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**** 

 

Tess GB-Europe: From your memories and discussions of events in the last years of the 

authoritarian Soviet regime in Tajikistan and prior to the independent Tajikistan after 1991, 

can you describe the key competing moral and political cultures evident within that country? 

 

Mastibekov: By the end of the 1980s the nature of moral discourse in Tajikistan was 

encompassed by three cultures: Marxism-Leninism, Islam, and Tajik heritage. It was during 

this period that Tajiks started to experience a new culture, namely ‘so-called democracy’. The 

reason for calling it ‘so-called democracy’ is that democracy in Tajikistan was announced but 

not built. Once this new culture was announced Marxism-Leninism, which had played a 

hegemonic role prior, became a target for criticism by the old Islamists, new nationalists and 

new democrats, groups which were allied for a short time in order to defeat the communists, 

but each of which had their own agendas that were to a large extent obscure even to their own 

members. 
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Tess GB-Europe: What do you mean by the terms ‘old Islamists’, ‘new nationalists’ and the 

‘new democrats’? 

 

Mastibekov: What do we mean by the ‘old Islamists’, the ‘new nationalists’ and the ‘new 

democrats’? The old Islamists were those who claimed that they or their ancestors worked for 

the survival of Islam during the anti-religious Soviet era and were the ‘Ulamā’ or Islamic 

leaders before the Soviet period. These groups also had an historical reason for hating the 

Soviet regime: firstly the Red Army had massacred them. For instance, more than 10,000 

people were killed between 1922-1926,1 particularly those who supported the Emirate of 

Bukhara, generally referred to as the Basmachis, but the numbers more than double in some 

cases because the war between the Basmachi and the Red Army continued until the late of the 

1930s. Secondly according to official estimates, nearly a quarter of the population, mostly 

from the south, fled to Afghanistan in this period.2 

 

It should be noted that by the end of the 1980s the majority of people in Tajikistan did not 

have any knowledge of Islam because during the three generations of Soviet atheist 

socialisation, they did not have access to formal Islamic education, and only a very few 

studied secretly. Surprisingly, most people from the Soviet generation nowadays say that they 

had stronger faith in Islam during the Soviet period than they have today. The people 

generally did not lose their Muslim faith and while they were atheists in public, they were 

believers in private. In a sense, when religious studies became almost impossible it became 

sacred. As a result those whose great grandfathers were considered Basmachi or anti-Soviet 

Mulla (religious clergy) 70 years ago are now seeking to regain their authority. 

 

As for the second group, the new nationalists, three of their concerns were voiced in the 

1980s and none of were fulfilled: a) the Tajik language must go back to its original Persian 

script; b) the unification of the three Persian speaking republics, Tajikistan, Iran and 

Afghanistan; and c) the issue of the historical Tajik cultural centres of Samarqand and 

Bukhara (both situated in Uzbekistan since the 1929).3 In 1989 the organizations Community 

Samarqand was established in Samarqand and Oftob-i Sughdyon (The Sun of Sogdian) in 

Bukhara to represent the approximately four million Tajiks living in Uzbekistan; they 

advocated for Tajik-medium schools and a Tajik media in Uzbekistan.4 In September 1991 

the Party of Oryoni Buzurg (Great Arian) was established in Tajikistan with the aim of 

uniting all Persian speakers across Tajikistan, Iran and Afghanistan.5 

 

The third group were the newly formed democrats. The notion of democracy in the 

authoritarian Soviet system was different to the Western model. In ‘Soviet democracy’ all 

natural and human resources belonged to the state and were used and (re)distributed to all 

                                                           
1
 Akiner and Barnes in Abduallev and Barnes, p. 19.  

2
 Ibid., p.19.  

3
 Akiner, 2001, p. 15.  

4
 Aioubzod, p. 259.  

5
 Aioubzod, p. 317.  
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citizens in an equal way but not everyone was involved in political decision making. 

Conversely, in the Western democratic model all voices are equal but the distribution of 

resources is not equal. In other words, in the Soviet notion of democracy was that all people 

should have an equal life but not an equal voice. We know that there was no democratic 

system or even a notion of democracy in Central Asia before the Soviet Union. As a result of 

this heritage and the Soviet definition of democracy, the moral outlook of these new 

democrats was mixed with Marxist-Leninism, although they dismissed their membership in 

the Communist Party, and they were sometimes unable to even rhetorically prove that they 

were democrats. Even the head of the Democratic Party of Tajikistan, Shodmon Yusuf, in the 

early 1990s was once blamed for racism by threatening Russians civilians in Tajikistan,6 and 

in another case he said that ‘I feel disgusted that you should link the culture of my nation with 

Islam.’7 Clearly, one can see that the Democratic Party created gaps between the ethnic 

groups within the country and at the same time showed its dislike of religion. To this end it is 

safe to say that while the door for democracy was opened at in Tajikistan the end of the 

1980s, more time was need for democratisation. 

 

Tess GB-Europe: Was there an intellectual class involved with opposition members? 

 

Mastibekov: Notably, most of the opposition members were specialists in the humanities, 

including Akbar Turajonzoda, Davlat Khudonazar, Shodmon Yusuf, Bozor Sobir, Gulrukhsor 

Safieva, Abdunabi Sattorzoda, and Khudoyberdi Kholiqnazar. Some were journalists, such as 

Mirbobo Mirrahim, Dodojon Atovullo, Otakhon Latifi, Salim Ayubzod. Surprisingly those 

with a science background, such as Tohir Abdujabbor, leader of Rastokhez (Resurgence), and 

Atobek Amirbek, leader of La’li Badakhshon (Ruby of Badakhshan), established their 

movements chiefly for cultural purposes; for Abdujabbor the issue was the Tajik language 

and for Amirbek it was Badakhshani heritage. Abdujabbor as a deputy in the parliament 

articulated his views on the economy as well, but most of the time his views were not 

supported or understood because of his complex vocabulary.  

 

Tess GB-Europe: Can you explain a little more about the Soviet system and its ideology at 

this time? 

 

Mastibekov: Marxism-Leninism understood freedom in terms of social equality, but could 

not compromise with excessive liberty. The Soviet Union was called by many Western 

scholars an ideological state.
8
 The Soviet Union was quite open and very demanding. Any 

single organisation, be it the kolkhoz, sovkhoz, the health service, or the education system, 

had a partorg—an abbreviation for partiyniy organizator or party organiser
9
—who was 

responsible for showing the necessity and the importance of the Communist Party, in addition 

to other roles. The partorg’s responsibility was to make people believe that the Soviet system 

                                                           
6
 Rubin, p. 143.  

7
 Gretsky, p. 20; Akiner, 2001, p. 33.  

8
 Devji, 2011.  

9
 The position of partorg was introduced in 1933.  
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was the best political system and that it would soon unite all ‘workers’ regardless of 

nationality. Proletarii vsekh stran soyedinyaytes (‘workers of the world, unite’), a quotation 

from Marx’s and Engel’s The Communist Manifesto (1848), was the Soviet Union’s state 

motto. 

 

Furthermore, Soviet ideology emphasised the help it gave to the developing world and how it 

was protecting them from the aggression of the capitalism and imperialism. Soviet 

propaganda said that the quality of life of the workers was bad in the West. The USA used 

similar arguments against the Soviet Union. It should be noted that majority of people from 

both sides believed this propaganda. Indeed, when a lie circulates among many people it can 

turn into a truth.  

 

Soviet television programs showed people in the West sleeping on the streets. It also showed 

anti-government demonstrations in the West. In contrast there were no large anti-government 

demonstrations in the Soviet Union until Gorbachev’s perestroika (1985-1991) and any small 

demonstrations were never broadcast to the masses. In its education system, it was 

propagated that all citizens were equal and going to school, and by contrast it showed a image 

of young black Americans and poor people who were not attending school and were treated 

as ‘slaves’. For instance in the Russian literature (Chtenia) book for Class 7 there was a 

picture of a poor boy named Chichcho who was homeless and lived underground. Beneath 

the picture was a poem about Chichcho and other poor people in the USA.
10

  

 

To give an example in Tajik literature, one of the most famous Tajik poets Mirzo Tursunzoda 

(d. 1977), chairman of the Union of Writers of Tajikistan (1946-1977), described a trip to 

India and how the people of India were starving and largely uneducated:  

 

Agarchi ganjhoyash purbahoyand, 

Walekin mardumoni u gadoyand.
11

 

 

Even though it is very rich in terms of (natural) sources, 

Their people are meagre. 

 

In real life, the Tajik people saw neighbouring Afghanistan just across the Panj River and 

how they did not have paved roads and electricity, leading them to conclude that the Soviet 

Union was truly an industrialised and modern society.  

                                                           
10

 Gubaydulina, p. 40-41. The same old school materials and curriculum was used in Tajikistan until the late 

1990s as the republic could not afford to produce its own because of the ongoing civil war.  
11

 Tursunzoda, p. 207. 
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During perestroika information about the West slowly became accessible to people, and the 

perception of capitalism gradually shifted. Now the old rumour that most people in the 

capitalist countries were living in poor conditions changed to a new rumour saying that every 

family member had their owned car. In the Soviet period one had to be on a waiting list for 

many years in order to buy car. All in all, in the second half of the 1980s most people 

believed that life in the West was materially better than in the Soviet Union.  

 

After the Soviet Union collapsed its citizens got the chance to experience real capitalism but 

the citizens of capitalist states failed to get the chance to see the real communism. We are not 

examining here which system is preferable, but to show the socially constructed worldview of 

people and their and how notions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ are inculcated in mass consciousness; 

consequently trust in one system of government is established and conversely distrust in the 

government of an ‘enemy’ state is also established. One may conclude that in an authoritarian 

society where information is controlled then the internal ideology is capable of influencing 

the moral code and behavioural norms of people in specific ways.  

 

Thus we see the power of ideology over morality; however, we must understand the other 

side of the picture as well. While ideology can to a certain degree influence the morality of 

people, one cannot claim that the totality of public morality can be fully controlled by a state 

ideology. I will not examine specific religious or cultural aspects here because they have their 

own moral values and norms. Instead what I want to do is to approach the issue again through 

politics. It is commonly known that thousands of innocent people were killed and imprisoned 

during Stalin’s regime. But why he was still loved by many people is puzzlingly. Most 

politicians would simply say that people feared him and there was no respect or love evident.  

 

Tess GB-Europe: Can you supply us with an individual account of a Soviet story, a personal 

account of a Central Asian-Tajik? 

 

Mastibekov: Gayosov Gayos (1913-1998), for example, was a Tajik citizen who was 

imprisoned in 1940, accused of religious propagation, and was then drafted from prison to 

fight throughout the Second World War. This man kept Stalin’s picture on his house’s wall 

until his death in 1998 as the former leader was his hero, although Stalin’s regime was 

condemned by the Soviet authorities after his death in 1953. Two questions should be asked 

here: a) why would a person who was imprisoned by Stalin’s decree as an ‘anti-Soviet 

person’ be motivated to fight for Stalin?
12

 And b) how could a person, who spent six years in 

a prison and at war because of the Stalin’s regime, ‘love’ Stalin? There is probably no 

rational answer to these questions but sometimes personal feeling is more important. These 

people did not emphasise the negative side of Stalin and they liked what Stalin was capable 

of doing in developing society. Also one has to bear in mind that for this generation the 

notion of individualism did not exist.  

                                                           
12

 ‘We fight and die for Stalin’ was a very popular slogan for the Red Army during the Second World War. 


