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Introduction: Contested trajectories and a dynamic approach to place 

Connecting history to a place is the condition of possibility for any social analysis

de Certeau, The Writing of History 1988 [1975] p. 69

In April 2011, in a climate of ongoing political upheaval in Kyrgyzstan, deputies of the Jogorku Kengesh, the Kyrgyz parliament, debated a draft law that would accord special status to a number of ‘strategic’ villages located along the country’s southern border with Tajikistan.
 Motivated by concerns at ‘creeping migration’—that is, the purchase or construction of homes in an area of un-demarcated borderland by citizens of Tajikistan—the draft law seeks to stabilise people and place, shoring up a border that is cast as dangerously porous and liable to shift through the illegal sale and purchase of private land plots.  The proposed law, like others before it,
 penalises those who illegally sell property at the border to citizens of neighbouring states.  It also includes measures to “strengthen the military-patriotic preparation of the population” of territories accorded special border status; to create the conditions to prevent Kyrgyz villagers from migrating away, and to encourage the movement into these border villages of Kyrgyz citizens from elsewhere in the country (Proekt, Article 4).  Collectively, as the preamble to the draft law suggests, such measures are intended to “strengthen the border territories of the Kyrgyz Republic; to guarantee her national security and to protect her territorial integrity and the inviolability of the national border” (Proekt, preamble, my translation).

This draft law is a timely reminder that movement is at once a basic human capability and the target, potentially, of governmental intervention.  In this instance the threat of one kind of movement (the migration of Tajik citizens to ‘contested’, un-demarcated territory) is countered by promoting another kind of movement (the state-sponsored resettlement of Kyrgyz citizens from elsewhere in Kyrgyzstan) so as to stabilise territory and ‘fix’ the border.  There is a long history to such state-sponsored movements in Central Asia and of the ‘sedentarist metaphysic’ that informs them: the idea that distinct human groups (‘cultures’) are properly rooted in fixed, bounded places (Malkki, 1992: 31).  

But such dynamics are never smooth or uncontested, precisely because place itself is lived, and lived differently: it is a sedimentation of histories, of ‘stories so far’, as geographer Doreen Massey (2005: 89) puts it. The regions of Kyrgyzstan-Tajikistan borderland on which the proposed law focuses are characterised by multiple, overlapping and sometimes competing histories of forced and voluntary settlement and resettlement; of border drawing and re-drawing; of the leasing and reclaiming of land; of competing claims of historical primacy, which make contemporary attempts to fix space both politically delicate and socially fraught (Bichsel, 2009; Reeves, 2009a).  Some of these traces are visible in maps of the region, which reveal enclaves and semi-enclaves where borders have been moved over the last 80 years; settlements with more than one name and intricate borders winding between – and sometimes right through the middle – of densely populated villages.  Other traces are less visible in the mapped record of the region, charted in stories, in poems, in memories of fields and orchards that were swapped between families and neighbouring collective farms; in names of places that never made it onto the map; and in genealogies that attest to the circulation, three generations back, of daughters in marriage between Kyrgyz and Tajik villages.

These are ‘entangled’ landscapes, in Donald Moore’s (2005: 22) evocative expression, revealing layers of overlapping lifeways: agricultural, pastoral, mahalla-based, mobile.  They are places today increasingly claimed as state space—and strategic space at that—through border patrols, customs offices, bypass roads, military barracks, and prohibitions on who can pass through here without permission.  But they are also places marked by habits of coexistence and struggles to derive a living from an environment that is land-poor, densely populated and dependent on the flexible local negotiation of irrigation needs; of planting, sowing, grazing; of getting water to move uphill to feed gardens and water apricot trees; of making and materialising home here in the face, today, of protracted family absence through labour migration abroad.  This is a region in which quotidian routes through the landscape to graze cattle, collect water, gather firewood or get to school entail multiple daily border crossings that often remain beyond the gaze of the state—at least until moments of tension.  Ethnographic attention to such trajectories show that places are produced through movements in ways that often defy stately optics.  

Contested trajectories

Movement, Power and Place in and Beyond Central Asia foregrounds such complexity by “connecting history to a place” in de Certeau’s words (1988 [1975]: 69).  The essays in this volume connect histories of movement, local and international, forced and voluntary, gendered and classed, long-distance and short to a host of particular places in Central Asia and beyond.  They explore the complex intersections between movement, power and place in contexts ranging from state-led attempts at population resettlement in early Soviet Tajikistan to the ritual articulation of landscape and lineage in a contemporary Kyrgyz village; from expeditions aimed at introducing the ‘civilized’ sedentarization of the Kazakh steppe to the politics of refugee resettlement on the Afghan-Pakistan border. These are places, like the contemporary Kyrgyz-Tajik borderland described above, freighted with histories of movement, with the contemporary politics of differentiation, and with multiple—sometimes competing—ways of doing place.  Together the essays reveal the importance of bringing histories of movement into considerations of place-making; and the need to situate place and movement in turn within an analysis of power.  

Through these situated studies, the essays in this collection interrogate the often uncritical use of spatial metaphors in social and political analysis of Central Asia.  In this respect they share a commitment to what has come to be glossed as the ‘spatial turn’ in social analysis (Warf and Arias, 2009), a turn that Edward Soja neatly summarises as “an attempt to develop a more creative and critically effective balancing of the spatial/geographical and the temporal/historical imaginations” (Soja, 2009: 12).  Inspired by strands of critical human geography which have questioned the tendency to treat space as a static, passive, asocial platform on which social life is conducted, these approaches have explored how places are produced through particular relational configurations; as well as the dynamics and politics through which certain people and practices come to be seen as ‘out of place’ (Cresswell, 1996; Gupta and Ferguson, 1992; Harvey, 1993; Malkki, 1992; Massey, 2005).  In his study of spatial politics in the Zimbabwean highlands, anthropologist Donald Moore articulates the central methodological insight thus: “Instead of viewing geographically specific sites as the stage – already fully-formed constructions that serve as settings for action – for the performance of identities that are malleable (if also constrained and shaped by multiple fields of power), this vision insists on joining the cultural politics of place to those of identity” (1998, p. 347; 2005).  

This approach alerts us to the diversity of geographical imaginaries that can coexist (and potentially conflict) in everyday life—concerning the proper relationship between lineage or ethnicity and territory; the spatial organisation of ‘right relations’ between men and women; concerning the right to regard a particular place as ‘home’; or the perceived risk posed by populations who refuse to stay put.  It reminds us how the ‘place-ness’ of particular places emerges from the intersection of overlapping human and non-human trajectories, in ways that complicate a simple transposition from ‘culture’ to ‘place’ and vice versa.  It also highlights the way in which spatial tropes often implicitly inform social analysis: the tendency to speak of the state as ‘above’ society, for instance; to treat some places as ‘peripheral’ (to a presumed Euro-American centre); to present some regions as inherently ‘conflict-generating’, or to counterpose the ‘global’ and the ‘local’ as situated at two ends of a scalar continuum (Dirlik, 2001; Ferguson, 2006; Leach, 2007).

Critical attentiveness to the spatial tropes that inform scholarly and political analysis is sorely needed in the study of Central Asia, a region that often appears in public discourse as over-determined by its geographical position: ‘central’ and yet obscure in the lingering three-worlds schema that structures academic knowledge; landlocked (indeed, doubly landlocked in the case of Uzbekistan); subject to unwanted flows of people and ideologies (that always seem to emanate from outside); liable to fragmentation along ethnic lines, or trapped between powerful neighbours and therefore liable to be undone. As Robert Saunters has recently argued, viewed over the longue durée “it becomes apparent that no other region in the world has enjoyed and suffered from a more dramatic fluctuation in terms of its centrality” (2010, p. 19).  Images of Silk Roads, creeping borders, Eurasian ‘pivots’, black holes and giant chessboards abound in writing about the region and in the popular perception that crystallize around these.
  

Nor are such tropes politically innocent.  In 1999, for instance, (before the War on Terror decisively shaped US foreign policy in the region) the US’s ‘Silk Road Strategy Act’ sought to combine interventions aimed concurrently at promoting regional trade and securing borders in Central Asia and the South Caucasus, fostering a ‘Eurasian corridor of commerce and freedom’ to protect the region against powerful (and seemingly malevolent) neighbours. Senator Brownback, introducing the bill, illustrated his argument by overlaying the route of the 13th Century Silk Route over a map of Central Asia’s contemporary political borders.  In the time of Marco Polo, Brownback explained, Central Asia had been “the bridge; the Eurasian bridge [that] brought commerce from Asia to Europe and from Europe to Asia.”  It had been the centre of things; the source of generative movements.  Now, however, the countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia are “caught between world global forces that seek to have them under their control”—a predicament necessitating benevolent interventionism to prevent undesirable flows and to respond to the region’s perceived “yearning” to join the West.
  

More recently, on a state visit to Chenai, Hilary Clinton has invoked the very same Silk Road image to stress a rather different set of economic and cultural connections, this time between South and Central Asia.  

“Historically, the nations of South and Central Asia were connected to each other and the rest of the continent by a sprawling trading network called the Silk Road. Indian merchants used to trade spices, gems, and textiles, along with ideas and culture, everywhere from the Great Wall of China to the banks of the Bosphorus. Let’s work together to create a new Silk Road. Not a single thoroughfare like its namesake, but an international web and network of economic and transit connections.”

Spatial tropes can do political work, as the conjunction of these two rather different geopolital Silk Roads attest.
  Scholars of Central Asia have made significant critiques of the way particular spatial metaphors enter analysis of the region and the political projects they sustain (Heathershaw, 2007; Megoran, 2004, 2005).  In a recent article, Heathershaw and Megoran have shown how Central Asia is “written into global space” as a particular locus of danger through recurrent tropes of obscurity, orientalism and fractiousness which circulate between popular, policy and scholarly discourses (2011: 549). This critique has been enriched by an emergent literature interrogating the way in which languages of movement (of flow, of travel, of connection….) enter social analysis with little attention to the frictions that are at stake in their generation, the material infrastructures needed to facilitate particular kinds of flow, and the way mobility is itself unequally distributed between different social groups (Massey, 1993; Tsing, 2004, Green, Harvey and Knox, 2005).  

Féaux de la Croix makes an important extension of this argument to Central Asian contexts in her contribution to this volume, questioning the political uses of ‘flow’ as the social science metaphor of the moment and contrasting this with her informants’ analyses of the diversity of ways that things flow (or don’t) in rural Kyrgyzstan.  In my own research on the Ferghana Valley I have questioned celebratory narratives of post-Soviet ‘emancipation’ by showing how independence has often been experienced as imposing new constraints upon regional mobility, rather than affording new opportunities (Reeves, 2007 and this volume).  We should be wary of the seductions of the Silk Road and the metaphors of unmediated movement with which it is often associated. Yet, alongside a critique of such tropes, crucial as this is, there is also a need for sustained empirical attention to the actually-existing dynamics of movement and emplacement, and the ways in which such processes are shaped by, or become constitutive of, relations of power.  

For herein lies the challenge, and the motivation for the volume: despite all the celebration of Central Asia as a region variously shaped by movement—and subject to quite spectacular attempts to transform the social through the transformation of space—we still know relatively little, empirically, about many of these dynamics.  We know little of the practical workings, for instance, of 19th Century attempts to sedentarize the Kazakh steppe (explored by Campbell, this volume); the obstacles to transporting and translating revolutionary propaganda from Bolshevik printing presses to the homes and hearts of ordinary Turkestanis (Argenbright, this volume); the political and technical mechanisms that facilitated the forced resettlement of mountain-dwellers to the cotton-growing lowlands of the Ferghana basin between the 1920s and 1980s (Ferrando, 2011; Loy, 2006); the role of social networks in facilitating late Soviet trade routes between southern Soviet republics and Moscow (Sahadeo, this volume); or the challenges of territorialising a ‘Soviet’ Tajik republic when, by 1928 the authorities had only 20 cars, 300 wheeled units, 500 camels and 600 donkeys to move about (Kassymbekova, this volume).  We know still less about how such projects were received, challenged, and incorporated into other cosmologies and senses of place—and how they have in turn shaped contemporary understandings of the right relation between people, place and culture.  

In part, of course, these silences are the product of restricted access: many archives were, and remain, off-limits to researchers; and states are often reluctant to countenance research that reveals quite how arbitrary (or violent) were the dynamics that resulted in the current national borders (Haugen, 2003; see also Shaw, this volume).  Spatial histories often figure as sensitive points in the national imagination, to the extent that scholarly and popular histories of state spatialization can themselves become party to political contestation in the present (and the object of often heated on-line exchanges).  Perhaps the best example of this is Rahim Masov’s 1991 study of the formation of Soviet Tajikistan, Istoriia ‘topornogo’ razdeleniia (lit. ‘The history of an ‘axe-like’ delimitation’), (Masov, 1991) the first of a polemical three-part History of a National Catastrophe, which has been banned in Uzbekistan, just as it has come to bolster a national narrative of territorial loss and victimhood in contemporary Tajikistan (Suyarkulova, 2011: 119; see also Abashin, 2007; Gorak, 2009, Yountchi, 2011).  

At stake in the debate surrounding Masov’s work is contestation, not just over the nature of particular past events (specifically here the national-territorial delimitation of 1924-1929 and its legacy for a geographically truncated Tajik Republic), but over the whole basis for imagining and articulating contemporary nation-statehood and the ‘right’ relationship between territory, culture and history. As Mohira Suyarkulova has recently argued in a masterful dissertation, in the absence of a coherent post-colonial narrative, the mutually opposing official historiographies of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan are heated precisely because that heat does so much political work: it is in part through the dialogical articulation of self and other as “coherent autonomous subjects of international relations across history and within certain territorial boundaries” that the sovereignty of both states is enacted (2011: 12). 

If studies of state spatialization have hitherto been deeply politicised, many instances of internal population movement have, in contrast, been under-explored.  In part this is because the modernist trajectory of state-led development which they manifest seems so unremarkable in its twentieth century context (Schoeberlein, 2000).  In a setting where policies of resettlement continue to be promoted as a solution to land-poverty in mountainous areas, questioning the motives of Soviet era resettlement can appear at best politically incorrect, at worst, deliberately provocative: ‘looking for dirt under the fingernails’ as one Tajik scholar put it in a 2001 conference to mark the anniversary of the purged Tajik Bolshevik, Nasrutullo Makhsum, who had overseen Tajikistan’s first internal resettlements (Dūstov Abdulhaev, quoted in Loy, 2006).  

And yet, for all the challenges of access and politicization, attending to the politics and techniques of spatialization is crucial for our appreciation of the dynamics of national identity formation in Central Asia during the 20th century, and their relationship to state-induced modernization.  As Thomas Loy has argued in his analysis of the late Soviet resettlement of Yaghnobis from mountainous Tajikistan to the cotton fields of newly-irrigated Zaforobad, the Soviets did not invent resettlement as a tool of social transformation, “but what they made out of it was a rationalized method that moved, transformed, or completely ruined, not only individuals, but families, villages, and whole cultural landscapes” (2006; see also Schoeberlein, 2000).  Actions that from a stately optic can appear as benevolent ‘development’ (such as the ‘voluntary’ relocation of populations from mountainous to lowland Tajikistan in order to provide land-poor mountain dwellers with ‘socially meaningful work’) can appear very differently to those who were subject to such policies: voluntary ‘resettlement’ [pereselenie] can easily blur into involuntary deportation when the social and political stakes of remaining ‘undeveloped’ were so high (Loy, 2006).  

Moreover, if these dynamics are important for our understanding of the radical social transformations occurring in an era that has too readily been dismissed by Moscow-centric histories as one of ‘stagnation’, they are also crucial for understanding the contemporary politics of place and identity in Central Asia.  Geographer Christine Bichsel has drawn attention to the importance of exploring post-Stalin population displacement, much of it induced by the expansion of irrigation and the insatiable demands of the late Soviet cotton economy, for understanding contemporary contestation over borders and pastures—indeed, for appreciating the very way in which ‘territory’ is conceived and invoked in political discourse (Bichsel 2010).  Olivier Ferrando, meanwhile, has shown in his recent study of post-war population transfers from the upper Zeravshan valley that ‘an approach in terms of “Tajiks vs. Uzbeks”’ explains neither the ‘complexity of mobilized identities, [nor] the solidarity dynamics that developed between the displaced families and their hosts’ in the Ferghana lowlands to which mountainous Mastchohi were resettled in the 1950s (Ferrando, 2011, 13).  This recent scholarship highlights the need for sustained attention to the politics of post-war spatialization in Central Asia and the complications it presents to narratives of conflict framed in broad ethnic categories.  But it also reminds us how recent (and therefore quite how sensitive) are many of the dynamics at stake.  The resettlement of the Yaghnobis described by Loy, for instance, only commenced in 1970.  And as late as 2003, the Tajik authorities issued a five-year plan for development-through-resettlement that ‘reads like an exact repetition of Nusratullo Makhsum’s speech in 1926’ (Loy, ibid.)  Spatialization is an ongoing process not a finished project, making grounded, differentiated studies of the doing of place all the more important.

It is to such situated dynamics of place-making and movement that the essays in this volume direct attention. Rather than analysing (or deconstructing) “flows” in the abstract, the essays collected here enquire about effortful activity, material infrastructures, political relations and social habits through which people, ideas, knowledge, skills and material objects move or are prevented from moving; crossing and remaking boundaries of various kinds in the process.  The empirical focus of the essays is deliberately diverse in scope. Their authors include historians, geographers, anthropologists and political scientists. This breadth is underlined by a theoretical commitment to bring different kinds and scales of movement into the same analytical frame, and specifically, in the case of scholarship on Central Asia, to facilitate conversation between literatures concerned, on the one hand, with historical and contemporary dynamics of large-scale movement, and on the other, with the micro-politics of making and transforming place.  As Peter Wynn Kirby notes in a recent overview of ethnographic approaches to movement (2009), attention to the ramifications of movement has remained “lopsided” in social analysis: a focus on paradigmatically “global” movements – of people or ideas – has tended to occlude attention to the way that movement structures mundane social life, with the result that studies of long-distance movement often reproduce an uncritical conception of space-as-surface (2009: 2; see also Bender, 2001, 7).  At the same time, ethnographic studies of ‘senses of place’ have often sidelined the complex, sedimented histories through which its particular contemporary ‘place-ness’—as rural or urban, peripheral or central, harmonious or contested, ‘naturally’ Tajik or Uzbek,  settled or pastoral, came to be constituted.  

These bodies of literature do not fall into neat disciplinary boundaries; nor are they as coherent and distinct from one another as this binary distinction would suggest.  Nonetheless, they are characterised by differences of approach and methodology which mean that they have tended to develop in parallel rather than in dialogue.  Studies of contemporary Central Asian migration, for instance, have been dominated by particular, often normative, questions about the costs and benefits of migration, and have relied upon largely quantitative approaches to answer them: who leaves? Who stays behind?  How much money is being remitted and how is it being invested?  Is migration better conceived of as a stabilising process (by securing family livelihoods and contributing to state revenues), or destabilising, by depopulating villages and exposing young people to the precariousness of labour far from home?
 Relatively few studies have enquired about the meaning of “home” itself for those on the move; for family members left behind, or for those who actively choose not to leave (though see the essays by Isabaeva and Reeves in this volume, as well as Reeves 2009b and forthcoming-b, Werner and Barcus 2009, Massot 2010a and b). Nor has this literature tended to ask about the way in which particular places—such as destination cities of migrant workers in Siberia or European Russia—are in turn transformed through new relations of interdependence with traders, brokers and migrant workers from far away.

Studies of place-making, by contrast, have drawn largely upon ethnographic methods to capture the specificity of lived experience in particular settings: what Feld and Basso (1996) describe in their collection of phenomenologically-informed essays as “senses of place”.  Recent anthropological scholarship has explored the way in which particular sites are rendered socially salient through (among other things) pilgrimage and shrine visitation, domestic ritual practice, music and oral arts; as well as through agricultural work, craft production, and the celebration of material and spiritual wealth on summer pastures.
  The salience of these places is inseparable form the circulation of people, goods and ideas: movement, as Mondragón puts it, is “the necessary processual component in the constant renewal, abandonment and re-creation that accompany the act of localizing oneself in ‘place’ and ‘space’” (2009: 130). Such movement, moreover, is often profoundly shaped by large-scale political dynamics or state-led initiatives to render places and populations legible.  Quotidian expressions of belonging-in-place, including in sites seemingly remote from the surveilling eye (or controlling hand) of the state, need to be situated within broader geographies of power—though not in a simple determinist fashion.  State-led initiatives of spatialization, after all, can be creatively appropriated, subverted—or sometimes just ignored—as several of the essays in this collection explore.

This volume seeks to bring discussion of movement, forced and voluntary, large-scale and small, on the one hand, into conversation with the politics and practices of place-making, on the other.  This aim has also shaped the resultant grouping of essays, which are arranged less in chronological sequence than around two broad problem-spaces concerning incomplete spatialization and doing place respectively.  The first of these examines the workings of power in the making and transforming of place, whether through deliberate attempts at resettling populations or through the prohibition of movement deemed dangerous (because outside the state’s purview) or ‘backward’ (within a teleology that sees sedentarism as civilized).
 The essays are attuned to the workings of power in the transformation of place, but also to the limits of such projects, frustrated as they often are by the intransigent materiality of the worlds they would remake.  This is true as much for attempts to ‘fix’ the early Soviet border in Central Asia (explored in this volume by Shaw and Kassymbekova) as it is for contemporary internationally-led attempts to foster ‘connection’ amongst Tajik and Afghan Badakhshanis, which often serve to reinscribe difference in new idioms (Manetta, this volume).  The second group of essays shifts in register from a critique of statist optics to a concern with the everyday doing of place through movement.  The essays in this section consider, amongst other themes, how Kyrgyz, Uzbek and Azeri traders made a home from home in the late Soviet metropolis (Sahadeo); how contemporary transnational migration is moralised in rural Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan (Isabaeva and Reeves); how varieties of flowing water organise the meaning of place amongst Kyrgyz pastoralists (Féaux de la Croix); and how the embodied skill of felt production is generationally transmitted across both time and space in Central Asia (Bunn).  

A dynamic approach to place

Beyond this intention to bring different bodies of regional scholarship together, the volume is informed by a concern to bring Central Asia materials into conversation with recent theoretical debates about movement and place; and specifically to ask what is enabled by exploring place dynamically in Central Asia.  This a question that has animated my own work, which has explored the way that new international borders in the Ferghana valley  work and are worked through the quotidian interactions of border dwellers with the everyday ‘faces of the state’ at its margins (Reeves, forthcoming-a).  Attending to such processes, I have argued, can offer new conceptual tools for grasping the dynamics of cross-border contention in this region that are often framed in a language of ‘ethnic conflict’. It reveals how mundane bureaucratic obstacles can serve to reify difference and entrench a conception of nation-statehood in which ethnic diversity comes to be experienced as threat; and it enables us to bring long-distance migration and the quotidian movements entailed in working, trading, ritual visiting into the same analytic frame.  What is at stake in such an approach is not just a call for attentiveness to the social (and political) ‘production’ of space.  Nor is it only to recognise that place is always in-time, always changing and being changed.  It is, more radically, a call to think of place as the always-provisional outcome of heterogeneous trajectories, of people, things and ideas (Massey, 2005).

To unpack this idea it is worth delving a little into the theoretical terrains in which ‘place’ has been explored, and in particular some recent attempts to think dynamically about place which have been germinal to this collection.  For a long time, place received little elaboration in social analysis: it was, as Agnew and put it in an influential 1989 paper on the ‘devaluation of place in social science’, often treated as reducible to ‘location’: the site where action happened, a platform for social life, but interesting only to the extent that it enabled regional comparisons to be developed (‘here things are like this; there they are like that’).   For Agnew the reason for this, in the field of geography at least, was the tendency to rely on categories of explanation for understanding social dynamics, such as community and class, which “left little scope for a concept of place” (1989: 9).  To this we might add the more general opposition within western social theory between the abstract and the particular, the material and the social.  As anthropologist Artorio Escobar notes (2001: 143), “since Plato, western philosophy – often times with the help of theology and physics – has enshrined space as the absolute, unlimited and universal, while banning place to the realm of the particular, the limited and the bound.” Within this philosophy, place is often unreflexively reduced to a mere stage for social life – important for situating the action but otherwise just a backdrop in the organisation of the narrative.  

There is another strand to this devaluation, which has to do with the politics of post-war Anglophone knowledge production.  In a context where geography was eagerly confirming its identity as a science by developing law-like generalizations, and where spatial analysis was progressing through the developing of modelling technologies that allow ever more abstract renderings of space, ‘place’ often came to be reduced, unreflexively, to the realm of that which is local, unchanging, familiar.  For a generalising social science, it is not difficult to see how place could come to be treated as irrelevant, its analysis at best descriptive, at worst, parochial (Cresswell, 2004, 19).

There were important responses to this devaluation, of course.  Beginning from the 1970s, concern with the ‘social construction of society’, on the one hand, and attentiveness to the way in which landscapes are read (and the political uses to which such readings were put), on the other, led to increasing concern with how place itself was socially constituted and ascribed with normative value (as safe or threatening; desirable or dangerous).  This is an account of place as constructed through the agency of humans, in which the material world is essentially irrelevant: “Place”, David Harvey affirmed in a 1993 essay on the condition of postmodernity, “in whatever guise, is like space and time, a social construct”, from which it follows that “the only interesting question that can then be asked is: by what social processe(s) is place constructed?” (1993, p. 4) 

At the same time, humanistic geographers and phenomenologically-informed philosophers drew on a different set of theoretical resources to stress almost exactly the opposite: the autonomous significance of place in constituting human subjectivity and in acting as a resource for condensing and stabilising memories.  Harvey was criticised for ignoring the complex materiality of social worlds and treating place as limitlessly malleable.   Rather than stressing place as merely a social construct, phenomenologists argued that it is precisely through embodied encounters with particular lived places—themselves constituted through historical process--that we are able to develop a conception of abstract “space”.  As Malpas (1999, p. 35) puts it in his ‘philosophical topography’ of place, “One does not first have a subject that apprehends certain features of the world in terms of the idea of place; instead the structure of subjectivity is given in and through the structure of place.”  Philosopher Edward Casey developed a similar argument with respect to memory: place, he argues, acts as a material mnemonic: “an alert and alive memory connects spontaneously with place, finding in it features that favour and parallel its own activities.  We might even say that memory is naturally place-oriented or at least place-supported” (2000 [1987], p. 186-7)   

This attentiveness to ‘senses of place’ has opened up rich fields of enquiry into the way that particular landscapes are lived--and thus into the historical specificity of the Euclediean conception of space-as-expanse that is often take as globally normative (see especially Ingold, 2000, 2009; Kirby, 2009; Mondragón, 2009).  In a recent study of pastoral and ritual movement among the Duxa nomads of northern Mongolia, Morten Pedersen, for instance, shows how the highly formalised bodily practices that characterise ritual circulation around an ovoo, or sacred cairn “bring about a continuous re-evocation of the nomadic landscape.”  Such ritual circulation, like the fixing of a nomadic tent, serves to instantiate a fixed point of reference; to “(re)establish yet another node in the network of prominent places” that characterise the Duxa landscape; to transform spatial infinitude into a temporary place of home (2009: 148; see also Humphrey, 2001).  This is not a case of the Duxa simply ‘constructing’ the landscape in a particular way (as though place were infinitely malleable).  But neither is it that the Duxa merely ‘interpret’ a landscape that is pre-given and fixed.  Like the nomadic tent, which fosters distinct modes of spatial perception, place is produced precisely through the dynamic encounter between the human and the non-human: it is neither infinitely malleable, nor all-determining.

This kind of approach directs attention to the habitual practices and ritual enactments through which place is done. It provincialises the western, ocular-centric tendency to dichotomise abstract space and concrete place (a distinction that does not hold in many languages). It also reminds us, as the essay by Bunn in this collection explicitly argues, that place-making is not a self-contained process, but intimately bound up with practices of kinship, narration and material culture.  Pedersen’s approach shifts attention from place-as-backdrop to place-as-process.  But it also raises questions concerning how we might extend these insights to other kinds of place where the relationship to a singular culture is more contested.  For the kind of closely observed, phenomenological account of place depicted by Pedersen still rests on a dichotomy between local, authentic ‘place’ and expansive, indeterminate ‘space’. 

This is a place, moreover, constituted by a particular population who share a particular cosmology: Pedersen is concerned with understanding and communicating the Duxa landscape.  But what if we were to ask about different kinds of places, where the definite article here linking a single population or ethnic group to place might be more problematic? The landscape(s) of Manchester, England, from where I write, for instance; the landscape(s) of the Kyrgyz-Tajik borderlands which are the subject of repeated interventions aimed at spatial fixing, or the landscape(s) of Osh, Kyrgyzstan, the site, in 2010, of violent contestation concerning rights of belonging differently to place?   Such complexity raises challenging questions of interpretation and critique.  Can we articulate a theoretical account of place—and can this theoretical account in turn facilitate a politics of place-making—that recognises and accommodates the diversity of ways of doing place and the diversity of claims to belong in this place?  This is the challenge of understanding any place where we cannot easily resort to the definite article (“the Duxa landscape”) and of cities in particular, where the diversity of ways of doing place has often to be consciously and explicitly navigated.  But cities merely manifest a much more general issue of what Doreen Massey calls the ‘thrown-togetherness of place’, a recognition of the inherent multiplicity of all places, including those where the relationship to a single, bounded culture is taken for granted in social life and social analysis. 

Massey’s work provides a particularly generative approach for thinking through the contested trajectories that are the focus of this volume.  Masssey’s basic theoretical insight is that we need to think dynamically about both space and place: to treat them, not as static surfaces (the space of cartography) but as the unfinished outcome of particular configurations of relations. ”This is space”, Masssey argues, “as the sphere of a dynamic simultaneity, constantly disconnected by new arrivals, constantly awaiting to be determined by the construction of new relations.”  In this reading, ‘place’ is not a given, or a thing (surface or landscape) but rather the provisional stabilisation of multiple intersecting trajectories, human and non-human.   In a now-classic paper entitled ‘A global sense of place’, Massey illustrates this approach by taking her reader on a descriptive journey through one particular place that is close to her home, literally and metaphorically: Kilburn High Street in London.  It is, Massey reminds her reader, impossible to think about this particular place, “without bringing into play half the world and a considerable amount of British Imperial history” (1994, 154): its very ‘hereness’ is constituted through the conjunction of heterogenous trajectories, historical and contemporary: of the movement of people between continents; of political ideologies; of capital to the financial city of London, which has inflated house prices and fostered new kinds of mobility and immobility as the displacement of industrial jobs renders large numbers of people workless.  

Kilburn, we might counter, is a very particular, a distinctively ‘global’ kind of place—one that does not necessarily translate straightforwardly for thinking about the remoter parts of Central Asia that are the focus of several of the essays here.  But Massey’s argument is not just about this particular place, or about sites, like Kilburn, where the meeting of cultural, linguistic or ethnic difference is inscribed on the surface of the city and in the consciousness of those who live here.  Kilburn is rather an exemplar for thinking through a more general approach to place that is not premised on a dualism between site/backdrop and representation; or between a fixed, static land and human movement. This is an ontology of place in which movement is not merely in or across or through place, but is precisely constitutive of place.  After all, as Massey argues, even rocks move: “the vast differences in the temporalities of these heterogeneous trajectories which come together in place are crucial in the dynamics and the appreciation of places.  But in the end there is no ground, in the sense of a stable position […] If we can’t go ‘back’ home, in the sense that it will have moved on from where we left it, then no more, and in the same sense, can we, on a weekend in the country, go back to nature.  It too is moving on” (2005: 137).

The ‘Duxa landscape’ described by Pedersen is, in this reading, as much constituted by intersecting trajectories (of humans, animals, rocks, weather systems, administrative divisions, political languages…) as Kilburn High Road is.  And the same is true for each of the sites explored in this collection.  The social landscape of rural Talas, for instance, is shaped by the customization of pre-Soviet and Soviet administrative categories, just as it is by the historical settlement of the Bürgö lineage (Beyer, this volume); practices and poetics of place-making in mountainous Toktogul are marked by the ambitious arc of Soviet modernity and its materialisation in the Toktogul dam, a vast concrete plug on the Naryn river whose construction flooded large tracts of local grazing lands (Féaux de la Croix, this volume).  What is at stake here is not a claim about the ‘transformation’ of a pre-existing, pre-political landscape, but a recognition, rather, of the way contemporary meanings of place and descent need to be understood as the outcome of multiple, overlapping movements which are differently aligned with power.  The different trajectories at stake here lead, certainly, to different meanings and evaluations of place (and perhaps particularly to a different reading of the normative relationship between ‘place’ and ‘culture’) but there is no ultimate stable point.  Recognising that places move is not a denial of their reality—or their capacity to foster intense affective attachments.  It is rather to be attuned to their inherent complexity: the multiplicity of histories that any place condenses.

Massey is making a philosophical argument about the kinds of constraint that Euclidean space-thinking imposes; but it is one that is consequential for how we think about the fact of thrown-togetherness and its political entailments – how, as Massey puts it, “we confront the challenge of the negotiation of multiplicity”.  This is not an argument for the erasure of the specificity of place—indeed, it leads rather to an acute awareness of the particularity of any given place as a conjuncture of distinct historical trajectories.  Nor is it to imply that all trajectories are benign.  Movement can be motivated by a will to dominate (or eliminate) as the essays in this collection by Gentes, Campbell and Argenbright vividly remind us, just as restrictions on movement can be.  What this kind of perspective opens up, instead, is a way of thinking about connections (between ‘here’ and ‘there’, ‘space’ and ‘place’, ‘global’ and ‘local’) and the ‘power-geometries’ through which they are shaped, which takes attachments to place seriously, without proceeding from an assumption of territorial or cultural boundedness as normatively or empirically foundational. After all, assertions of historical, cultural or geographical primacy—claims that can be passionately charged, as events in southern Kyrgyzstan in 2010 remind with real urgency—are themselves not social ‘givens’ but the product of ideas and imaginaries concerning nationhood and territoriality that have histories and geographies. 

Taming space

So what does the kind of dynamic approach that I have introduced above afford for thinking about movement, power and place in Central Asia?  It is at this point that I want to introduce the individual papers in this collection in more detail.  For they point, I think to three key contributions of this approach for our analysis of the region. First of all, exploring place dynamically alerts us to the political lives of attempts to tame space—and the often unintended consequences of such processes.  Focusing on these dynamics and their effect can provide a much more nuanced set of tools for understanding the complex dynamics of co-existence (or conflict) in particular Central Asian places than those which focus merely on the contemporary distribution of power and economic resources. The ambivalence of Tajik Ismaili Badakhshanis towards becoming (re-)connected with Badakhshanis across the border, for instance, described in this volume by Emily Manetta, cannot be separated from the political legacies of 70 years of enforced social and political separation, and the discourses of modernity and ‘backwardness’ through which this separation was sustained.  Likewise, the intensity of claims to historical primacy and territorial entitlement in the Kyrgyz-Tajik borderland with which I opened this introduction cannot be fully understood without attention to the historical legacies of national-territorial delimitation, sedentarization, forcible re-settlement, and the economic dominance of the cotton economy, which politicised landscapes and transformed livelihoods in this region long before the end of the Soviet Union transformed these into ‘international’ concerns.

In his contribution to this collection, Charles Shaw highlights the practical and political entailments of taming space in early Soviet Central Asia. His essay reveals the tensions implicit in the Soviet project to have a southern border that would be at once civilized, grounded in ‘friendly’ relations between border dwellers and state officials, and simultaneously ‘under lock and key.’  This was, as Shaw demonstrates, an ambitious union of ideals.   On the one hand, this ostensibly ‘friendly’ border regime, under-policed and over-stretched, in fact had to rely on a great deal of informal local negotiation (including material incentives to attract back border dwellers who had fled the collectivization of their flocks).  On the other, the ideal of a regulated border was perennially frustrated by everyday practices of kinship and trade across the vast and poorly securitized boundary separating the Soviet Union from its southern and eastern neighbours.    

Through an analysis of archival documents form secret police circulars and reports from the Communist Party’s Central Asian bureau, Shaw sheds light on the border as a distinct kind of social space within the Soviet topography of production and control, one characterized, like closed factories and military towns, ‘with its own pressures and dynamics’.  The border was a peculiarly volatile region, marked by the constant threat of disloyalty, flight or sympathy with the enemy.  It was also symbolically important: the place where the Soviet project could be judged by neighbours and the world beyond.  And yet, it was also, ironically, the place where the real capacity of the early Soviet state to territorialise space was revealed to be dramatically wanting.  Early Soviet maps, which Walter Benjamin (1986 [1928]: 51) remembers in NEP-era Moscow as being at once pervasive and enjoying “iconic” status, are beguiling fictions.  Their neat, bordered blocks of colour suggest a space that is always-already territorialized. Stating space, Shaw’s account reminds us, is never a smooth process of inscription. It is messy, violent, compromised and compromising.  The ‘trust and friendship’ achieved in the 1920s and 1930s was in fact “often little more than local agreement to submit to the rules of the soviet system, to build local Soviet institutions, and most basically, to cease crossing the border indiscriminately.”  

Botakoz Kassymbekova draws on a rich archival base in Moscow and Dushanbe to illuminate a related and little-studied dimension of early Soviet attempts to territorialise the state: the forced resettlement of as much as a third of Tajikistan’s population, primarily ethnic Tajiks, from mountainous to lowland areas during the first five-year plan.   The resettlement policy in Tajikistan, Kassymbekova argues, can be seen in part as a response to the considerable geographical obstacles to institutionalising Soviet power in mountainous areas.  Yet by moving primarily sedentary Tajiks from mountainous areas to low-lying areas bordering Afghanistan, the resettlement policy was also a way of shoring up the border and showcasing a “Soviet Persian Republic” to Afghans on the other side.   This was a project aimed at forging a Tajik Soviet Socialist Republic—and a violent project at that.  But the resettlement policies, Kassymbekova shows, also had the effect of institutionalising and solidifying the identity categories ‘Tajik’ and ‘Uzbek’ – categories which had been of little popular relevance before 1924— and of associating them with a particular geographical area.  Early Soviet policies not only institutionalised ethnicity, as many have argued.  It also territorialized it, fostering an enduring assumption that nation, culture and territory are properly co-extensive, the legacies of which continue to be felt today.  

It is fascinating to consider Emily Manetta’s paper in the light of this project of early Soviet border-work.  Manetta’s ethnography takes us forward eight decades, to production studios and film-screenings in contemporary Dushanbe, the capital of Tajikistan.  There her informants—film directors and producers from mountainous Badakhshan—are editing a documentary film about the Ismaili missionary, Nasir-i-Khusraw.  The documentary takes the production team across the newly-reopened river-border to Afghan Badakhshan, a land that appears in the film as at once paradisical and stuck-in-time; beautiful and backward.  For the film crew who, like the Afghans they meet across the border, are Badakhshan Ismailis, the practices they encounter are at once familiar and irredeemably other, revealing styles of religious syncretism that run counter to Ismaili orthopraxy being promoted by the Ismaili religious board. 

If Shaw and Kassymbekova reveal the power dynamics at stake in attempts to keep the southern Soviet border ‘under lock and key’ in the 1920 and 1930s, Manetta alerts us to the contemporary interests that would seek to promote a ‘connected’, integrated Badakhshan—and the structures of inequality that mean that such a project is often resisted in practice.  The celebration of Nasir-i-Khusraw, sponsored by the Aga Khan Development Network, was part of this process of asserting a shared moral community by “putting a focus on shared sacred practice across what was once a contiguous Badakhshan”.  Yet promoting ‘connection’, like attempting to halt it, never occurs without friction (cf Tsing, 2004).  Mundane cross-border movement with Afghanistan (as opposed to the facilitated movement of Aga Khan-sponsored film crews) was in practice hampered by numerous financial and bureaucratic obstacles, starkly symbolised by the underused Tem bridge, re-opened to great fanfare, but little crossed.  Perhaps more importantly, in a global Ismaili network that spans first and third worlds, Tajik Badakhshanis were ambivalent about identifying with a community across the border whom they saw as poor and even more marginal within transnational structures of power than they themselves were.  Manetta’s ethnography reminds that appeals to ‘become connected’ can be infused with unequal relations of power, just as can attempts to settle populations in place.  

Where Manetta is primarily concerned with Afghan Badakhshan as a site of artistic and emotional projection, Paolo Novak, in the final essay in this section, explores the dynamics of refugee protection on the Afghan-Pakistan border as the locus of contemporary neo-liberal interventionism.  Novak demonstrates how, from the Cold War onwards, the system of protection and assistance for Afghan refugees in Pakistan has been inextricably bound up with global imperial projects.  And yet, rather than treating refugee movement as indexical of a finished political project, Novak rather stresses the degree to which the definition of refugee need and the practical provision of aid is bound up with organisational logics grounded in complex understandings of community, belonging, tribal and religious identity—factors that complicate totalising accounts of imperial ordering.  Through a detailed empirical analysis of food distribution, for instance, Novak shows how the ‘ordering force’ that would categorise groups of people as more or less needy was in fact “animated by the negotiations, compromises and manipulations of a variety of material forces which intersect at the institutional site of food distribution and which go well beyond the geopolitical imperatives of powerful donors.”  From this Novak develops a broader theoretical point—one that is important for thinking about projects of territorialisation and their limits far beyond the Afghan case—concerning the need to question Eurocentric conceptualisations of the politico-institutional orders engendered by refugee displacement.  “What Afghanistan perhaps uniquely epitomises”, Novak stresses, “is the incomplete nature of any and all attempts of establishing an agreed politico-institutional order.”

Infrastructures of im/mobility

Novak’s essay points, in turn, to a second insight that is afforded by thinking place dynamically: that is, a concern with the material infrastructures (and the political relations they encode) through which mobility is differentially distributed.  What is at stake here is not just the different mobility afforded to different social groups and individuals, but, as Massey puts it, the way people are distributed according to the kind of control they have over the structures and infrastructures determining mobility.  “Different social groups have distinct relationships to this anyway differentiated mobility: some people are more in charge of it than others; some initiate flows and movement, others don't; some are more on the receiving-end of it than others; some are effectively imprisoned by it” (1994, p. 149).  This emerges vividly in the following three papers in the collection, which reveal how new techniques (of measurement and accounting) and technologies (railways, barges and steamships) facilitated certain kinds of movement, whilst rendering others threatening, ‘backward’ or a mark of rebelliousness. 

Drawing on detailed archival analysis, Andrew Gentes traces the emergence, in 19th century Russia, of official concerns to eradicate ‘vagrancy’ (brodriazhestvo) and explores the mechanisms through which vagrants were exiled to Siberia and the Russian Far East.  Russia’s imperial geography meant that exile was at once peculiarly popular as a policy option to the Tsarist regime—creating a vast penal colony in Siberia that would displace criminals and Russify the interior—and intensely problematic, as conflicts in the hinterland directly affected European Russia.  Moreover, whilst the landscape may have been imaginatively ‘empty’ to the colonial mind, it was in fact populated by indigenous groups whose mode of life was dramatically transformed by this emergent penal landscape.  

Gentes’ essay provides a powerful insight into the imperial regime within which ‘vagrancy’ comes to be identified as a threat to the body politic.  It also reveals the way new technologies and material infrastructure facilitated this vast human conveyor belt in the form of the railway, barge and steamship.  The penal landscape can be read as a fantasy of Foucauldian discipline: one that would transform vagrants through a redemptive resettlement to distant territory.  And yet, as Gentes shows, the story is more complex than this.  On the one hand, exile was so charged in the popular imagination with ostracism and abandonment that it was hardly conducive to the imagination of redemption.  On the other, exiles themselves actively resisted subjugation through forged and fictive identities, through petty crime, through mocking refusals to identify their “true”, pre-exile names, and above all by pointedly refusing to stay put.  As Gentes notes, “the great paradox of Siberia is that although it served as the nation’s prison it was also the final frontier and refuge for Russians seeking to escape the state’s heavy hand.”

If Gentes’ focus is on the mechanisms of removal employed by the Tsarist state, Ian Campbell’s essay provides a complementary insight into the conceptual logics that underlay late imperial spatial ordering.  Campbell’s focus is on the Shcherbina Expedition of 1896-1903 which sought to gather and collate statistical data about the nomadic population of today’s Kazakhstan as a preliminary to encouraging the organized settlement of Russian peasants to the Kazakh steppe.  It was an expedition grounded in a Euclidean conception of space-as-surface, one that could be calibrated in minutiae to calculate the ‘surplus’ land available for Russian settlement. This was coupled with a positivist faith in the possibility of ‘perfect knowledge’ of nomadic lifeways and genealogy, and a conceptual hierarchy of modes of life which conceived of settled agriculture as civilizationally higher than mobile pastoralism.  Perhaps most importantly, the Expedition rested on a conception of pastoral nomads as perpetually in movement and therefore having no attachment to ‘any particular place’, such that Russians settling the steppe ‘could be viewed as new contestants in an age-old battle’—and a civilizing contestant at that.

This was, then, a classic imperial project.  But like all imperial projects, the detail of its working reveals compromises, counter-narratives and the co-opting of local knowledge.  The tools of rational calculation could also be invoked to preserve nomadic lifeways (albeit on a dramatically reduced territory) and to argue against unrestricted settlement on territories that were unsuitable.  Measuring the physical realities of the steppe “ultimately militated against arguments for the superiority of sedentary lifeways with respect to economic productivity and civil order.” As Campbell shows, however, such ‘rational’ arguments—effective so long as they were politically expedient—were easily silenced by political imperative and the realities of mass resettlement in the early 1900s.

Robert Argenbright’s narrative takes us from the late Tsarist to the Soviet period, to an initiative which, for all its anti-colonial rhetoric, was similarly oriented towards social and spatial transformation.  The Krasnyi Vostok expedition of 1920 brought activists and propaganda to populations living along the railway linking European Russia with Turkestan.  It also ended up, crucially, checking up on the work and behaviour of party activists, many of whom were found to be of questionable loyalty to the revolution and working only for personal gain.  The expedition was conducted in a context of acute distrust towards the Soviet regime: during the civil war private gardens had been nationalised, property seized, populations terrorized and by 1920 there was widespread famine.  The Krasnyi Vostok expedition was thus first of all an experiment in damage limitation. 

Like the early Soviet attempts at socio-spatial restructuring described by Shaw and Kassymbekova, the expedition reflected the huge gulf between ideals and realities in revolutionary Turkestan. The expedition was hampered by insufficient supplies, lack of local knowledge and a shortage of indigenous cadres.  It was stymied by the basmachi rebellion and by the vagaries of geography, which meant that “ten versts [10.6 km] from the railroad there is no Soviet authority” as one activist put it.  Perhaps above all, however, it was limited by a vision which, for all its concern to stem abuses of power, was convinced of its civilizing mission and a belief that, by revolutionising space, backward populations could be propelled into Soviet modernity.

Doing place

The archival record is, above all, the record of those in power.  It provides a rich account of state agents’ spatial imaginaries.  It reveals the obstacles such agents faced to realising their ideals in practice.  But we learn little from the archival record—beyond accounts of indigenous compliance or resistance—about how ordinary Central Asians experienced collectivization, resettlement or displacement.  Nor, crucially, do such records tell us much about alternative spatial imaginaries; alternative ways, that is, of seeing and doing space rooted in quite different practices of dwelling than those that animate statist projects.   Approaching place dynamically allows us to attend to this multiplicity of ways of doing place—ways that may contest, undermine or creatively appropriate statist projects.  
The essay by Judith Beyer, drawing on ethnography and oral history in rural Talas, provides a unique insight into the lived experience of 20th century socio-spatial transformations in northern Kyrgyzstan and the way that these were incorporated into her informants’ enactment of relatedness and place-ness.  Beyer’s focus is the dynamic of ‘customization’ through which reforms aimed at socio-spatial ordering initiated from outside were incorporated into local geographical understandings.  While the ‘reforms’ oriented towards sedentarization and collectivization can be understood as part of a colonial technology, Beyer argues, villagers nonetheless “altered the imperial landscape which made it possible to perceive of it as theirs,” incorporating new forms of settlement as part of their own way of life.   

Beyer illustrates this through the dynamics of collectivization and decollectivization, which have resulted today in a palimpsest of overlapping contours of social and spatial belonging.  Beyer’s argument serves as an important counterpoint to accounts that would see in collectivization (or subsequent privatization) the simple ‘destruction’ of lineage-based forms of membership.  But it also suggests that we should be wary of essentializing accounts of lineage-identity that see such structures of identification as fixed and all-determinate.  For what Beyer’s ethnography illuminates above all are the complex imbrications of kinship-based and place-based modes of identification in rural Talas which make both landscape and genealogy ‘storied’.  Such imbrications complicate accounts that would frame debates over modes of identification into an either-or contestation between ‘clan’ and ‘locality’.  And they alert us to the importance of coupling critiques of imperial optics with attention to the everyday and ritual enactments through which landscapes are lived. 

Anthropologists Eva-Marie Dubuisson and Anna Genina shift our perspective from village to homeland and from lineage history to ethnohistory.  Like Beyer’s their ethnography is attuned to conceiving and enacting place and belonging in ways that complicate narratives of the seeing state ‘fabricating’ nations and territories (cf Roy, 2007).  Like Beyer they reveal the centrality of genealogy to this dynamic, and the active invocation of ancestry to connect people to a place.  Dubuisson and Genina’s focus is on the articulation of a ‘Kazakh homeland’ by Kazakhs in Mongolia and Kazakhstan: a homeland that is defined through mobility rather than stasis, and which is not coterminous with the borders of any state.  

Through attentiveness to a range of practices, from shrine-visitation to the obtaining of illegal passports to facilitate cross-border movement between Mongolia and Kazakhstan, the authors reveal a discourse of ‘kazakhness’ (kazakhshylykh) which celebrates both ancestral ‘rootedness’ in land and mobility as an essential expression of identity.  It is a spatial imaginary at odds with statist narratives that would stress the Kazakhstani nation-state as the originary site of Kazakh history and culture, and the rightful homeland for Kazakh ‘returnees’ (oralman) from China and Mongolia.   It also reveals just how misguided were the Shcherbina Expedition statisticians described by Campbell who interpreted in Kazakh pastoral mobility a lack of attachment to place.  Rootedness and movement, Dubuisson and Genina remind us, “are not antithetical but rather co-present in the experience of a Kazakh homeland as a cyclical inhabitation of landscape and ancestry”.

Movement is also critical to the spatial imaginaries depicted by Jeanne Féaux de la Croix in her ethnography of flowing water and its meanings in mountainous Toktogul region, in central Kyrgyzstan.  Féaux de la Croix focuses on three sites where moving water is socially important: in mountain pastures, sacred sites and the Toktogul hydroelectric dam, the last of these a giant monument to state-induced displacement.  These are very different kinds of place, not usually held together in the same analytic frame, and moving water, powerful in each of these sites, is powerful in a different way: as force of nature; as agent of spiritual purification; and as political and economic potential.  

This diversity is theoretically generative.  Féaux de la Croix explores it to remind us that ‘flow’—for all its popularity as a social science metaphor-of-the-moment—is often used with little attention to the structures and infrastructures, rhythms and relations that cause flow to happen unequally; or not to happen at all.  This insight is important for interrogating the way in which different kinds of flow come to be valorized in discussion of Central Asia: why the ‘Silk Road’ serves as a positive metaphor for regional exchange, but (say), the circulation of religious literature and DVDs is often treated as threatening; why tourism is celebrated as ‘modern’ while mobile pastoralism is deemed antiquated.  But it is also of broader importance as a means of critically interrogating the unreflexive use of ‘flows’ in ways that obscure the fact that movements happen unequally.   As Féaux de la Croix warns, drawing upon Ann Tsing (2001), “a commitment to mutability and impermanence is also a pre-requisite to consumer capitalism”: a recognition that might make us careful about the conflation of these images and values, the uncritical celebration of ‘flux’.

Stephanie Bunn’s historical ethnography provides a fascinating empirical insight into the way in which the movement of people and ideas can be as important for understanding continuity as they can for making sense of change.   Bunn’s focus is on the historical and geographical continuities in felt production across the Eurasian landmass.  When practices of felt production and choice of motifs is explored historically, what is striking is the continuity in this aspect of material culture—a continuity that is particularly remarkable given the onslaught on traditional knowledge practices throughout the Soviet period.   Bunn reveals how knowledge of felt-making techniques travels with the exchange of daughters in marriage, providing continuity with mothers and fore-mothers through whom felt-making skills are transmitted.  But she also emphasises that continuities in felt production should be interpreted within a cosmology of movement and balance that encompasses relationships to land, animals and spirits.   It is a cosmology reflected in the very aesthetic of felt composition in which pattern and background are equally balanced, “so that one is not aware of a motif in a background, but an overall interlinked pattern.” 

The final cluster of papers focuses more explicitly on practices of long-distance migration and their relationship to the meanings and moralisation of ‘home’. Jeff Sahadeo considers an aspect of Soviet inter-republican movement that has as yet been largely unexplored by historians: the Brezhnev-era migration of young men and women from the Union’s southern republics to trade in Moscow and other large cities of European Russia.   Such trade, often informal and unregulated, was tacitly tolerated during the later Soviet years, as Sahadeo puts it, “to compensate for a sputtering state economy”.   Oral histories with those who participated in such trade networks during the 1980s shed light on several under-explored dynamics of late Soviet society, including the nature of inter-ethnic relations in an era of ‘friendship of the peoples’; the importance of networks of kin and class-mates in facilitating particular patterns of migration; and the role of informal inter-republican trade in countering the shortages of the late Soviet consumer economy.  

Collectively they point to an account of failing state attempts to control human movement in the late Soviet period: individual determination to exploit the opportunities of differential allocation, Sahadeo notes, “easily overwhelmed ambivalent efforts at state control.”  They also reveal complex dynamics of centre-periphery relations that deserve international comparison with other post-colonial settings, dynamics marked variously by friendship, mistrust, intimacy and distance.  They reveal how particular late Soviet places—from small Azeri villages right up to the Soviet capital—were transformed by this encounter.

It is striking that all four of the respondents whom Sahadeo interviewed about their trading experiences two decades earlier explicitly contrast past attitudes towards ‘southern’ traders with a far less welcoming present.  It is this present that is the focus of Eliza Isabaeva’s study of contemporary migration for work from the Alay region of southern Kyrgyzstan, and the moral discourses that surround family absence.   Isabaeva focuses on the dynamics of relations between family members who have departed and those who remain behind, looking at debates over the allocation and investment of remittances, the tension between investment in collective and individual goods, and the moral evaluation ascribed to different kinds of migration—particularly to cross-border trade.  Striking in the context of rising nationalism towards migrant workers is a particular kind of justification for parental absence: migration is said to ‘slow-up time’ for siblings and children by affording them the opportunity to stay in the village; family absence is discursively transformed into a form of sacrifice – a way of enabling others to sustain meaningful social relations here.  As Fog Olwig has extensively documented in relation to West Indian migration (1997: 17-37), mobile livelihoods may go hand in hand with a vigorous performance of belonging to place – indeed, may render such performances all the more important.

This is a theme that I pick up in the final contribution to the collection.  Like Isabaeva I focus ethnographically on a site characterised by considerable out-migration; this time in the Tajik-speaking Sokh enclave of Uzbekistan, a region where previous dynamics of movement (for work in Kyrgyzstan and visiting relatives in Tajikistan) is constrained by the increasing securitization of cross-border movement. In contrast to the situation in rural Alay, long-distance labour migration to Russia from Sokh is highly gendered: over 95% of labour migrants from the enclave are men.  Drawing on ethnographic research, I explore how migrating and not migrating are implicated in the articulation of gendered hierarchies; and in particular, the ambiguous consequences of protracted male absence for female domestic mobility and the regulation of female sexuality in Sokh.  Through this empirical case study, I argue for the need to bring considerations of long-distance migration and local movement into the same analytic frame.  Bringing a gendered analysis to discussion of movement, power and place reminds us how the increased mobility of some social groups can entrench for others the lived experience of being em-placed. 

Conclusions

All this, I suggest, is consequential both for theory and critique.  Central Asia has long been cast as a region ‘shaped by movement’.  Some of these movements have figured centrally in the imagination of this region as a site of trade, exchange and cultural mixing:  Central Asia as Silk Road in miniature.  Other forms of movement – of narcotics, of arms, or of border-violating militants, by contrast, have played into an opposed, but no less powerful imagination of Central Asia as a locus of danger or subject to threat.  Yet these different kinds of movement, saturated as they are with normative assessments, are rarely explored together, and many still await sustained attention to their practical workings.  

Through grounded empirical analysis, the essays in this collection illustrate the degree to which Central Asia has been shaped by projects aimed at transforming the social by moving people and thereby transforming place itself.  But they also question a smooth account of transformation (of states ‘fabricating nations’ or territorializing space), revealing instead what Novak identifies as the incompleteness of imperial projects.  The essays highlight the compromises and failures entailed in sedentarizing pastoralists, fixing borders, collectivizing farms, keeping tabs on late imperial vagrants or Central Asian traders in the Brezhnev-era metropolis. And they reveal the way in which statist spatial visions are contested, appropriated—and sometimes just ignored—by people going about their lives.  

I have suggested in this introduction that one productive way to think about this complexity is to approach place itself dynamically: that is, to take place seriously, not just as a backdrop to the ‘social’, but as mutually constitutive.  Approaching place dynamically, as the coming-together of stories-so-far, enables us to understand how and why particular places, from mahallas to mountain pastures, are not just invested with meaning (the place of social constructionism), but are co-produced with the social—how the materiality of particular places mediates experiences of belonging and exclusion; and why it is that the ‘same’ place might be so  differently experienced according to gender, generation, ethnicity, class, or position within a family hierarchy.  The lived experience of mahalla-space, for instance, will be different for a young bride and her elderly father-in-law; just as it will be different for someone who has grown up playing in its streets and someone who wanders in accidentally. 

This approach, attuned to place-as-multiplicity, enriches our appreciation of the diversity of sites that often appear in academic and policy accounts as monochrome (“Orto-Boz is a Kyrgyz village”) or polarised (“Osh is a bi-ethnic city”).  It affords greater analytic purchase on conflicts over place that are too often reduced to a single factor (this is a conflict “about” ethnicity or “driven by land”).  It enables us to appreciate why the (perceived) threat to particular places can arouse such passionate responses; and why attempts to engineer social integration by transforming practices of dwelling (as is currently underway in post-conflict Osh) are unlikely to succeed if they do not take into account how place and belonging are intertwined.
  

Consider, again, the example with which I began.  The Kyrgyz-Tajik borderland with which I opened this essay is a region that periodically figures in national and international news bulletins as beset by conflict over irrigation water, grazing lands, and the disruption to habitual routes caused by customs and border controls.
  There are, indeed, acute pressures on land and water—not least because unequal population pressures on either side of the border are creating an environment in which pressures to (illegally) cultivate un-demarcated land are acute (Reeves, 2009a).   But to understand the saliency and pathos of this contestation—and its incorporation into a public discourse of territorial integrity under threat—we need to recognise the diversity of ways in which this borderland river-valley is lived; the trajectories that intersect here and the way that these are in turn shaped by past histories of movement, voluntary and forced.  Just as the ‘place-ness’ of contemporary Kilburn cannot be understood without bringing into play “half the world and a considerable amount of British Imperial history”, as Massey puts it, so this region of ‘contested’ borderland needs to be connected to broader histories, not just of resettlement and collectivization, but of planning, irrigation, industrial-scale cotton production—in short, to the ambitious project of Soviet modernity itself. 

And the same is true for other examples touched upon in this collection.  In order to appreciate the ambivalent attitude of urban Kazakhstanis to oralmandar (‘returnees’) from across the border, the polemic on-line discussions that surround official historiographies of the national-territorial delimitation of 1924-9, the local politics of decollectivization in rural Talas, or the moral debate that surrounds contemporary long-distance migration in sending communities throughout Central Asia, we need to connect history (or histories) to a place—to understand the trajectories through which particular places have been shaped; and the contested status of many of those movements (forced or voluntary? colonial or developmentalist? liberating or threatening?)  

This is a critique oriented primarily at how Central Asia is researched and written about; it is a call to take place seriously in our analysis, and to be aware of how our writing can potentially flatten complexity by highlighting some trajectories through which place is constituted, whilst concealing others.  But this critique also has implications for political practice, and perhaps especially for initiatives aimed at socio-spatial transformation, such as the draft law on special border regions with which I began.  For if place is the meeting point of heterogeneous trajectories, this foregrounds the question of our ‘thrown-togetherness’ in ways that are politically consequential.  Many contemporary initiatives (and much recent donor money) have been oriented towards transforming the social by transforming place.  Some of these are motivated by questionable political concerns (such as attempts to ‘shore up’ the Kyrgyz-Tajik border through state-sponsored resettlement); others are undoubtedly well-intentioned (such as the building of integrated Kyrgyz-Uzbek apartment blocks in post-conflict Osh and Jalalabat).  And yet, very often, the social complexity of place, and its relationship to identity, is insufficiently attended to, such that refusals to stay put (or refusals to move, such as the Osh Uzbek families who have rejected leaving their mahalla for multi-storey housing), cause surprise, alarm—or even hostility.  Politics, too, might do well less to seek to tame space, than to recognise its inherent heterogeneity, as a sedimentation of histories, and of ‘stories so far’.
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