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Abstract

The Jadid movement, emerging in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, played a pivotal
role in shaping the political consciousness of Central Asia, particularly Uzbekistan. This article
explores the political dimensions of Jadidism, its influence on national liberation movements,
and its contributions to Uzbekistan’s eventual independence. By analyzing the ideological
foundations of Jadidist reformers, their engagement with anti-colonial struggles, and their
legacy in post-Soviet state-building, this study highlights how Jadidism laid the groundwork
for modern Uzbek nationalism.
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Introduction

The Jadid movement, rooted in Islamic modernism and Enlightenment ideals, sought to
reconcile tradition with modernity through educational, cultural, and political reforms. While
often studied for its cultural contributions, its political agenda—advocating self-
determination, anti-colonialism, and national identity—remains underemphasized. This
article argues that Jadidism’s political activism directly influenced Uzbekistan’s 20th-century
liberation movements and provided ideological tools for post-Soviet independence.

1. Political Dimensions of Jadidism

Jadidism emerged as a response to Tsarist colonialism and the stagnation of Central
Asian societies. Key figures like Mahmud Khoja Behbudiy and Abdulrauf Fitrat emphasized
“political empowerment” through education and civic participation. Their works, such as
Behbudiy’s “Pedagogical Treatise” (1913), framed education as a means to cultivate critical
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thinking and national unity.

Jadidist political thought was inherently anti-colonial. They critiqued Tsarist
exploitation and called for autonomy within a reformed Russian Empire. For instance, the
1917 Kokand Autonomy—a short-lived independent government—was heavily influenced by
Jadidist intellectuals who sought to establish a secular, democratic state. However,
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Sovietization (1920s) suppressed these efforts, redirecting Jadidist ideals into clandestine
resistance.

The Jadid movement, born in the twilight of the 19th century, was not merely a cultural
renaissance but a revolution in political thought that redefined Central Asian resistance to
colonialism. Rooted in the dual crises of Tsarist domination and societal stagnation, Jadidism
sought to dismantle feudal hierarchies while advocating for modern governance and self-
determination.

Ideological Foundations

Jadidist thinkers like Mahmud Khoja Behbudiy and Abdulrauf Fitrat synthesized Islamic
ethics with Enlightenment principles. Behbudiy’s “Pedagogical Treatise” (1913) argued that
education was the cornerstone of political liberation:

“An ignorant nation is a slave nation. Only through knowledge can we reclaim our
destiny.”

Their vision transcended mere reform; it demanded civic participation and
constitutional governance. For instance, Fitrat’s play “The Debate of the Bukharan Clerics”
(1911) satirized religious obscurantism, urging Muslims to embrace secular education and
democratic values.

Anti-Colonial Struggles

The Jadids’ political agenda was inherently anti-colonial. They condemned Tsarist
policies that exploited Central Asia’s resources while marginalizing its people. The 1916
“Central Asian Revolt”—a mass uprising against forced conscription—revealed the Jadids’
growing influence. Though suppressed, the revolt galvanized demands for autonomy.

The pinnacle of Jadidist political ambition was the 1917 Kokand Autonomy, a short-lived
independent government established after the Russian Revolution. Led by Jadid intellectuals
like Mustafa Chokay, the Autonomy envisioned a secular, multi-ethnic state with equal rights
for Turks, Russians, and Jews. However, the Bolsheviks dismantled it by 1918, branding its
leaders “bourgeois nationalists.”

Adaptation Under Soviet Rule

Sovietization (1920s) forced Jadidism underground. Many Jadids, such as Fayzulla
Khodzhayev, initially collaborated with the Bolsheviks, hoping to achieve modernity through
Soviet frameworks. However, Stalin’s purges (1930s) eradicated Jadidist networks, labeling
them “counter-revolutionaries.” Despite this, Jadidist ideals persisted in clandestine literary
circles and oral traditions, preserving Uzbek identity during decades of Russification.

Key Political Strategies.

1. Educational Reform: Jadids established “usul-i jadid” (new-method) schools to teach
science, history, and civic rights, creating a politically conscious generation.

2. Media Activism: Newspapers like “Samarkand” (1913) and “Bukharan News” (1912)
exposed colonial abuses and promoted pan-Turkic solidarity.
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3. Cultural Diplomacy: Jadids engaged with global anti-colonial movements, drawing
parallels between Central Asia’s plight and India’s struggle against Britain.

Impact on Later National Movements

The Jadidist legacy resurfaced during the Soviet Union’s collapse. The 1980s Birlik
(Unity) Movement, which demanded Uzbek sovereignty, explicitly invoked Jadidist rhetoric.
As scholar Adeeb Khalid notes:
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“The Jadids’ insistence on self-determination became the DNA of Uzbekistan’s
independence movement.”

Even today, Uzbekistan’s state symbols—such as the emphasis on “Alisher Navoi's
humanist philosophy”—reflect Jadidism’s fusion of cultural pride and political modernity.

2. Impact on National Liberation Movements

The Jadid movement’s emphasis on “milliy g‘oya” (national idea) inspired later
liberation struggles. During the Soviet era, Jadidist writings were banned but circulated
underground, preserving Uzbek identity. Scholars like Edward Allworth note that Jadidism’s
focus on language reform (e.g., adopting Chagatai Turkic as a literary standard) became a tool
for cultural resistance.

Post-1950s dissident movements, such as the “Samizdat” networks, drew parallels with
Jadidist tactics, using literature to critique Soviet policies. The 1980s “Birlik” movement,
which demanded Uzbek sovereignty, explicitly referenced Jadidist thinkers as precursors.

The Jadid movement'’s political and cultural legacy became a subversive force during the
Soviet era, indirectly shaping Uzbekistan’s path to independence. While the Bolsheviks
suppressed overt Jadidist organizations, their ideas permeated underground networks,
blending with anti-Soviet dissent and fueling three waves of resistance:

1. 1920-1930s: Survival of Jadidist thought through clandestine educational circles.

2.1950-1970s: Revival of national consciousness via literature and historiography.

3.1980-1990s: Mobilization of mass movements demanding sovereignty.

Underground Resistance During Soviet Rule

Stalin’s purges (1930s) physically eliminated Jadidist leaders but failed to eradicate
their ideology. Secret societies, such as the Tashkent Intellectual Circle (1930s), preserved
Jadidist texts and reinterpreted them as critiques of Soviet authoritarianism. For example,
Fitrat’s banned treatise “The Uzbek Nation” (1920s) resurfaced in handwritten copies,
arguing that “true socialism must respect national traditions”—a direct challenge to Moscow’s
homogenizing policies.

The post-Stalin “Thaw” (1950s) allowed limited cultural revival. Scholars like G‘afur
G‘ulom subtly revived Jadidist themes in works such as “Shum Bola” (1958), using folklore to
celebrate Uzbek identity. Meanwhile, historians like Habib Abdullayev reexamined the
Kokand Autonomy, framing it as a precursor to modern statehood—a narrative that irked
Soviet censors.

Language as a Weapon of Resistance

Jadidism’s emphasis on language reform evolved into a tool for anti-colonial resistance.
Soviet language policies promoted Russian as the “language of progress,” but Uzbek
intellectuals covertly upheld Chagatai Turkic’s literary heritage. The 1970s “Alisher Navoi
Renaissance”—a state-sponsored campaign to celebrate the 15th-century poet—masked a
deeper agenda: reviving Jadidist ideals of linguistic pride. As William Fierman notes:
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“Navoi’s works became a Trojan horse for Uzbek nationalism, smuggled into Soviet
discourse under the guise of ‘proletarian culture.”
This linguistic resistance culminated in the 1989 Law on State Language, which declared
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Uzbek the official language—a direct legacy of Jadidist language politics.

The Birlik Movement and Jadidist Revival

The 1980s Birlik (Unity) Movement marked the apex of Jadidism’s influence on national
liberation. Birlik’s founders, including Abdurashid Sharofiy and Muhammad Solih, explicitly
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cited Jadidist thinkers as their ideological forebears. Their demands—free elections, economic
sovereignty, and cultural autonomy—mirrored the Kokand Autonomy’s 1917 platform.

Birlik’s tactics also echoed Jadidist strategies:

- Samizdat Publications: Underground journals like “Birlik Tongi” (“Dawn of Unity”)
reprinted excerpts from Behbudiy’s essays on self-governance.

- Student Mobilization: Tashkent State University became a hub for Jadidist-inspired
debates, echoing the “usul-i jadid” schools’ emphasis on youth activism.

- International Advocacy: Birlik leaders lobbied the UN to recognize Soviet human rights
abuses, mirroring Jadid efforts to globalize Central Asia’s anti-colonial struggle.

Though suppressed by Soviet authorities in 1991, Birlik’'s campaigns created a
grassroots demand for independence, which culminated in Uzbekistan’s declaration of
sovereignty on September 1, 1991.

Post-Independence Legacies

After 1991, the Uzbek government selectively co-opted Jadidist symbols to legitimize
statehood. President Karimov’s regime enshrined Jadidists like Abdulla Qodiriy as “national
heroes,” while downloading their anti-authoritarian messages. Meanwhile, civil society
groups like the Jadid Foundation (1995-2005) invoked Behbudiy’s call for “enlightened
citizenship” to advocate for democratic reforms.

3. Pathways to Independence

Uzbekistan’s journey to independence in 1991 was not a sudden rupture but the
culmination of decades of Jadidist-inspired resistance, strategic adaptation, and cultural
revival. This section examines three critical pathways: symbolic nation-building, political
pragmatism, and international diplomacy.

Symbolic Nation-Building: Reviving Jadidist Icons

The post-Soviet Uzbek state strategically resurrected Jadidist figures and symbols to
legitimize its sovereignty. For example:

- Alisher Navoiy (1441-1501), a Timurid-era poet revered by Jadids for blending Turkic
and Persian traditions, was rebranded as the “founder of Uzbek national identity.” His 550th
birthday (1991) was celebrated globally, with UNESCO declaring it a “World Heritage Year.”

- Abdulla Qodiriy, a Jadid-era novelist executed by Stalin in 1938, was posthumously
awarded the title “Hero of Uzbekistan” (1991). His novel “Past Days” (1926)—a critique of
feudal corruption—was republished as a manifesto for modern governance.

These efforts, as historian Marianne Kamp argues, “transformed Jadidism from a
suppressed ideology into a state-sponsored civil religion.”

Political Pragmatism: Balancing Authoritarianism and Reform

President Islam Karimov’s regime (1991-2016) adopted a paradoxical approach:

1. Co-opting Jadidist Rhetoric: Karimov’'s speeches invoked Jadidist slogans like
“Ma’naviyat va ma’rifat” (“Spirituality and Enlightenment”) to justify centralized rule.

2. Suppressing Dissent: While celebrating historical Jadids, the regime silenced modern
reformers like Muhammad Solih (Birlik Movement leader), who demanded democratic
freedoms akin to the Kokand Autonomy.
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This duality mirrored the Jadids’ own struggles with colonial powers—"negotiating
modernity while preserving autonomy”.
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International Diplomacy: Globalizing the Jadidist Legacy

Uzbekistan leveraged Jadidism’s anti-colonial ethos to gain global recognition. Examples
include:

- 1992 UN Speech: Foreign Minister Sodiq Safoyev cited the 1917 Kokand Autonomy as
proof of Uzbekistan’s “centuries-old aspiration for self-determination.”

- Cultural Diplomacy: The government funded academic conferences on Jadidism (e.g.,
1996 Tashkent Symposium) to counter narratives of post-Soviet “backwardness.”

Scholar Laura Adams notes that such efforts “recast Uzbekistan not as a Soviet successor
state but as a resurrected Silk Road civilization.”

Conclusion

The Jadid movement’s political vision—rooted in education, cultural pride, and self-
determination—provided the ideological bedrock for Uzbekistan’s independence. Though
Soviet repression disrupted its continuity, Jadidism resurfaced in the late 20th century as both
a tool of state legitimacy and a blueprint for grassroots resistance.

Key lessons from this legacy include:

1. Cultural Resilience: Jadidist emphasis on language and history enabled Uzbeks to
preserve identity under foreign domination.

2. Strategic Adaptation: Post-1991 leaders borrowed Jadidist symbols to navigate post-
colonial state-building, even while curbing dissent.

3. Unfinished Reforms: The Jadids’ dream of an “enlightened society” remains
unrealized, as Uzbekistan grapples with authoritarianism and inequality.

Ultimately, Uzbekistan’s independence is not merely a 1991 event but a century-long
dialogue between Jadidist ideals and the realities of power—a dialogue that continues to
shape the nation’s future.
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