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Abstract 

The growth of the working class has occupied a significant episode in the history of central Asia. 
In Central Asia, a small industrial working class emergedonly when the industrial era started in 
this region in the last part of the 19thCentury under Russian imperialism. After the October 
revolution of 1917, the newly established Bolshevik government brought about tremendous 
economic and demographic changes to the region that significantly increased the number of the 
working class.This paper seeks to explore how a tiny group of working-class was emerged in 
Central Asia along with the steady process of industrialisation brought by Russian imperial 
power in the 19thcentury and how it became an influential and numerically strong group during 
the era of Soviet rule that led significant changes to the traditional socio-economic structure of 
the region. It provides a systematic analysis of the composition and structure of the working class 
in Tsarist and Soviet Central Asia and explores how and why the Russian migrant workers 
unleashed alterations to the livelihood as well as the ethnic dimension of the region. 

1.0.BACKGROUND 

The term 'working class' basically denotes those numerically strong group of masses who use to 
work in industries, factories, constructions and other organised work to manage the basic 
necessity of livelihood. Their occupation is nonagricultural, and the sale of labour is the sole 
source of income for them. It is one of the most productive, hardworking group in society, but 
most of them belong to the poor, disadvantaged and down toward section of the society. In 
Marxist ideology, they constitute the proletarian class which forms the revolutionary force for 
bringing about the structural transformation of the society. While discussing the emergence and 
growth of the working class in general, its origin is inseparably associated with the process of 
industrialisation and urbanisation. Industrialisation carries out a massive number of industries, 
factories, mechanisation, development of modern communication, road and transportation and so 
on which require a huge workforce.  In short,industrialisationcan be termed as the prerequisite 
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for the foundation of the working class, or the working class is the consequence of 
industrialisation. 

In central Asia, the slow process of industrialisation started from the beginning of the tsarist 
regime, had greatly influenced the foundation of the working class.  However, before elaborating 
details about the composition, structure and growth of the working class in Tsarist Central Asia 
as well as in soviet Central Asia, it is noteworthy to sketch a brief overview of the Central Asian 
region. 

 Being located at the meeting place of East and the west the Central Asian region was once 
known for its economic affluence, strategic significance as well as its rich educational and 
cultural system. However, the significance and glory of the region declined rapidly since 16th 
century due to the shifting of attention of the European merchants towards the new world and as 
the oceans became a more critical mode of transporting goods (Lubin, N 1984).Before being 
annexed by the Russian Tsar, the Central Asian region was politically divided mainly into three 
states - the Bukhara Emirate and the Kokand and KhivaKhanates. Economically it was 
overwhelmingly an agricultural society (Khan A.R. and Ghai D 1979). The expansion of the 
Russian empire into Central Asia region began in the 19th century. The Russian ruler captured 
the Khanate of Khiva and the Emirates of Kokand and Bukhara between 1839 and 1881. The 
region witnessed another massive political upheaval between 1917 and 1922.  In 1917 revolution 
the Bolsheviks overthrewthe tsarist regime in Russia and succeeded to form Soviet Socialist 
Republic in1922. The Soviet government gradually ensured their control over the Central Asian 
region by forming two autonomous Soviet socialist republics (ASSR), which they initially called 
Kyrgyz ASSR (roughly what is today Kazakhstan), and Turkestan ASSR, which included most 
of the remainder (SevketAkyildiz and Richard Carlson 2014). 

2.0.COMPOSITION AND STRUCTURE OF THE WORKING CLASS IN CENTRAL ASIA: 

In pre soviet central Asia, a small section of industrial working class emerged along with the 
beginning of the industrial era in the last part of the 19thcentury. After annexing the central Asian 
region, the Tsarist coloniser gradually established industries, constructed rail line road etc. to 
make it a sufficient colony and source of raw silk and cotton which required both the skilled and 
unskilled industrial labours. While observing the composition and structure of the working class 
in pre soviet as well as in the post-Soviet period, the working class can be categorised into two 
groups. These are- Migrant working class andindigenous working class. 

The migrant working-class refers to those labours who migrated from Russia to the newly 
established Central Asian urban centre for the better job opportunity. They chiefly represent the 
skilled labours and have experience of working in the industrial workforce. During the pre-soviet 
period, almost all the skilled jobs were predominantly occupied by the Russian migrant working 
class.  E.g. out of the total persons operating and maintaining engines, Russian migrant workers 
occupied 76 percent. Similarly, Russians were 70.3 percent of those engaged in equipment repair 
in the railways(Patnaik, 1996).  
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On the other hand, Indigenous working class comprised of those groups of indigenous 
masses who left the rural areas seasonally or permanently to engage themselves in the industrial 
workforce either for the livelihood or to earn some cash for paying government tax and other 
dues. They were unskilled labour and did not have any experience about the task of industries, 
and other construction works as they belonged to the rural background. The indigenous working 
class can be further divided into two sub-categories. These are-Seasonal, nonhereditary 
indigenous working class, permanent hereditary indigenous working class  

The seasonal, nonhereditary working class consists of those indigenous masses who do not 
entirely leave the rural areas to work permanently in the industrial workforce. Their primary 
occupation is agriculture, but engage themselves in the industrial task only to gather some cash 
for paying tax and other dues to the colonial regime. It means they did not participate in the 
industrial working class self willingly, but the new system of paying tax in cash compelled the 
rural masses to work as industrial labour. During the Soviet period, most of the indigenous 
workers belonged to this category. 

On the other hand,the permanent hereditary working class consists of those indigenous masses 
who entirely left the rural areas to the urban centre to adopt nonagricultural occupation for their 
livelihood. During tsarist central Asia, this category of workers issignificantly less in number. 
The composition and structure of the working class in central Asia can be mentioned in the 
following diagram. 

Working  Class 

 

    

 

Migrant working-classIndigenous working class 

         

        

       

Seasonal nonhereditary      Permanent hereditary     

    

The diagram as mentioned above reflects the existence of migrantlabours as an essential 
component of Central Asian industrial working who emigrated from Russia during the Tsarist as 
well as soviet period.  
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Professor Ajay Patnaik, in his celebrated work, "central Asia, Between Modernity and 
Tradition"has extensively elaborate this question. He has pointed out that the low level of 
industrialisation, and urbanisation which failed to attract the rural masses to migrate from the 
rural areas to the urban areas, lack of training and experience of the indigenous people about 
industrial task were primarily responsible for the massive migration of the Russian skilled labour 
to the central Asian region during the pre-soviet period. 

3.0.NATURE OF THE WORKING CLASS IN TSARIST CENTRAL ASIA:  

The composition and the structure of the working class in Tsarist Central Asia reflected certain 
peculiar features of it which can be elaborated under the following sub-themes. 

3.1. MONOPOLY OF RUSSIAN MIGRANTS IN THE SKILLED JOB:  

In pre soviet central Asia, the Russian migrant working-class occupied almost all the skill job in 
central Asia. They could establish their monopoly chiefly because of two reasons- lack of 
indigenous skilled labour as well as the patronage of Russian imperialism in occupying better 
jobs. Central Asian region was predominantly an agricultural region, and cotton was the main 
commercial crop for the country. During the colonial period, the Tsarist regime also provided 
various impetus such as better marketing facilities, transportation facilities as well as banking 
and credit facilities for the expansion of cotton cultivation in the region, as the Russian textile 
industries were mostly dependent on the region for raw cotton(Pomfret, 1995). In 1914, the 
Central Asian region supplied 70 percent out of the total need for cotton for the Russian textile 
industries.Hence most of the rural masses preferred to engage themselves in cotton farming as a 
primary occupation. At the same time, the feudal system, as well as the nature of primitive 
firming, also created further hindrance in the mobilisation of the rural masses to the urban centre. 
Lastly, as the process of urbanisation was in an underdeveloped stage during that period, it failed 
to pull the rural population to the urban areas, and the rural settlement also failed to release the 
rural masses to the urban areas mainly because of the prevailing feudal system as well as 
primitive firming.  

On the other hand, the Russian colonial regime also provided incentives to migrate the skilled 
Russian workers into the central Asian region as it needed a class of skilled workers to handle its 
undertakings. With the establishment of railway service in central Asia, a large body of trained 
workers was needed not only in running the railways but also in the rail yards and workshops. In 
1870 those Russians who settled in the region were exempted for fifteen years from taxation and 
military service. Similarly, in 1989, immigration to central Asia was thrown open to all the 
districts of Russia(Pierce). 

3.2. LACK OF WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION IN THE INDUSTRIAL WORKFORCE: 

In pre soviet period only a negligible number of women were seen in participating in the 
industrial labour force.  E.g. there were only 65 Uzbek women employed in Central Asia, and 
there was no Uzbek engineer or technician in this region during the pre-Soviet period. The 
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women, despite equal potentialities with men, could not participate in the industrial labour force 
because of various socio-economic factors.  

 The first and foremost factor regarding women's least participation was the traditional 
structure of society. Central Asian society was indeed a patriarchal society where various ill 
practices such as early marriage, fewer mixed marriage, and extended family were exercised 
against women in the name of traditional belief and faith.  Such practices confined women within 
the household works. 

 Secondly, the family size in Central Asia also created a severe obstacle for women to 
participate in the industrial workforce. As six or more children were considered as an ideal 
expectation for a traditional rural family, hence women were used as child breeding and child-
caring machine which restricted women within the parameter of family burden and destroyed 
other potentialities. 

 Thirdly, In Central Asia, the least importance was given for women's education. Instead, 
certain traditional beliefs constrained the mobility of women both for education and jobs.  
Women were even deprived of skilled agricultural works. Such type of patriarchal norms 
compelled the women only to engage in seasonal, unskilled and manual agricultural works. In a 
nutshell, the lack of education or low level of education and the lower status in the family 
prepared them least for the industrial working class. 

3.3. UNEVEN SECTORIAL DISTRIBUTION OF WORKERS:  

The tsarist regime never desiredto develop a diversified economy in the Central Asian region 
(Sharma, 1979).  As their main intention was to transform this region into a significant colony 
for exploiting raw cotton, hence theyemphasised developing only such kind of sectors which was 
related to cotton export such as processing industries, cotton ginning industries as well as railway 
line making (Patnaik, 1996). It definitely created an unequal sectorial distribution of workers as 
those sectors which were given much importance by the regime required more labours rather 
than the other sectors. That is why, in pre soviet central Asia, most of the workers were in the 
transport sector, especially in railway and in the processing industries. For e.g. in 1913 there 
were 33600 persons in the processing industries where only 5408 persons were engaged in 
extractive industries. During that period, the mining sector was not given much emphasis in 
which out of the total workers, only 0.4 % were engaged in the mining sector (R, 1973). 

However, under Russian imperialism, with the beginning of the slow process of industrialisation 
and urbanisation, a small industrial working class emerged in the Central Asian region which 
was composed of both the migrant as well as indigenous masses. Nevertheless, this group was 
tiny in numeric strength which comprised of only about 0.35% of the total population. 
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4.0.GROWTH OF THE WORKING CLASS IN THE SOVIET PERIOD:   

The end of the tsarist regime and the formation of the union of the Soviet Socialist Republic of 
Russia(USSR)  after the glorious revolution of 1917, had brought about unprecedented changes 
in the former colonial relations between Russia and the Central Asian region. In actual sense, the 
Central Asian region did not undergo any structural transformation during the fifty years regime 
of the tsarist ruler as they always sought to maintain colonial hegemony over the region 
(Pomfret, 1995). Instead of bringing about any fundamental change to the prevailing social and 
political system, the tsarist ruler preferred to rule in the Central Asian region through the 'local 
feudal aristocracy' (Khan, A.R and Ghai, D. 1979) 

Nevertheless, as the revolutionary Bolshevik leaders, from the very beginning, condemned all 
kinds of colonial exploitation and advocated the right to self-determination for the colonies, they 
had to open up a progressive attitude towards the Central Asian region to pretend itself different 
from the former regime. However, their explicit objective was to"voluntary integration of the 
Central Asians into the newly-created Soviet state". To achieve this desired goal, the Bolshevik 
leaders emphasised elements of both "continuity and change". On the one hand, they deliberately 
introduced certain ambiguous policies in Central Asia to impose change over the traditional clan-
based small nationalities of the region with the intention to assimilate it into the larger Soviet 
identity. On the other hand, they introducedcomprehensive economic policies for the rapid 
development of industrialisation in the central Asian regionto convince the local nationalities that 
it was undeniably in their direct interest to remain within the larger state (Lubin, N. 1984).  

 However, the fast and speedy development of industrialisation had carried out remarkable 
changes to the growth of the working class in the region. Nevertheless, while observing the 
development of the working class of the region during the Soviet period, it has not been seen any 
significant change in the composition and structure of the working class. The changes were 
quantitative rather than qualitative. The continuous numerical growth of the working class was 
the first in this regard. During the tsarist regime, the working class representeda very nominal 
group numerically. However, in the Soviet period, the speedy growth of industrialisation and 
urbanisation continuously created colossal job opportunity to the masses, which finally made the 
working class as a dominant numerical group in the region. The rate of increase in the number of 
workers in Central Asia until the 1950s was considerably above the average for the whole region 
(Patnaik, 1996).  

 Secondly, unlike the tsarist period, the impressive growth of urbanisation succeeded to attract 
the rural masses into the industrial milieu. As a result, the number of permanent hereditary 
indigenous workers got an increase into a considerable extent. The increasing participation of 
women in the industrial workforce was also a significant feature of this period. As the Bolshevik 
leaders since the beginning of the Soviet period expressed concern and commitment to the ideal 
of women liberation in all regions of their country they had made special efforts to the 
emancipation of women in Soviet Central Asian region. Till the Bolshevik revolution, the 
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conditions of the Central Asian women were very pathetic as they were 'veiled' and 'secluded' 
from all aspects of social, political and economic life. They were treated as the "lowest element 
of the Society".  

Thirdly, the quantitative growth of the working class also brought about a notable change in the 
social structure of Central Asia. It resulted in a highly heterogeneous and multinational 
workforce in Central Asia (Patnaik, 1996). However, although during that period the number of 
the indigenous workers grew day by day, the scarcity of industrial labours and more particularly, 
skilled labours remained a significant problem for the Central Asian region. Hence the extensive 
participation of the non-indigenous labours was still a significant feature of the working class of 
the region.Between 1939 and 1940, for example, 85 per cent of the new additions to Uzbekistan's 
industrial labour force came from outside the Central Asian region (Lubin, N. 1984). The Uzbeks 
constituted only about a quarter of the engineers and technicians in their republic. 

Nevertheless, it does not mean that the Soviet ruler did not give any emphasis on the cultural 
upliftment of the nationalities residing in rural backward regions.  But during the colonial period, 
because of colonial exploitation, these regions were in a very underdeveloped stage, which could 
not be developed and modernised in a single blow. It had to need special attention and policies. 
The soviet ruler did not have enough time to slow the industrialisation process in the region till 
the local cadres were trained and educated, as the Soviet Union was already in constant 
competition with the European region.However, yet, the Soviet government initiated special 
efforts to train a skilled labour force among the indigenous ethnic groups of the republics 
resulting the increase of the number of people with higher education in Soviet Central Asia from 
four per thousand populations in 1939 to thirty-five per thousand in 1970. In the 1980s, half of 
Central Asia's workers and employees were indigenous (Lubin, N. 1984). 

In a nutshell, Central Asia in the Soviet period witnessed very rapid urban growth, high rate of 
industrial growth, and the phenomenal rise of the industrial labour force (Patnaik, 1996). 

5.0. COMPARING THE GROWTH OF WORKING CLASS IN THE TSARIST AND SOVIET 
CENTRAL ASIA: 

The working class of the pre soviet Central Asia was numerically minimal. It was non-
indigenous in origin and less diversified group. On the other hand, the working class of Soviet 
Central Asia represented a huge group numerically. Moreover, in this period, the working class 
transformed itself into a highly heterogeneous or multinational workforce, and a vast number of 
indigenous workers' participation was also seen in Soviet Central Asia.  

Secondly, in the tsarist period, the urban working class was not industrial in nature. They mostly 
worked inservice sphere, in administration, in cultural and commercial institutions as well as in 
the transport sector.  On the contrary, in the Soviet period because of rapid industrialisation, the 
numbers of the industrial labour force grew dramatically. During that era, the urban class was 
mainly industrial, and the industrial class was mainly urban (Patnaik, 1996). 
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Thirdly, the prevailing feudal system and primitive firming greatly influenced the growth of the 
working class in pre soviet Central Asia. They together created significant hindrance to the rural 
masses in migrating from the rural areas to the urban centre.But, the Bolshevik revolution that 
resulted in urbanisation and industrialisationbrought about rapid changes to both in the former 
feudal relations between the landowners and the peasants as well as primitive firming method. In 
the Soviet era, feudal lords and large landowners gradually disappeared from the rural areas, 
which made labour migration process faster than the tsarist era. 

Fourthly, in pre soviet period, the urban centre failed to pull the rural masses to the urban centre. 
Similarly, the rural masses also failed to release the rural population to the centre because of 
various reasons. In other words, both the push and pull factor were absent in this period.  On the 
other hand, the inflated pull of urban as well as rural areas was a significant feature of 
urbanisation in the soviet period which dramatically increased the migration rate. 

6.0. CONCLUSION: 

The composition, structure and Growth of the working class in pre soviet and soviet Central Asia 
have embraced comprehensive socio-economic and ethnic aspects of the then Central Asian 
region. It has portrayed a transition history of the region from the traditional agricultural feudal 
system to the industrialisation and the urbanisation era. In its origin, the industrial working class 
constituted a tiny and less diversified group, composed of migrated and indigenous rural masses. 
But gradually it transformed itself into a numerically large heterogeneousgroup in the Soviet 
period. This class played the most significant role to make USSR as the Super Power in the 
world after World War II. Nevertheless, unfortunately, the working class, mainly, unskilled 
industrial labours belonged to the most disadvantaged section of the society in Soviet Central 
Asia. Moreover, the gap between the urban elite and the rural masses was also seen increasing 
day by day in Soviet Central Asia, which made the cities currently alien to the rural population. 
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