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Territorialising the Soviet State 1918-1936

The question of how the territories of the national entities in the Soviet statel were
established and regulated has become a subject of international discussion, not least since
the Crimean crisis in 2014. Moreover, in the Caucasus and Central Asia the borders fixed
during Soviet times still serve as pretexts for interstate conflicts. Until the 1990s, Western
scholarship had presumed that the creation and regulation of national territories in the Soviet
state was intended to divide and conquer its population.2 This thesis was also upheld by
nationalist historians after the dissolution of the Soviet Union.3 In more recent years,
distinguished researchers, including Francine Hirsch, Arne Haugen, Yelena Borisénok,
Hennadiy Yefimenko, Adeeb Khalid and Arséne Saparov,4 have shown the complexity and
diversity of these territorialisation processes. They have pointed to the involvement of
different actors from the centre down to the village soviet. However, they have focused on
one example or one region.

My research project is based on these results, but | analyse the territorialisation processes
from a comparative perspective on the level of the Union Republics (SSR), including different
regions of the Soviet state. | am focusing on the following questions: how and under which
circumstances were the borders between the republics of the Union established? Who was
involved in the processes of territorialisation? Who was able to participate in this discourse? |
examine these questions based on case studies of the southwest (Ukraine and Russia), the
south Caucasus (Armenia and Azerbaijan) as well as Central Asia (Uzbekistan and
Kazakhstan/Kirgizstan®), i.e. the border regions of the Soviet state. These cases not only
include disputed and undisputed territorialisations in the 1920s and 1930s, but also
controversial as well as “quiet” borders after 1991. | focus on the period between 1918 and
1936 during which the so-called Stalin constitution was adopted. At that time Kazakhstan and
Kirgizstan received SSR status and the Transcaucasian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic
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(SFSR) was disbanded and its parts adopted SSR status, too. Thereby, the basic federal
configuration which endured until the dissolution in 1991 was established.

My hypothesis is that within the processes of territorialisation the party leadership had to
manage the diversity of the newly conquered space because it was obliged to rely on local
and regional actors. This was due to its own administrative and military weaknesses,
particularly in the Caucasus and in Central Asia. The aim of my research is to enhance the
understanding of the current territorial conflicts in these border regions and to contribute to
the ongoing debate about the practice of Soviet policy in its border regions.

Methodologically, | rely on concepts and ideas of spatial history® as well as border studies’
and new imperial history8. The latter is particularly promising, as it relativizes “conventional”
analytical categories of nation and empire and points to concrete contexts and situations
which can be described as imperial. In other words, it focuses on practical attempts to
manage contradictions emerging from social heterogeneity and diversity.® In order to dive
into this complexity of establishing the ethno-national entities in the Soviet state, the term
territory serves as the analytical starting point. Like space it is a product of social interaction.
Whereas space itself is something diffuse and vague (like “Eastern Europe”), territory is
something clearly defined by borders and possesses authority for the involved actors (like a
football field). In line with David Delaney, the latter “cannot be considered apart from two
fundamental aspects of human social being: meaning and power and the contingency of their
relationship.”10 Territorialisation is therefore a political process that creates territory. Thus,
structures of power receive a geographic shape. Borders define what or who should be
inside and what or who should be outside a certain (defined) territory. Territorialisations in
the federal frame of the Soviet state had social, political and economic effects. These were
mostly related to issues of official language, taxes and education as well as career
opportunities.11
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Documents from state and party archives are the most important sources for my analysis.
These sources are well-accessible and show to a great extent the processes of negotiation
between the actors on different levels of hierarchy. For instance, the documents of the
territorialising commissions related to the Russo-Ukrainian border have been almost
completely preserved and are fully accessible in the GARF, Moscow and TsDAVOU, Kiev.12
Most documents of the Central Asian Bureau concerning the formation of the national
territories in Central Asia are stored in the RGASPI, Moscow,13 whereas the establishment of
the national territories in the South Caucasus is documented in the records of the
Transcaucasian SFSR at the Central Archive of Contemporary History in Thilisi.14 Statistical
materials and ethnographical expertise are held at the RGAE.1®> The processes of
territorialisation and regulation (rayonirovaniye) have also been discussed in Soviet journals
and newspapers, including Zhizn’ natsionalnostey (1918-1924), Vestnik zemleustroystva i
pereseleniya (1927-1929), Sotsialisticheskoye zemleustroystvo (1927-1935) and
Revolyutsiya i natsional’nosti (1930-1937). Furthermore, there are contemporary surveys on
territorial regulation by Gosplanl® and detailed territorial registers edited annually by the
NKVD.17
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