volume

	LIU, Cunkuan
	China
	 

	ZHNAG, Guangda
	China
	Co-Editor of the 3rd Volume

	L. I. Miroshnikov
	RSFSR; Russia
	Rapporteur of the International Scientific Committee

	F. R. Allchin
	Great Britain
	

	D. Sinor
	United States
	



In contrast to the paradigm of knowledge production in Europe from eighteenth century on, the most salient feature of the UNESCO Project was the subjectivity of Central Asian Scholars. On the one hand, before 1991, Soviet Central Asian scholars held important positions in the supervising organizations. For example, B. G. Gafurov, then the Director of the Institute of Oriental Studies and former First Secretary of Tajik Communist Party (1946-1956), initiated and directed the International Association for the Study of Cultures of Central Asia (IASCCA). The first president of the International Scientific Committee was M. S. Asimov, another Soviet Tajik academician and then the head of the Tajik Republic Academy of Science. Along with Gafurov and Asimov, leading scholars including V. M. Masson, B. A. Litvinsky and L. I. Miroshnikov also played important role in the project. Three out of the first four volumes were mainly edited by them. 

On the other hand, major cities in Soviet Central Asia were considered venues for working meetings and academic conferences of the UNESCO Project. After the UNESCO’s Nineteenth General Assembly, a working meeting was convened in Stalinabad (now Dushanbe), the capital city of Tajik SSR, along with a conference focusing on problems related to the ancient history of Central Asia. In 1982, the International Scientific Committee organized a conference on the Consumption and Production Models of Central Asia in the Neolithic Period. In September 1985, IASCCA convened an international conference in Almaty on “the Cultural-Historical Process of Central Asia in the Medieval Period.” More than one hundred scholars from eight countries visited Kazakh SSR to attend this event. Therefore, the UNESCO Project became a platform for the Soviet Central Asian Republics to be exposed to both scholars in the western world and those from the southern neighbor states.

The Soviet Union’s initiative and support for the UNESCO Project should be examined against the backdrop of the “Global Cold War.”[footnoteRef:9] Before 1976, the UNESCO Project was conceived mainly among scholars of the Soviet Union, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India. Additionally, in this period, leading experts from the Soviet Union were more or less related to Iranian Studies. Gafurov and Asimov were Persian-speaking scholars and dedicated to the formation of modern Tajik identity: while Gafurov compiled the first general survey of Tajik history, Asimov led the project of Tajik Soviet Encyclopedia.[footnoteRef:10] The reporter of the International Scientific Committee, L. I. Miroshnikov, was an expert on modern Iranian history and contemporary politics, then served as a senior researcher at Soviet Institute of Oriental Studies. B. A. Litvinsky was the founding father of Tajikistani archeology. All these figures formed an ideal channel for the Soviet public diplomacy with the southern neighbor states, including Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India. [9:  Westad, Odd Arne. The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of our Times. Cambridge University Press, 2005.]  [10:  Гафуров Б. Г. История таджикского народа. М. 1952; Гафуров Б. Г. Таджики: Древнейшая, древняя и средневековая история. М. 1972; Асимов М. С. ред., Энсиклопедияи Советии Тоҷик. Ҷилди I-VIII. Душанбе. 1978-1988.] 


Additionally, the ease of Cold War tension in the late 1960s facilitated the birth of the UNESCO Project. Although the Soviet influence in Iran suffered a setback in the 1946 Azerbaijani Crisis, it maintained cooperation with Iran all the way to the early 1980s. Left-wing Iranian intellectuals represented by Saeed Nafisi actively promoted the Soviet experience as the model for modernization.[footnoteRef:11] In the 1950s, the revolution in Egypt and Iraq raised Iran’s security concerns. It joined the Bagdad Pact in 1955 and signed a security agreement with the United States in 1959. At the same time, Reza Pahlevi noticed Khrushchev’s reorientation to the East after the 20th Congress of the CPSU, and pursued a balanced approach between the two blocs. After the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, Shah Pahlevi appeared to be the first Head of State outside the Warsaw Pact visiting Moscow. And certainly Iran was rewarded a comprehensive package of econmic and military assistance.[footnoteRef:12] During 1966-1970, Iran purchased approximately $344 million worth of miliatry hardware from the Soviet Union. This constituted 12% of the Iran’s military imports. Before 1979, the Soviet Union was the largest foreign market for Iranian manufactured goods, and Iran hosted more than 3000 Soviet military advisers.[footnoteRef:13] Similarly, the 1960s also witnesses the honeymoon period of the Soviet-Afghanistan relations. Khrushchev’s visit in 1955 marked the surge of Soviet investment in Afghanistan. In spite of the coup d’état in 1973, from 1954 to 1978, Afghanistan received more than $1 billion worth of assistance, which mainly included infrastructure investment, military equipment and training.  [11:  James Pickett, “Soviet Civilization through a Persian Lens: Iranian Intellectuals, Cultural Diplomacy and Socialist Modernity 1941–55,” Iranian Studies 48, no. 5 (September 3, 2015): 805–26. ]  [12:  Campbell, John. “The Soviet Union and the United States in the Middle East,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 401, America and the Middle East (May, 1972), pp. 126-135.]  [13:  Keddie, Nikki R. ed. Neither East Nor West: Iran, the Soviet Union, and the United States. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990, p. 70.] 


Apart from the perspective of bilanteral relations with southern neighbor states, the UNESCO Project also demonstrates Soviet efforts to adapt itself to the era of decolonization. One of the tools in its policy toolbox was public diplomacy through Central Asian republics. After the National-Territorial Delimitation in the mid-1920s, the Central Asian republics experienced significant changes on both material and spiritual levels. After nativization, literacy movement and collectivization in the 1920s and 1930s, as well as the land reclamation movement after WWII, the level of industrialization, urbanization and education in Central Asia increased significantly. In the 1950s, the Soviet Union invested in the departments of hydropower, energy, non-ferrous metal mining, steel and machinery manufacturing in Central Asia, and massively upgraded transportation and power grids. For example, the Karaganda Metallurgical Plant in the Kazakh SSR was commissioned in 1954, and the first nuclear reactor in Central Asia was commissioned in Uzbek SSR in 1959. In the field of agriculture, northern Kazakh SSR was developed as one of the bases of grain production, while the southern four countries became the cotton production base of the whole Soviet Union. 

The cultural and educational fields of Central Asian republics also flourished. Intellectuals in Central Asian republics soon started constructing titular nations’ identity soon after the National-Territorial Delimitation. From the 1930s, the Institute of History, Archaeology and Oriental Studies of the Soviet Academy of Sciences worked together to systematically collect, organize and publish historical sources regarding minor nationalities. For example, the “Turkmen Project” completed from 1934 to 1939 aimed at collecting and translating historical material related to the Turkmen people from medieval Islamic texts. Based on these sources, Soviet historians later produced general history of Turkmenistan. [footnoteRef:14] During World War II, a large number of scholars in Moscow and Leningrad were evacuated to Central Asia. They were invited by the host republics to compile general national histories and train native scholars. Published in 1943, History of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic: From Antiquity to the Present was the first general history of this kind.[footnoteRef:15] In the 1950s, the Central Asian republics established their own Academies of Sciences. Thanks to the relatively stable political and economic circumstances, the official academic institutions gradually constructed a complete system of knowledge reproduction in titular nations’ language, literature, history, archaeology and folklore. For example, Mukhtar Auezov, Chingiz Aitmatov, Abdulla Qahhor, Sadridd in Ayni and other writers produced world-class literature of the 20th century. According to the statistics in 1959, both the number of Middle and Higher education diploma holders per thousand individuals in Uzbek SSR have reached the average number of the whole Soviet Union. Other republics were also close to the average. Meanwhile, all five republics have compiled own general history, and thus created quite solid foundation for nation-building.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Bustanov A. K. Soviet Orientalism and the Creation of Central Asian Nations. London and New York: Routledge, 2015, pp. 5-8.]  [15:  Абдыкалыкова М. и Панкратовой А. ред., История Казахской ССР. Алма-Ата, 1943.]  [16:  Tasar, Eren. Soviet and Muslim: the institutionalization of Islam in Central Asia. Oxford, U.K.: Oxford University Press, 2017, p. 27.] 


Also in the 1950-60s, the decolonization movement in Asia and Africa reached its climax. The Bandung Conference held in Indonesia in 1955 marked the unity of newly-independent Afro-Asian countries. Against this backdrop, Tashkent and Dushanbe appeared to be the Soviet Windows to the East. A series of international events were organized here: the Afro-Asian Writers’ Conference in 1958, the Indian-Pakistani Leaders’ Summit in 1966, and the 25th International Conference of Orientalists in 1960 (the conference arranged a tour to Uzbek SSR for the participants). The UNESCO Project was initiated and launched in this context with both academic and diplomatic characteristics.


Regional History vs. National History: How to narrate Central Asia?

From the perspective of historiography, the UNESCO Project also demonstrates the dilemma that the Soviet academia encountered during the 1950-70s. One of the most salient problem is the tension between national history and regional history. I use “national history” to designate the approach that confines itself by the national border and bases itself on the historical process of the titular nation. It is an integral part of the nation-building process. Up until 1960s, all five Central Asian republics have their own general history, and have established professional institutes for historical studies. Therefore, national history gradually became the norm among scholars of the Central Asian republics. 

Regional history is an approach to transcend the national boundaries. In the 1970s, Soviet historians represented by A. L. Narochnitskii initiated a regional history project titled “Regional History of Central Asia and Kazakhstan (from Ancient Times to the Present Day).” This project aimed at mitigating the negative influences of ethno-nationalism and promoting internationalism within the Soviet Union and beyond its border. Narochnitskii believes that the publication of the general histories of the republics marked the maturity of the national approach, while regional history is conducive to promoting historical connection between peoples in the whole region and echoing the anti-colonial movements in Asia and Africa during the same period. In addition, regional history would revise the way national history evaluates certain historical characters and events, and mitigate the contention for certain historical figures among republics. Finally, regional history projects would promote cooperation and exchanges between all-union and republican historians, and among scholars of different disciplines throughout the Soviet Union.[footnoteRef:17] Therefore, in this period, republican research institutes in the North Caucasus, South Caucasus and Baltic Sea undertook regional history projects. Regional history and national history are not completely opposed, they can complement each other. However, as two principles of historical writing, authors of the UNESCO Project inevitably encountered the tension between them. [17:  Bustanov A. K. Soviet Orientalism and the Creation of Central Asian Nations. London and New York: Routledge, 2015, pp. 70-71.] 


Since the Soviet scholars had prominent influence, the UNESCO Project subsumed the abovementioned problem. Corresponding to the historiographical trend in the Soviet academia in the 1970s, Volumes I to IV of the UNESCO Project (from ancient times to the end of the 15th century) mainly adopted the regional approach. These four volumes narrate history from the perspectives of archaeological types, trans-regional regimes, religion-based cultural spheres, and thematic chapters focusing on geography, literature and arts are supplemented. Generally speaking, in these four volumes, readers can perceive the long-term interaction between nomadic and settled peoples in Central Asia, and the intermingling of various cultural and religious trends from the neighboring civilizations.

Volumes V and VI, compiled in the 1990s-2000s, deal with the period from the end of the 15th century to the end of the 20th century. The national history path gradually emerges in the compilation of these two volumes. The first five chapters of Volume V survey the historical process of the titular nations from the 16th to the mid-19th century, and were written by scholars from the corresponding republics. Although Volume VI starts with the expansion and domination of Britain and Russia in the 19th century, the second part, “Political changes and state formation,” inevitably narrates history of this period in accordance with the contemporary national borders. The adoption of the national history approach in Volume V and VI certainly has its rationale, while the drastic geopolitical changes after 1991 inevitably promoted the return of the national history path.


New “Central Asia”: From a Geographical to a Civilizational Term
Why did the historiographical approach of the UNESCO Project shift from regional to national? This shift was a part of the fundamental geopolitical changes after 1991. The collapse of the Soviet Union on the one hand led to the disarray of the whole Soviet academia, and deprived the UNESCO Project of its main supporter. As the editor of the fifth and sixth volume, Chahryar Adle admitted that “shortcomings were often inevitable as, due to the strict publication deadline, the competent scholars were sometimes not available.”[footnoteRef:18] On the other hand, it unintentionally created the stabilized indexication of both the English term “Central Asia” and the Russian term “Центральная Азия” to the geographical space of the five newly independent republics. The UNESCO Project had to face the new geopolitical situation and compiled the last two volumes based on the new historical narratives of the five republics.  [18:  Adle. C, Palat M.K., Tabyshalieva A. eds., History of Civilizations of Central Asia. Vol. VI. Paris: UNESCO. 2005, p. 25.] 


In December 1991, five Central Asian republics adopted declarations of sovereignty. For Central Asia, the new political reality on the one hand redefines the connotation of “Central Asia”; on the other hand, all five state had to drastically promote nation-building based on the titular nations. On January 3, 1993, the leaders of the five Central Asian countries held a summit in Tashkent. Leaders adopted the Russian word “Центральная Азия” to translate “Central Asia”, and reached consensus on using “Central Asia” as the reference to the collective identity of the whole region comprising Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan. In September 1993, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan signed an agreement to prepare for the establishment of the “Central Asia Union” following European Union’s model. Although the Central Asian Union has not made substantial progress so far, “Central Asia” since then has been the stable reference for this region, while the Soviet term "Central Asia and Kazakhstan" (Sredniaia Aziia i Kazakhstan) gradually disappears from political and academic vocabulary in both Russian and English.

In tandem with the construction of a new regional identity was the process of de-Sovietization and localization of national identity. During this period, the five Central Asian countries changed political symbols including national language, public monuments, city and street names. Most of the new symbols come from the body of nationality knolwedge canonized in the early and mid-20th century. The ancient history of the titular nations was further romanticized. The mythical and historical characters recorded in oral tradition and literature were further promoted as national ancestors. Medieval polities were considered the precursors of modern states. 

Similar to the circumstances that Central Asian republics undergone during the 1990s, the UNESCO Project also faced multiple challenges in the 1990s. First, due to the economic difficulties, scholars of the Central Asian stateas strived to survive, and some chose to emmigrate to Europe and America. Even more unfortunate is that M. S. Asimov, then the core member of the UNESCO Project, was mysteriously assassinated in Dushanbe in 1996. The organization of the entire project was instead supported by the French Orientalists and archaeologists. French-Iranian scholar Chahryar Adle played the crucial role in supporting the timely publication of Volumes V and VI. Correspondingly, in August 1995, the UNESCO established in Samarkand the International Institute for Central Asian Studies (IICAS), whose member countries include Azerbaijan, China, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Pakistan, Republic of Korea, Tajikistan, Turkey, Uzbekistan. This Institute publishes the academic journal Bulletin of the International Institute of Central Asian Studies, and continues providing support for The History of Civilizations in Central Asia.

Table 2  Members of the International Scientific Committee (Since 1993)[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Adle. C, Palat M.K., Tabyshalieva A. eds., History of Civilizations of Central Asia. Vol. VI. Paris: UNESCO. 2005, p. 18.] 

	Name
	Nationality
	Title

	C. Adle
	Iran
	Editor of the 5th & 6thVolume

	K. M. Baipakov
	Kazakhstan
	Co-Editor of the 5th Volume 

	D. A. Alimova
	Uzbekistan
	

	M. Annanepesov
	Turkmenistan
	

	A. Tabyshalieva
	Kyrgyzstan
	Co-Editor of the 6th Volume

	M. Dinorshoev
	Tajikistan
	

	A. H.Dani
	Pakistan
	Editor of the 1st Volume

	S. Bira
	Mongolia
	

	Irfan Habib
	India
	Editor of the 5th Volume

	R. Farhadi
	Afghanistan
	

	I. Togan
	Turkey
	

	WU, Yungui
	China
	

	L. I. Miroshnikov
	Russia
	Rapporteur of the International Scientific Committee

	H. P. Francfort
	France
	

	D. Sinor
	United States
	

	H. Umemura
	Japan
	




As Chahryar Adle pointed out in his Preface, “among these volumes, the most problematic and thorny to prepare was Volume VI, which deals with the present time with all its geopolitical complexity.” Volume VI (Towards the contemporary period: from the mid-nineteenth to the end of the twentieth century) reflects the drastic changes that Central Asian states experienced in the 1990s. First of all, Part I “Continuity and Change” outlines the theme of the chronological period under investigation, and includes a special chapter “Intellectual and political ferment” (by G. Ashurov), which surveys the reformists and their historical positions under Russian rule in the 19th century. The nineteenth-century reformists are considered the forerunners of liberalism and national progress from the perspective of contemporary Central Asian states. Secondly, Part II is divided into chapters based on modern nation-states, and each authored by experts from the corresponding state. These chapters basically reflect the official historical outlooks of the five Central Asian countries after independence. Thirdly, although Part III “Environment, Society and Culture” tries to explore a series of regional issues thematically, each chapter is inevitably divided into subsections or paragraphs by countries. For example, in Chapter 25 “Arts in Northern Central Asia”, the author has to list each titular nation’s artistic preferences under the subsections of “Pottery,” “Copper embossing,” “Felt products,” “Carpet-making” and so forth. 

This approach of combining regional  and national history will certainly lead to duplication of content, fragmentation of issues and reinforcement of stereotypes, and often resulted in ignoring individual differences and diachronic changes. However, in the post-Cold War era, the histiographical approach of the Volume VI echoes Director-General Federico Mayor’s remarks in the Preface: “to develop and to increase the means of communication between… peoples  and to employ these means for the purposes of mutual understanding and a truer and more perfect knowledge of each other's lives.”[footnoteRef:20] For the new Central Asian countries, Volume VI of the UNESCO Project has become an important platform to demonstrate their nation-based civilizations for readers all over the world. The Soviet Socialist Republic has become a part of history, and all five Central Asian countries have to survive and develop under new historical conditions, in which they will create their own civilizations and together renew the definition of “Central Asia.” [20:  Dani A. N., Masson V. M. eds. History of civilizations of Central Asia. Vol. I. Paris: UNESCO. 1992, p. 5.] 


In a nutshell, this article argues that the UNESCO Project, though initiated by the Soviet Union with both diplomatic and academic motivations, unintentionally offered a platform in the 1990s and 2000s for the five republics to demonstrate their own identities by means of historical narratives. As its title “History of Civilizations of Central Asia” reveals, the word “civilization” here appears in its plural form. It could designate the various political entities, which undergirded the dissemination and flowering of Iranian, nomadic, Zoroastrian, Buddhist, Islamic and other types of ancient civilizations. It could also indicate the development and achievements of the contemporary five Central Asian States, since we believe that every nation in this era has its own right to create its civilization toward the future.


1

