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Synopsis of Research 

For my dissertation, I conducted three months of archival research in Kyrgyzstan on a CRLT grant from 

ACIE. The dissertation discusses the creation and early political and economic development of the 

Kyrgyz Republic during the first two decades of Soviet rule. I examine not only the political domain, but 

also changes in the economic infrastructure (especially agriculture), education, religious life, and social 

services such as public health. The goal is to see how local authorities implemented and adapted policy, 

and how the populace perceived and responded to these changes from above. 

The goal of my research in the CRLT program was to build on dissertation research collected 

over 12 months in 2005-6.  More specifically, I sought to add more materials from the grassroots level 

and more Kyrgyz-language documentation; I likewise aimed to revisit some of the files I’d made only a 

cursory review of during my earlier research trip. Over the summer, I collected and examined three 

different types of archival materials: 

1. Documents from low-level party organs. The archival collections in party archives in 

particular proved very interesting, and I spent the bulk of my time and money gathering and 

studying these. Among others, I read through the fonds of the Osh Okrug party committee 

(1926-30, 1937-8), the Alai, Uzgen, Chui, and Belovodsk raion (district) party committees (c. 

1928-1941), and the Osh Oblast’ party committee (1939-41). The material from the party 

committees yielded new insights into Soviet state-building and development efforts during 

the late 1920s and 1930s, but I unfortunately did not have time to look at the relevant state 

organs for this period. In the state archive, I did, however, find personal testimonies of three 

OGPU (a predecessor of the KGB) officials who had fought against anti-Soviet rebels in 

Kyrgyzstan in 1929-31. I will incorporate these eyewitness accounts into a chapter on 

collectivization.  

2. Newspaper and journal articles in Kyrgyz (in particular, from the newspaper Erkin-Too and 

the party journal Kommunist). These required reading skills in Kyrgyz, and were the principal 

reason for my lessons with a private tutor. The articles were often only tangential to the 

research questions – in fact the archival materials tended to be more relevant and useful. The 

lessons, however, went well, and my reading skills improved significantly. Moreover, future 



research plans will likely require strong Kyrgyz reading skills, which this summer’s lessons 

have helped to build.   

3. Materials from the Kyrgyz party committee (Obkom) fond (fond 10 in the Bishkek party 

archive). These documents are ones that I’d looked at two years ago when I first came to 

Kyrgyzstan, but had not copied or studied in depth. Relying on notes I’d taken then, I went 

back over these materials. Among the discoveries I made were new insights into the political 

struggles in the party leadership in the 1920s and previously unknown details of the Land-

Water Reform of 1927-8 in southern Kyrgyzstan.  

I did not read through all the archival or print sources I’d planned to because the research just took longer 

than I had originally hoped. Nevertheless, the trip did prove very productive, and I was able to gather a 

wealth of useful material for the dissertation. I should credit the archival staff in both Osh and Bishkek for 

making my research pleasant and productive. Were it not for the fact that they accommodated my 

schedule and, when necessary, provided a place to work, I would have accomplished far less.  

The time spent in Kyrgyzstan on this trip proved very helpful to the dissertation, rendering it 

stronger and more archivally grounded. Though the trip only lasted three months, I can now add detail 

and nuance where before I had more of a general outline of events in the 1920s and 1930s. Though I 

probably could have written the dissertation anyway, this trip improved it substantially by providing 

additional material, especially from the lower party apparatus, to illustrate and elaborate the core themes 

of the dissertation. 

American Councils for International Education 

Pre-departure preparations 

ACIE did a generally pretty good job of arranging for my departure. At times, it seemed, though, that I 

needed to prod the staff in Washington when I needed things from them. For example, I began to make 

plans to apply for a visa early in April (a month and a half before my departure) and e-mailed the staff to 

arrange for a letter of invitation necessary for the visa. This apparently caught the Washington staff off 

guard, as only then did they inform me that they’d make the visa arrangements themselves, and that I was 

to send them my passport as soon as possible. For reasons I’m still not clear on, they took a long time 

with it, and I received the visa and passport back only a couple of days before my departure.  

 The necessity of running every part of my pre-trip preparations through Washington, instead of 

communicating directly with the ACIE office in Bishkek, was also sometimes irksome. In early January, I 

sent an e-mail to the Washington office in which I described my specific needs for language study (i.e. for 

historic, as opposed to contemporary, Kyrgyz) and requested that I be able to make arrangements to study 

with a suitable teacher. I proposed that I study with a knowledgeable professor with a background in 



Turkic languages. Only at the end of February (more than a month and a half) did I hear back about my 

request. It seemed to me at the time that I could have made the arrangements much more easily had the 

Washington office put me in contact directly with the ACIE office in Bishkek. 

 Aside from these minor difficulties, the pre-departure preparations went smoothly, and I was able, 

thanks to the efforts of the Washington staff, to start my dissertation research immediately. 

In-country support 

The staff of the ACIE office in Bishkek was very helpful. Kimberly and Saadat, in particular, went above 

and beyond the call when it came to ensuring that I had everything I needed. I ended up not needing very 

much help while I was there: I had arranged for my Kyrgyz lessons and archival access before arriving. 

Moreover, I had been to Kyrgyzstan twice before and so more or less knew how to get around. It was 

comforting, though, to know that I could rely on their direction and advice should the need arise. Once, I 

sought a dentist for a root canal, and Saadat recommended a good private clinic where I received effective 

and relatively painless treatment.  I’m very grateful for their work and care on my behalf.  

Language Training 

A graduate student at the Manas Kyrgyz-Turkish University named Kalybek Toktomuratov ended up as 

my language instructor. He was interested in the subject matter of my dissertation, and was very capable 

at deciphering the old (1920’s) Arabic and Latin scripts. We met twice per week (about 4-5 hours) at my 

apartment and poured over the old texts – newspaper and journal articles as well as archival documents. 

Besides helping me to translate these materials for the current project, the lessons strengthened my 

reading skills, improving my ability to conduct archival research in the future.  

Future Plans 

I am currently back at Brandeis University, writing up my dissertation. I plan to defend it next May. In the 

meantime, I will present papers based in part on materials collected this summer at two conferences this 

fall – the annual convention of the American Association for the Advancement of Slavic Studies 

(AAASS) and the annual conference of the Central Eurasian Studies Society (CESS). I also have plans to 

submit at least one of these papers for publication and, in the more distant future, to revise the dissertation 

for publication as a monograph. 
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