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My address is not my house or my street.


My address is the Soviet Union.


—David Tukhmanov, Soviet composer, 1973
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Note on Terminology





The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics consisted of fifteen union republics from 1956 to 1991. These included the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (RSFSR) and fourteen “national” or Soviet Socialist Republics (SSRs). Official documents generally referred to these regions using their Russian-language names: the Georgian SSR (Gruzinskaia Sovetskaia Sotsialisticheskaia Respublika), the Uzbek SSR (Uzbekskaia Sovetskaia Sotsialisticheskaia Respublika), and so forth. In this book, I have decided to follow the appellations for the republics used by my interview subjects. These reflect more simplified labels, which were also used in the Soviet period: Russia; Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan; Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan; and, when my subjects traveled, Belarus, Ukraine, Latvia, and Lithuania. I do retain the SSR form when discussing institutional bodies. In the case of Kyrgyzstan, I use the translation directly from modern Kyrgyz to English (so not the Russian Kirgiz).


All interview translations are mine, with assistance from members of my interview team. All translations from published sources are mine, unless otherwise indicated.












 







Introduction


JOURNEYS TO THE CORE(S)





Seeking help for his critically ill sister, Jasur Haydarov left his wife and seven children behind in an Uzbek village near Osh, Kyrgyzstan in 1982.1 That same year, Elnur Asadov, assuming responsibility for his family following his father’s death, abandoned Baku for greener economic pastures. Their paths followed an intensifying movement from the Soviet Union’s southern republics and eastern regions, encompassing hundreds of thousands of people, including Tajiks, Georgians, Kyrgyz, Buryats, and other local nationalities, as well as Russians. The dynamism produced by this mobility intertwined state and society, formal and informal economies, center and periphery, and drove individual, family, and network plans in the late Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Leningrad and Moscow, the USSR’s “two capitals,” with their availability of goods, services, and work opportunities, emerged as the most attractive destinations for southern and eastern migrants. A chance encounter and friendship with a vacationing Russian woman led Maia Asinadze to forsake her seaside Georgian village and pursue dreams of a top-flight education in the Soviet capital. Abdul Khalimov, a “scared country boy” from rural Tajikistan, began his studies in Dushanbe in 1978 before prejudice from ethnic Russians drove him to the more “international” city of Moscow.2 He encountered students from dozens of ethnic groups in the Soviet Union and beyond, all seeking upward mobility at the center of their part of the world.


Groundwork for these students, workers, traders, and others was laid by an earlier postwar generation, on all manner of state-sponsored programs. Sevda Asgarova came to Moscow in 1952 to be groomed for a leadership position after having studied at the High Party School in Baku. She regularly hosted relatives in her shared dormitory room, allowing them to test their own fortune in the Soviet capital. Akmal Bobokulov arrived in Leningrad in 1971 to serve in the Baltic Fleet, where he would spend his entire career. His parents, a collective farm bookkeeper and a teacher, swelled with pride at his personal success and patriotism, and he assisted many others who came from his Uzbek hometown of Andijon. The USSR’s top coaches spotted Shuhrat Kazbekov’s figure skating talents in Tashkent and brought him to Leningrad, where he won several competitions before making a career as a stuntman at the Leningrad Film Studios (Lenfilm). Taking a more orthodox route to the heart of the USSR, Lali Utiashvili and her husband obtained positions through a 1979 recruitment drive in Georgia for “economist-organizers” in Moscow.3 The two-story house they received on arrival, located on the outskirts, became home to friends and relatives seeking a taste of life in the big city.


Movement invigorated the late Soviet Union. Soviet citizens from the Caucasus, Central Asia, and the Asian regions of Russia brought energy and entrepreneurship to Leningrad’s and Moscow’s universities, workplaces, factories, and streets.4 The oral histories that I and my research team conducted highlight the roles of initiative, skill, and hard work in a combined social and geographic mobility that transformed local and migrant lives alike. Words and actions of new arrivals, alongside ambivalent state policies toward movement, remain hidden in contemporary and scholarly accounts of the USSR’s last decades. Migrant dynamism, I argue, challenges the perception of stagnation that predominated among Western and Soviet observers of the time and is only now being questioned.5 Examining the late Soviet Union from the outside in and the bottom up, as in a state of motion instead of stasis, exposes its vibrancy and hope, alongside challenges, through its very last years.


Life stories expose the intricate nature of networks, intimate and large-scale, unofficial and official, and their role in setting the people of the late USSR on the move. New and old friends, immediate and extended families, fellow villagers and flatmates alike provided connections that drove dreams and realities of long-distance movement. Framing individual strategies were myriad state policies and institutions—from professional and labor recruitment drives to guaranteed spots for students in each republic at top central universities, from the multinational nature of the Soviet army and the Communist Youth League (Komsomol) to cheap and easy travel. The USSR emerged in migrant stories as a place of safety and freedom, as compared to the lack of personal security and the restrictions of the first two post-Soviet decades. Many, at the same time, recognized that Soviet-era south-north and east-west movement reflected core-periphery imbalances and triggered nationalism and racism within the Russian host society. Perestroika, its opportunities and uncertainties, unleashed an even larger wave of migration to the USSR’s privileged cities. Nationalist feeling and economic discrepancies strengthened and their effects moved from the edges of the union inward at the turn of the 1990s, when societal dynamism overwhelmed an eroding state.


Late Soviet mobility remade center and periphery alike. Leningrad and Moscow grew reliant on the human capital and resources that came increasingly from the farms, industrial towns, small villages, and large cities of the USSR’s eastern and southern edges. As demographers sounded alarm bells over a graying population in the USSR’s two capitals, residents witnessed a browning one. Tatars, Georgians, Azerbaijanis, Kyrgyz, Tajiks, Buryats, and others made central spaces of Leningrad and Moscow their own, for one or several trading seasons, for the length of a university degree, or for a career or a lifetime. Merchants and construction workers, students and professionals connected their ability to succeed at the heart of the USSR to their equality as citizens; only a few condemned the inequalities that had prompted such moves. Soviet citizens had imbibed since the 1930s, from mass education, media, and other channels, the belief that modernization meant urbanization, that large cities were symbols of a brighter future.6 Increased wealth at the center seemed the natural order of things. Leningrad and Moscow appeared as spaces for all willing to work hard, overcome challenges of integration and sometimes fierce competition, and lead society and state to prosperity.7 Ideas, values, and rubles learned or earned at the USSR’s core redounded to distant villages and cities. Urban hierarchies and discrepancies deepened as economic opportunities in the 1980s and 1990s simultaneously constricted and, through informal as well as formal networks and movement, spread.


Communist Party leaders had global aspirations for Leningrad and Moscow, as centers of an expanding socialist world. Caucasus and Central Asian peoples played unique and important roles in these pretensions, as models and mediators for Asians and Muslims targeted for pro-Soviet campaigns during the Cold War. Multinational universities, parades honoring their contributions, and even mosques offered official visibility to non-Slavic citizens of eastern Russia as well as the union’s southern republics. Global, socialist cities presented distinct models of integrating peoples of former colonies—of, first, the tsarist empire and, then, those of other European states.8 Absent from Leningrad and Moscow were the residential segregation, political debates over immigration, and sporadic racial riots that marked late twentieth-century postcolonial London, Paris, and other hubs of past empires. Absent too was formal associational life, which might allow schools, newspapers, and other organizations to represent minority communities. Even as Caucasus and Central Asian peoples did not have to cross international borders to move to “their” privileged global cities, they were subject to registration requirements through the residence permit (propiska) system. Transnational mobility required awareness of the formal mechanisms of movement as well as the ability and energy to convert the USSR’s global power and ambitions, concentrated in its two capitals, toward individual gain.9


Mobility tested emotional states as well as practical strategies for integration into the centers of Soviet life. Migrants’ oral histories signal the importance and range of emotional lives and communities across time and space.10 Even as differentials in investment and attention between the center and periphery mounted, Caucasus and Central Asian peoples held fast to the regime’s underlying and universalizing rhetoric of family and, especially, friendship. The druzhba narodov (friendship of peoples), far from one of the Soviet slogans that Alexei Yurchak declared as frozen and empty, remained a critical component of identity for southern migrants.11 Mobility allowed them to test the friendship and to make it their own. Contentment—even if mixed, on a few occasions, with resentment at having to move so far from home—proliferated among those newcomers who found themselves at the USSR’s core, even if their aspirations were not fully realized. Happiness and compassion emerged as emotional yardsticks for migrants who sought to improve their lives and connect to each other, their own ethnic groups, the host society, a broader Soviet family, and, to varying degrees, the regime itself, all the while maintaining links to home. Adherence to the friendship of peoples became a strategy to hold the state to account, to harangue officials when migration experiences produced unfavorable results. A dynamic maxim, friendship abetted practical strategies for mobility as well as fostered positive emotions that combated potential isolation, thousands of kilometers from home.


Intercultural contact emerged as a defining feature of identity and status in Leningrad and Moscow, as it did across the late Soviet Union. Migrants and locals alike used encounters to frame personal, professional, ethnic, and Soviet senses of belonging in a Russian-dominated but multinational state. Cultural associations and differences evolved within a complicated blend of horizontal linkages and vertical hierarchies. Social, educational, and national background and achievement; original and adopted homes; religion; gender—sometimes, sex—and positioning vis-à-vis the state played important roles as Soviet citizens assessed themselves and each other. Were the two capitals the domain of privileged, urban Russians, of anyone with fair skin, or of those, regardless of background, willing to contribute to a modern society? Could men and women, Christians, Muslims, or atheists, Komsomol or party members or not, equally power, and profit from, a modernizing state? Amid ambiguous official messages, answers varied based on the nature of intercultural encounters, as well as individual perceptions of them. Migrant life stories underscore the complex, personal nature of engagements and their connections to broader Soviet worlds, all within a global context of late twentieth-century periphery-core movement.


Racism challenged migrant integration. Caucasus and Central Asian peoples, as they appeared in greater numbers in northern Russian cities, including Leningrad and Moscow, heard calls denigrating them as “blacks” (chernye). In the USSR as across North America and Europe, ideas of race shifted post-Holocaust from biological to cultural criteria, but fomented alongside increased movement of those considered non-white from former imperial peripheries to major Western cities.12 Race’s, and racism’s, core concepts remained that “humankind [exists] in distinct groups, each defined by inborn traits that its members share and that differentiate them from the members of other distinct groups of the same kind but of unequal rank.”13 Race contested the friendship of peoples, whereby migrants, and all Soviet citizens, could identify themselves as component, if not completely equal, parts of the same whole. “Black” migrants linked everyday racism in Leningrad and Moscow to the host society’s perceptions of their appearance, speech, and behavior. They saw it manifested in slights, stares, patronizing or demeaning language, and occasional violence, even as attacks never approached the level of those in Western cities that greeted their own so-called blacks.14 The proliferation of Caucasus and Central Asian traders on street corners and at bus and metro stations in the 1980s heightened tensions in the two capitals. Market exchanges could turn violent, and militia behavior toward merchants grew increasingly aggressive. “Individuals of Caucasian nationality” (litsa kavkazskoi natsional′nosti), generally shortened to LKN, joined black as an epithet and applied ever more broadly to darker-skinned or dark-haired Soviet peoples, much to the chagrin of Leningrad’s and Moscow’s well-established Tatar communities. Soviet-era epithets endured and would accompany deadly racial violence in St. Petersburg and Moscow in the first decade of the 2000s, when many interviews for this project took place.15


Racism occupied a highly charged and emotional, but limited, place in migrant narratives of life in Leningrad and Moscow. Newcomers considered the certain prices they had to pay for the ability to succeed at the heart and summit of the Soviet Union. They concentrated on networks and relationships, formal and informal, that would “bind migrants and non-migrants in a complex web of social roles and interdependent relationships.”16 Leningrad’s and Moscow’s residence permit system remained leaky by design, with various categories and exceptions. Municipal leaders allowed, or failed to halt, the growing street trade and other paths to mobility through service and construction as well as professional sectors. Young, dynamic migrants charged these aging cities with energy, provided goods and services more effectively than the state, and expressed and spread their loyalty to the Soviet system. Urban informalities, more than strict regulation, characterized the two capitals in the late Soviet period.


Ideas of home—their hometowns, thousands of kilometers away, adopted homes in Leningrad and Moscow, and a broader Soviet home—predominated in migrant memories. Homes in eastern regions and southern republics served as places of imagined solace, but also as reminders that time in Leningrad and Moscow linked to broader, family, and perhaps regional strategies of mobility. Common citizenship and new or existing networks eased initial adaptation to Leningrad and Moscow, but newcomers dealt with everything from cold weather to cold residents. Absent ethnic neighborhoods, which in the West could at once offer reminders of home as well as isolate them from the host society, faraway Soviet migrants carved out their own spaces. Individual flats, multiethnic student or worker dormitories, restaurants, Lenin’s mausoleum, and even Moscow’s Exhibition of Achievements of the National Economy (VDNKh) became sites where newcomers animated memories of local, national, and Soviet homes and eased integration into cities to which they believed all peoples of the USSR, if not the world, had a right.


Soviet dreams of accomplishment, comfort, status, and inclusion within a collective spirit occupied migrant expectations and thoughts, and remained emblazoned in their memories.17 Aspirations embraced visions of mobility—social and spatial—and the freedom to choose a career, if not for them, for their children, within a color-blind state. In a way, these mobile citizens realized Nikolai Bukharin’s early Soviet vision as “conscious producers of their own fate [and] real architects of their own future.”18 Their ideas of individual rights, privileges, and ambitions, of qualification for the Soviet dream, could at once enforce and challenge official conceptions of a future state and society. Migrants believed state agents were, or should be, duty-bound to help them realize their objectives, which flowed into visions of an advanced society. Popular conceptions of modern, privileged citizens favored the urban professional over workers and peasants.19 Education and desire could trump social or ethnic background. In the Soviet Union as well as across the industrialized world, migrants reshaped ideas of progress to allow them to abandon “Asia” and join “Europe.”20


Migrant stories decenter state- and Russia-based narratives to reveal how ordinary and extraordinary individuals union-wide understood and fashioned the late Soviet Union. Listening to what made one person leave a small Kyrgyz village, a comfortable Georgian town, or a cosmopolitan Azerbaijani or Tajik city is to understand how periphery and core, individual and official, emotional and practical became mutually constitutive. Policies and networks, ambition and opportunity originating thousands of kilometers away supplied Leningrad’s and Moscow’s universities and workplaces with talent and labor, fed their stomachs with food, and filled their homes with flowers. Central Asian and Caucasus traders exposed the bottom-up and outside-in energy that propelled, as coined by James Millar, the “little deal.” The state offered, albeit inconsistently and not always willingly, the space, but not the work and goods, for a tacit accord that allowed the satiation of the needs and desires of increasingly acquisitive populations in Brezhnev-era large, central cities.21


The intertwined nature of the Soviet center and its margins, the complexity of networks and relationships between them, complicates understandings of the Soviet Union as, or as not, an empire. Erik Scott’s valuable contribution on Moscow’s Georgian community, even as it exposes intricate political as well as cultural, social, and economic linkages between the center and the republic, defaults to characterizing the USSR as an empire, albeit one of “mobile diasporas.”22 Adeeb Khalid prefers to label the Soviet Union a “modern mobilizational state”; migrant oral histories show mobilization emerging from below as well as above.23 Conceptions and practices of empire and modernization worked hand in glove in the Soviet Union. Privileges accumulated at the center relied on energy from all citizens and resources from all regions. These privileges diffused—albeit unevenly—to locals and sojourners across the USSR, through official and unofficial avenues.24 A decade-plus after the collapse, Soviet migrants themselves, with some notable exceptions, hesitated to characterize their former state as an empire. They argued that ease of movement and equal citizenship overrode differential wealth and investments that tied southern republics to raw material production and, certainly, perpetuated imperial ideas and practices of Russian superiority. The Soviet Union remains a unique human as well as state experiment, at once challenging and perpetuating regional, imperial, and global inequities that persisted, and worsened, in the late twentieth-century postcolonial world.


Migrant stories, alongside official, if incomplete, statistics and press and archival sources, also offer new ways to periodize the late Soviet era. Soviet concentrations of investment in the European core and new resource-rich areas in Russia’s east, which started late in the Khrushchev period, began to bite in Central Asia and Caucasus villages and cities alike at the end of the 1970s. Economic migration, as southern residents sought to supplement incomes, fueled a rise in so-called black traders on the streets of Leningrad, Moscow, and other major Russian cities.


Their presence altered streetscapes and fueled a backlash from urban residents, even as the quality and prices of their goods were appreciated. Militia sweeps highlighted a municipal campaign to cleanse Moscow’s streets before the 1980 Olympics. “Black” traders were “taken to the 101st kilometer”25—beyond where residence permission was required. Campaigns began simultaneously to relocate populations, from Central Asia especially, to labor-deficit regions, primarily in Russia’s Far East, as officials union-wide concluded that the Soviet economy could no longer support growing populations in the south. The next turn came not with the advent of perestroika but with the turbulence of 1990. Increased hardship on the periphery, as policies restricted state spending on poorer republics, presaged nationalist agitation and violent state reactions. Movements for greater autonomy within the USSR now considered independence. Migrants who came to Leningrad and Moscow before and during the wave of the 1980s weighed staying or leaving amid political uncertainty as well as the growing challenges of everyday life. Feelings of security faded amid food shortages, and a 1990 round of media reforms unleashed nationalist and racist discourse. That year, before the formal dissolution, marks migrants’ memories of when their idea of the USSR, as a state that rewarded energy and mobility, ended.


Leningrad’s and Moscow’s “politics of unrecognition” of ethnic minorities complicate understandings and calculations of their multinational character.26 Annual, detailed municipal census counts did not include statistics on ethnic background.27 Official publications designed for broader consumption showed residents as uniquely white and Slavic.28 Skills attained or money earned in Leningrad and Moscow by Caucasus, Central Asian, or other travelers from less-developed regions of the USSR, in the minds of Soviet administrators, would be transferred home. Russians were to play their role as “elder brother” in the friendship of peoples, spreading their advancement to distant republics. All-union census figures give the only official tallies by ethnicity. Tatars, with a longer history of incorporation and relative geographic proximity, dominated early counts: in 1959 Moscow, they totaled 80,500, with smaller populations of over 5,000 Armenians, Georgians, Chuvash, and Mordvins.29 Numbers from the Soviet south continually increased, with the 1989 all-union census registering over 30,000 Central Asians in Leningrad and Moscow, respectively, in addition to over 30,000 from Azerbaijan.30 Government statistics, which relied on self-identification, almost certainly undercounted minorities, who might categorize themselves as Russian or, more likely, avoid participation at all.31 Undercounting increased in the last decade or so of the Soviet Union, when, as Vera Glubova notes, migration rates from Soviet Asia to Moscow were two to three times higher than from other European areas.32 Olga Vendina writes that Caucasus and Central Asian nationalities constituted a substantial portion of the 20 percent non-Russian population in Moscow’s core by the end of the Soviet era.33


Oral histories for this project recorded seventy-five Soviet citizens, among them students, professionals, traders, shopkeepers, skilled and unskilled workers, tourist agents, and demobilized soldiers.34 They included Buryats, North Caucasus peoples, Armenians, Azerbaijanis, Georgians, Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, Tajiks, and Uzbeks who spent months or years in Leningrad and Moscow from the 1950s to the 1990s—the significant majority in the last two decades of the USSR. The study also employs oral histories conducted by other scholars and journalists.35 The interview set is meant to be illustrative, not representative. I sought to capture as many facets as possible of the migration experience through the eyes, words, and memories of those who instigated and lived it in Leningrad, Moscow, and points near and far in the late Soviet Union.


These oral histories offer unparalleled access to Soviet daily life. In a dynamic process such as migration, listening to voices of those on the move shows how “matrices of social forces impact and shape individuals, and how individuals, in turn, respond, act, and produce change in the social arena.”36 These sources gain added value in modern states, like the USSR, which conceal the scope and importance of human mobility, formal and especially informal.37 The appendix elaborates on the background of these interviews, as well as their challenges. Language, situation, and perceptions of, or relationships with, the interviewer, for example, influence responses.38 Subjects frame words, as well as broader biographies, within narrative strategies. Past and present intermingle in migrants’ memories. They compared Leningrad’s and Moscow’s Soviet past favorably to a post-Soviet present, when racial violence was claiming, during the interview period of 2005–11, dozens of lives annually.39 Contrasts offered in interviews between Soviet and post-Soviet migration experiences—even though the assignation of blame for the xenophobia and violence of the first decade of the 2000s shifted in unexpected ways—underlined the well-documented wistfulness for an “imaginary affective geography” of the USSR, on which ex-Soviet citizens map ideas of stability, community, and mutual trust.40 Nostalgia emerges most powerfully in these interviews, however, in relation to ideas of mobility and success tied, almost universally, to youth. Migrants fondly recalled a time when they considered no barrier too large or structure too foreboding.41


A wide variety of printed sources accompanies migrant voices and offers insight into official practices and reactions to late Soviet movement. Archival research was conducted at the State Archive of the Russian Federation, the Russian State Archive of Social and Political History, the Central State Archive of the City of Moscow, and the Central State Archive of Political Documentation of the Kyrgyz Republic; I was denied access at archives in Azerbaijan. Leningrad, Moscow, and Tashkent newspapers offered official representations of national relationships and movement in the USSR. Discussions of Soviet economics, mobility, and ethnic relations loosened during the glasnost era, although a large gap remained between the established press and the overtly nationalist, racist publications that found their way to Leningrad’s and Moscow’s streets in 1990–91. Lively debates on the consequences of Soviet investment policy, demographics, and the roles of, and relationships in, multicultural cities marked academic Soviet and Western studies alike. Leningrad’s and Moscow’s “ethnosociologists,” who emerged in the 1980s, provided contemporaneous views of movement and integration, alongside studies conducted by historians, demographers, and other scholars.42 They counterpoised the uniquely and astonishingly rosy views of Leningrad’s and Moscow’s place in the USSR in publications designed for a popular audience, often expressed through personal testimonies, that I read in Baku’s, Bishkek’s, and Tashkent’s libraries. As complex a picture as this study presents, it can only offer slices of daily life and partial perspectives on Leningrad’s and Moscow’s multiethnic, global worlds. No late twentieth-century state, continuing to the present, has successfully managed, much less openly discussed or studied, flows from outside, primarily from poorer or former colonial territories, to its largest cities.43


This book consists of seven chapters, roughly organized into three sections. Chapters 1 and 2 establish the imperial, Soviet, and global contexts for movement and the foundations of interethnic relationships in the USSR. Common citizenship jockeyed with Russian primacy as Caucasus, Central Asian, and Asian Russian peoples weighed their place, both home and away, in the Soviet Union. Chapters 3–5 follow Soviet migrants through the incorporation process in Leningrad and Moscow. Individual motivations and pathways, alongside initial encounters, shaped the entire migrant experience. New arrivals battled to overcome, rather than be defined by, difference. Once established, they became integral parts of the two capitals’ cityscapes.


Chapters 6 and 7, which constitute the last section, focus on two major turning points in the last decade-plus of Soviet rule. Four traders, one from Azerbaijan and three from Central Asia, effectively narrate chapter 6. Their voices highlight the scope of Soviet entrepreneurship at the turn of the 1980s within poignant life stories that underscore the emotional and practical challenges of informal movement. The optimism that greeted Mikhail Gorbachev’s policy of perestroika opens chapter 7. Could societal dynamism now be accommodated, instead of dissimulated? The turn to the 1990s marked a rapid and intense erosion of the state. As shortages and violence worsened, decisions to stay in Leningrad and Moscow or go home assumed new meanings and urgency. The conclusion mines migrants’ memories for ideas of home and their wistfulness for the Soviet Union decades after its collapse. Soviet discourses appear throughout the book as powerful shapers not just of individual, national, or supranational identities but also of a broader collective that sought to make sense of connections between home and away. Soviet policies, even when recalled as distant from many migrants’ daily lives, shaped choices and behaviors then, and their ghostlike presence infuses itself into narratives of lives now.
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GLOBAL, SOVIET CITIES





The Soviet Union set in motion peoples from all corners of the state and beyond. Leningrad and Moscow emerged as the Communist world’s “global” or “gateway” cities.1 Internal—increasingly from east and south—as well as international movement underpinned the privileged position of the “two capitals” and highlighted intertwined paths of social and geographic mobility. Post–Second World War rebuilding and development enforced the status of major European metropolitan centers as bastions of economic opportunity and modern culture. Leningrad’s and Moscow’s global aspirations blended with boundaries on behavioral norms, appearance, and language. Leaders worldwide expected or, given piecemeal planning, hoped that late twentieth-century arrivals, from near and far, would integrate seamlessly into modern, European urban spaces.2 Local and state governments in Leningrad, Moscow, and elsewhere grappled with newcomers who brought their own cultural, economic, and professional dynamics and vigor, often outside official pathways of movement.


Seeing the spires of its skyscrapers, the clothing of its inhabitants, and the quality and availability of its high culture and goods, Jyldyz Nuriaeva called 1978 Moscow “Babylon.”3 She had followed family members and colleagues from Kyrgyzstan’s capital of Frunze and would inspire others.4 Students like Nuriaeva, alongside workers, traders, and professionals across the Soviet Union, as well as growing numbers in Asia and Africa, sought their own Babylon in one of the USSR’s two capitals. Common institutions and citizenship, endowed to those from the Caucasus, Central Asia, and the eastern regions of Russia, softened differences with a white host society. Even so, as Lewis H. Siegelbaum and Leslie Page Moch point out, the flows, causes, and outcomes of Soviet movement reflected its practice of “transnational politics within national borders.”5 Official efforts to control and channel mobility had limited success when met with migrant determination, individually and through networks, established and new.


Early networks formed in the crucible of tsarist empire-building, binding core and periphery. Over time, they evolved within and beyond ambiguous and changing state designs. Modernization and postimperial processes in many ways strengthened and expanded these networks—in part due to greater differentials of growth and investment between the center and edges of former imperial holdings. Just as Kirsten McKenzie and others have argued that global networks made empires, I argue that postimperial networks, alongside postwar urbanization and modernization, made global cities—in this case, Leningrad and Moscow.6 Cities both shaped and were shaped by the cultural, social, and economic systems of empire.7 Many considered European capitals as “escapes” from legacies of “draconian colonial rule,” evident in the continued privileges of urban white settler populations in British, French, and Russian/Soviet postcolonies alike.8 Migrants—and regimes—take “calculated risks,” moving or not moving, encouraging or limiting movement, to gain personal, professional, or political advantages through human and economic development.9 Intense debate ensued in postwar states over whether to restrict the privileges and power of showcase cities or to accept migrants—unofficial as well as official—needed to perpetuate these privileges, as urban, Western populations aged and cities grew.


Mobility remains underestimated in understanding the power of world cities. Finance and business sectors power Western metropolises, Doreen Massey and Saskia Sassen contend, through their capital and ability to command and control across state borders.10 Information is concentrated, interpreted, and distributed, almost facelessly. Migrants appear as instruments of state- or privately controlled agencies and enterprises.11 Sassen sees global cities using two streams of migrants: the first, with “official” status, work in professional or knowledge economies; the second join a shrinking but still substantial industrial workforce or, more likely, seek employment in low-skill service economies.12 Massey sees similar streams of “post-industrial migration.”13 Migrant origins, and how newcomers shape urban spaces, appear irrelevant; calls to include them in studies of global cities still appear only sporadically in scholarly literature.14


Leningrad’s and Moscow’s socialist nature offers numerous paths to broaden conceptions of global cities. Massey underlines “neoliberal globalization” in building these spaces.15 Jennifer Robinson, who criticizes world city literature for ignoring the metropoles of the “global South,” which emerged as nodes of regional and world economies, maintains the central role of capitalism.16 Only in the post-Soviet era does Moscow enter into the global city conversation, and, even then, as an example of “competing globalities.”17 I argue here against the idea of competition, even in the Cold War. Including Soviet Leningrad and Moscow as global cities expands understandings of the scope of modern development—capitalist or not—worldwide. Their state institutions and agencies, populated by citizens from across the USSR, exercised command and control functions extending beyond state borders, to the “Second World” and beyond. Deepening core-hinterland disparities enforced parallels of economic development between a capitalist West and socialist East and conditioned migrant flows.18


Struggles to balance the economic dynamism that accompanied migration with political controls over the types of people who should be allowed residence epitomize global cities. The USSR’s planned economy placed it on a distinct path, although the state exercised far less control over movement than it advertised. Popular and official conceptions of place and progress intertwined and transformed through mobility. As Nina Glick Schiller and Ayşe Çağlar note, “locality matters” in migration, but in a more nuanced way than existing scholarship has acknowledged.19


Imperial and global networks strengthened St. Petersburg/Leningrad and Moscow from the beginning of the twentieth century. Newcomers from distant peripheries weighed economic opportunities as well as the play of power in the two capitals. The Soviet Union’s rise as a postwar superpower elevated Leningrad’s and Moscow’s status, within and beyond Soviet borders. The dynamic between state efforts to develop an advanced, socialist economy through planned movement and the multitude of paths—official and unofficial—drove distant newcomers to the two capitals. Retrenchment produced consequences, as the Soviet state belatedly followed global patterns of concentrating investment and development in core European regions. Migration patterns nonetheless ensured Leningrad’s and Moscow’s globality, even if not in ways the regime intended.




From Empire to Union


Early generations of newcomers from points east and south tested opportunities in imperial St. Petersburg and Moscow. They interacted with, learned from, and shaped spaces and cultures far removed from those of their homelands. The two capitals retained their privileged status throughout the turbulent transition from tsarist to Soviet rule, offering, alternately, political and administrative connections, economic prospects, and a “pathway to European [and, later, socialist] modernity.”20 The USSR considered its most powerful cities as global hubs; Petrograd/Leningrad and Moscow emerged as centerpieces of official strategies to attract diverse peoples from within and beyond the borders of their young state.21 Their opportunities and status also attracted growing numbers—some welcome, some not—outside of the plans or reach of the regime.


Movement toward tsarist centers followed the routes—in reverse—of conquest. Imperial administrators invited select elites in recently subject, non-Russian lands to visit or reside at the heart of empire. These newcomers served as evidence of the empire’s greatness and could prove useful as loyal mediators with now colonized peoples.22 Early networks focused on these political figures as well as trade. Small Tatar neighborhoods emerged from the seventeenth century in Moscow, and early St. Petersburg had its own “Tatar Lane.”23 In early nineteenth-century Moscow, a Georgian Orthodox church became the center of a small community. Armenian circles clustered around Chernyshevsky Street, with schools and three churches.24 Across imperial Russia, younger members of privileged families, or those who had drawn the attention of tsarist administrators, studied at Oriental institutes or other branches of academies or universities in the two capitals.25 Knowledge of the empire, in the European tradition, could improve, it was hoped, control from an imperial center.26 The come and go of academics, students, and tsarist functionaries catalyzed imperial core-periphery linkages, laying a foundation for Soviet-era networks.


Growing numbers of generally privileged, influential representatives from imperial peripheries pursued higher education in European capitals, from St. Petersburg and Moscow to Paris and London, at the turn of the twentieth century. They sought engagement with European ideas of progress in order to lead their own peoples in a modernizing world. Mustafa Choqay, a prominent modernist intellectual in Russian Turkestan, studied law in St. Petersburg and remained to draft speeches in the imperial duma for Muslim deputies after the 1905 revolution.27 Budding Georgian socialists pursued contacts and knowledge in St. Petersburg. Like Indians in London or North Africans in Paris, they saw in imperial capitals the formation of a critical, empire-wide intellectual mass that could offer pathways to softening, if not overturning, imperial rule.28 These capitals became junction boxes for networks of colonized intellectuals and elites determined to assimilate and transmit ideas of development, as well as to implement reform or revolution, to transform their own lands and leave their mark at the heart of empire.


Beyond privileged tiers, national groups incorporated into the empire gained reputations for specific skills in imperial St. Petersburg and Moscow. Tatars became known as doormen, Caucasus peoples as cobblers and construction workers, Bashkirs as horse-keepers.29 Tatar, Caucasus, and Central Asian traders occupied stalls at city marketplaces, selling food, silk, horses, and other goods. Mosques, built in Moscow in the early nineteenth century and St. Petersburg in the early twentieth, along with trade fairs and streets dominated by peoples from eastern and southern stretches of the empire, played important roles in Russia’s imperial image.30 Ethnic neighborhoods dissipated at the turn of the twentieth century, as waves of primarily Russian and other Slavic workers swept over rapidly industrializing St. Petersburg and Moscow. A 1912 Moscow census nonetheless recorded 17,200 Tatars, 10,400 “Muslims” (likely Azerbaijanis, before the label became officially used in the 1930s, and Central Asians), and 6,800 Armenians among 1.5 million residents.31 The Muslim Charitable Society in Moscow joined others assisting First World War victims. Ethnic cuisine, especially Caucasus and Central Asian kebabs, entered popular consciousness alongside the ostensible sectoral workforce aptitudes of various nationalities.32


Moscow emerged as the capital of a new Soviet state and quickly became, in the words of Erik Scott, a “self-consciously multiethnic metropolis.”33 V. I. Lenin and other Bolshevik leaders considered the city the hub of an international socialist revolution. Higher education in Petrograd as well as Moscow remained a vehicle for networks, mobility, and influence for subjects-turned-citizens of the new state, and now for subject and colonized peoples worldwide. Both streams flowed into the Communist University of the Toilers of the East (Kommunisticheskii universitet trudiashchikhsia Vostoka, or KUTV), which opened in Moscow in 1921.34 G. I. Broido, its first rector, pronounced the university’s mission: “to prepare cadres for Soviet and party construction and flow into local organization and strengthen Soviet power of the workers in the faraway steppes and mountains of Asia.”35 Named after Joseph Stalin in 1925, the university reflected his conception of a separate Soviet East and a colonized and dependent East, both of which required assistance from Moscow’s educators. In one stream studied dozens to hundreds of each officially recognized nationality within the bounds of the USSR, from the Caucasus to the Far East.36 Another, moving beyond Broido’s vision, was recruited globally—Moscow had become a “coveted destination” for foreigners who were inspired by communist ideas and wanted to see the world, escape poverty and imperial subjugation, and receive a free education.37 These students, who composed one-third of KUTV’s enrollment, arrived from the Arab states, India, China, and Africa; African Americans were also included in the nebulous Bolshevik understanding of the foreign “East.”


Azerbaijan and Central Asia became not just the Soviet East in the 1920s; the regime designated their peoples as “backward” (otstal′nye). Recently reconquered by Red Army troops, these overwhelmingly Muslim regions had offered significant local and nationalist resistance to the Russian-dominated Bolsheviks. Their economies, producing primarily raw materials, from oil to cotton, were reincorporated into the former imperial system, which remained largely intact in the Soviet Union.38 By virtue of low education levels and purported lack of awareness of socialism, Azerbaijanis and Central Asians required special assistance to allow them to contribute to state and societal modernization.39 In addition to two- or three-year programs offered by KUTV, the Ia. M. Sverdlov Communist University put forward specific short courses on administration, to quickly train new cadres of these “backward” peoples in Soviet rule and jumpstart the modernization process.


Other educational establishments appealed to broader categories of “eastern” peoples. In 1921, the Institute of Oriental Studies opened in Moscow. Strong contingents of Tatars and Armenians, among others, enrolled at engineering and teaching academies in Petrograd and Moscow. The Bolsheviks established a quota system to reserve spaces at top institutes of higher education in European Russia for all designated national groups and territories throughout the Soviet Union. A centerpiece of what Francine Hirsch labeled the USSR’s “state-sponsored evolutionism,” the quota strategy altered the careers and lives of millions of Soviet citizens from the Caucasus and Central Asia.40 Moscow immediately, and consistently throughout the Soviet period, faced demands to raise quota numbers for institutions deemed prestigious in the name of uplifting less-privileged regions.41 Educational policies were, from the beginning, designed to send newly trained cadres home to develop and Sovietize their republics. A handful of KUTV graduates worked in Leningrad or Moscow as translators or editors of propaganda journals, but there was no system to incorporate them into predominantly Russian cities.42


Moscow’s status as capital of a young, dynamic state—“a source of inspiration” for would-be Communists and modernizers alike—attracted intellectuals from across the so-called east, with goals beyond joining the Soviet mission.43 Uzbeks studied at institutes of drama and journalism, using new ideas and contacts to shape literary and political ideals for their young nation. By the mid-1920s, the city emerged, Adeeb Khalid argues, as a “hub of Uzbek cultural life.”44 Moscow’s pull linked it to other major European cities and empires. Cultural and educational opportunities drew ever-greater numbers to London and Paris from African and Asian colonies—these sojourners sought to connect their peoples and lands to imperial and global power.45 As the Depression struck the West and racism and fascism rose, Moscow became, for left-wing intellectuals and others worldwide, alternately “the future” and humanity’s “only hope.”46


Information on interwar interactions between arrivals from the Soviet “East” and Slavic residents of modernizing, industrializing Leningrad and Moscow is sparse. Tatars remained the largest minority. Numbers in Leningrad climbed from 1,200 in 1920 to 31,500 in 1939.47 Moscow was home to over 100,000 Tatars as well as smaller groups from the Caucasus and Central Asia.48 Oksana Karpenko writes that Tatars who worked in service industries, and were connected to prerevolutionary networks, experienced significant dislocation. Newcomers often brought their entire families to preserve language and culture.49 Five of the eleven “national” schools in interwar Moscow operated in the Tatar language, though many Tatars educated their children in Russian.50


“National” institutions—schools, theaters, and clubs—fell victim to official campaigns against non-state organizations in the 1930s. Leningrad’s council shuttered national associations, fixing two “cultural” spaces for non-Russian citizens of the Soviet Union in 1933. Finns, Jews, Poles, Belarusians, and other European minorities shared one building. The second was reserved as a “house of enlightenment for Tatars and peoples of the East.”51 The division created and enforced a civilizational divide. Georgians and Armenians found themselves in liminal positions, as Christians and self-considered “Europeans” but from imperial lands with mixed populations, discussed by travel writers and policymakers as on the edges of Asia.52 Scott noted that Georgians constituted “the easternmost fringe of nations classified as Western,” though some migrants—particularly those in menial professions and traders—considered themselves as the westernmost fringes of those considered by host populations as eastern.53


In 1936–38, “a purposeful, comprehensive, and carefully targeted institutional Russification” of the RSFSR, according to Terry Martin, “had been set into motion.”54 Stalin’s “Caucasian group,” having solidified its hold on top political positions in Moscow, sought to soothe Russian feelings of inferiority within a multinational union. Moscow’s municipal authorities followed Leningrad’s lead in Russifying cultural and institutional life. All remaining non-Russian national schools, periodicals, and cultural organizations closed. Two Armenian churches were destroyed. Stalin scaled back earlier Bolshevik anti-imperial efforts to promote peripheral, non-Russian peoples to positions of influence, particularly in their home regions, through a policy known as korenizatsiia (indigenization). Arrests of those suspected of spying for foreign powers in the purge era, out-migration, and the Second World War significantly reduced Leningrad’s and Moscow’s minorities.55







Cities, States, and Movement after the Second World War


The Second World War transformed Leningrad and Moscow. Leningrad, the now largely depopulated “hero-city,” having survived a 900-day siege, and Moscow, now the capital of a global superpower, required significant reconstruction and renovation. Nearby rural areas provided an initial workforce, with migrants increasingly arriving from all corners of the Soviet Union. Caucasus and Central Asian peoples—sometimes with official blessing, sometimes without—arrived in ever-greater numbers, especially as initial postwar investment in southern peripheries faded. The two capitals became Cold War showcases, dueling with London, Paris, New York, and Washington, D.C., for the allegiance of the nonaligned, or “Third World.” Leningrad and Moscow unrolled welcome mats not only to citizens of the new Communist Eastern Bloc but also to those in Central and Latin America, Asia, and Africa. The presence of those from Stalin’s internal East showcased the diversity of a postcolonial, socialist state with global aspirations but became a symbol of imperfect planning in a socialist system that at once sought to control movement and unleash the power of its citizens to advance modern cities in their own republics.


Leningrad and Moscow approached postwar construction in the manner of major capitals across Europe. Urban centers became nodes to deliver better standards of living for societies traumatized by the conflict. Soviet leaders envisaged socialist planning as best able to place resources and people to realize this promise. Their “distinct expressions of urbanity” would outstrip the West.56 Concentrations of services and expertise in the two capitals from across the USSR intensified prewar trends of focusing attention toward the core. Leningrad and Moscow had become hubs of Soviet and global identities, enforced by their critical importance in wartime and their growing political, ideological, and economic significance, through education and planning agencies as well as industry. Their image spread through the Soviet Union, across the Communist “Second World,” centered in Eastern Europe, and beyond.57 A four-day television quiz sponsored by the Soviet-Czechoslovak Friendship Society in 1957 delved into contestants’ knowledge of “Leningrad-Moscow: Centers of the Great October Socialist Revolution.”58 Elevating the two capitals became a strategy to enforce a cohesive socialist world. Moscow’s international youth festival in 1957 greeted thirty thousand foreign visitors and highlighted its cosmopolitan character. A true global city opened its arms to, among others, former colonized peoples who were facing economic distress, isolation, or violence.59 The festival moved the newspaper Komsomol′skaia pravda “to feel the love of the world for Moscow, fully and clearly.”60


Postwar development strategies marked Leningrad’s and Moscow’s unique trajectories as multiethnic as well as global cities. Substantial peasant populations and demobilized soldiers in the Russian heartland remained despite the war’s horrific human cost and allowed for “homegrown” labor forces even as Great Britain and France were compelled to turn to overseas, soon-to-be-former, colonies for workers to rebuild and advance their capitals.61 The Soviet Union invested in its southern peripheries, following party decisions to build on the wartime relocation of industry, where hundreds of factories had decamped to Central Asia and exploited its abundant natural resources.62 Hydroelectric, coal, and chemical factories sprouted across the 1950s and 1960s Soviet south.63 The state designated resources for social services, including literacy and education programs. Soviet attention forestalled larger rates of migration to powerful state centers, while West Indians, South Asians, and Africans decamped to the hearts of their imperial systems in London and Paris, believing that the imminent end to empire would produce substantial economic damage.64


Central Asian party leaders highlighted these divergent paths, which enforced socialism’s ostensible superiority, as they sought increased funding from Moscow. Nikita Khrushchev had made regional equality a cornerstone in his own bid to replace Stalin at the pinnacle of Soviet leadership, and was anxious to spread Soviet influence abroad. Gaining Khrushchev’s ear, these Central Asian heads argued that Moscow could show a unique socialist trajectory to global development, overcoming the inequities that were driving south-north migrations in North America and Western Europe.65 Persistent accusations from within and beyond Central Asia that the USSR had, in effect, recolonized the region as a giant cotton collective, however, continued to hinder Soviet outreach to the Middle East and Africa.66 In the mid-1950s, both the United States and the Soviet Union considered the Third World solidarity movement crucial as they jockeyed for global economic and ideological preeminence.67


Soviet development policies accompanied another practice capable of stemming the early postwar movement that immersed western European capitals, which grew far beyond state designs.68 In the 1930s, Soviet leaders had expressed significant anxiety over the composition of large cities, the nodes from which a modern, socialist culture would develop.69 Planners designed a residence permit system to regulate all those within major urban boundaries. Those discovered without a propiska (plural: propiski), a document verifying official city residence, especially so-called alien elements—criminals, Roma, wealthy peasants (kulaks), and others—could be not only expelled but also sent to work camps in the Far East or elsewhere.70 Massive efforts were undertaken to “passportize” Leningrad and Moscow. Citizens or not, residence of any length in the two capitals required another layer of documentation.71


The propiska epitomized the Soviet state’s efforts to institute a “scientific, predictable, and planned” migration process in the postwar years.72 Initial labor recruitment in larger cities revolved around the practice of “organized enlistment” (orgnabor). After economic planners determined targets and “control figures,” agents from the Labor Ministry sought to allocate, and, if necessary, relocate, potential personnel from across the USSR. Enterprises could apply for extra working forces to relieve shortages or to produce at “optimal” rates. In this way, Soviet citizens were ostensibly delivered to appropriate sectors of the economy. Professionals or workers recruited to large cities were given temporary or permanent propiski, with employers generally responsible for the new arrivals’ housing. In this way, as demographer N. A. Tolokontseva argued, individuals would not become “lost” in large cities and succumb to social problems and dangers, as in the West.73


The orgnabor system, however, lacked the flexibility to meet labor needs in rapidly developing Leningrad and Moscow. Managers and other local officials, unwilling to await the results of a creaky and unpredictable allocation process, recruited labor outside of official channels in the 1950s and beyond. They turned first to surrounding rural areas, which continued to suffer from a lack of economic opportunities or social mobility while absorbing demobilized soldiers. Vera Isaeva recalled an older man driving into her village outside the capital and recruiting farmers on the spot to build the Leningrad Hotel, across from the Kazan station in Moscow, in the early 1950s.74 Informal hiring increased as confusion reigned over the propiska process—who needed one, what type they needed, and who ruled on these needs. Officially, those not born in “regime zones”—Soviet cities where propiski were required—needed to apply, with their passport and a letter of employment, to the housing department of a local council (soviet). The tie between employment and propiski was summed up in the Soviet saying: Propiski net, raboty net; raboty net, propiski net (No propiska, no work; no work, no propiska).75 Collective farm members, most of whom lacked a passport until the 1970s, needed a village council’s letter of permission. Applications did not guarantee success; regulations for approval, hidden from the public and continually tweaked over the Soviet period, offered more than twenty categories of rejection.76 A propiska could take years to issue, and the wait for state-approved housing, in cases where enterprises lacked their own dormitories, even longer.77


As Soviet enterprises and projects in Leningrad and Moscow remained short of labor, confusion and waits produced chaos as citizens—some with propiski, some without—flowed in and out of cities.78 In the 1950s, Azamat Sanatbaev, on his first trips from southern Kyrgyzstan to Moscow as a child, recalled the dirtiness, crowds, and chaos of train stations, with hundreds sleeping on the floor as hundreds of thousands moved in and out of the city.79 Leading Soviet figures, including Deputy Premier Lavrentii Beria, condemned the cumbersome registration system as preventing an efficient distribution of labor. In 1954, however, “zones of special regime” were extended to dozens of cities, due to the continued fear of an internal enemy and belief that this was the only path to manage population flows in a rapidly urbanizing society.80 The expansion also recognized that consumer allocation polices favored major cities and sought to stem numbers of traders who operated on gray or black markets. Cities retained their cultural importance; those who violated behavioral norms—including Muscovite women accused of sleeping with foreigners in 1957—were expelled.81


Even as the propiska controlled movement, official discourse discussed migration to large cities in uniquely positive terms. Party leaders and Soviet planners considered large urban spaces as ideal engines of social and ethnic mixture and modernization, as they worked toward the realization of a new Soviet man. All citizens could contribute to, and benefit from, the building of modern cities.82 Such a common enterprise would incorporate, instead of—as they believed occurred in the West—isolate new urban residents. Soviet commentators noted with pride that Caucasus and Central Asian nationalities were urbanizing at a faster pace than all other national groups in the USSR in postwar decades, even if overall numbers remained below average.83 Urbanization was the most effective path to overcome backwardness and erode traditions as eyes were opened to a “broader world.”84 At the same time, this discourse centered on major republican capitals, such as Tbilisi, Georgia; Alma-Ata, Kazakhstan; or Tashkent, Uzbekistan, where ethnic Russian dominance in administrative and skilled positions, a holdover from the tsarist era and enforced by Stalin’s preferential trust, remained.85 Leningrad and Moscow offered shining examples of the Soviet Union’s promise, but careful limits remained on movement toward them. Azamat Sanatbaev, who led Central Asian tour groups to Moscow in the 1970s, recalled his task: “to instruct how Communism could connect Central Asians to urban life and that there would eventually be one Soviet people.”86 First, however, the periphery needed to be elevated to the center’s level.


Ambivalent Soviet views and practices toward mixture and movement subsumed Leningrad and Moscow. The two capitals operated as, in Oren Yiftachel’s labeling based on studies of major privileged cities worldwide, “gray zones.”87 Gray zones emerge as state and urban leaders struggle to reconcile the limitations of official channels to provide appropriate or sufficient human capital to modern cities with a desire for control over treasured, central spaces. In the 1950s and beyond, hundreds of thousands of Soviet citizens streamed in and out of Leningrad and Moscow, as well as Tbilisi and Tashkent, daily—working, shopping, studying, sightseeing, visiting friends or relatives, short- or long-term. They brought skills and energy, enforcing the status and desirability of Soviet capitals. Enforcement for lack of residence documentation was sporadic and penalties arbitrary. Those discovered without a permit could be warned; dropped, in the case of Moscow, at the “101st kilometer” just outside the propiska zone; imprisoned; or sent to internal exile in faraway cities. The propiska did not fulfill its fundamental goal of cleansing cities of “undesirables.” Some who arrived in Leningrad and Moscow sought to avoid persecution or prosecution in their home territories. Reza Ahmedova, whose father was purged and shot in Baku, Azerbaijan, in 1937 when she was six, applied to a technical institute in Leningrad, hoping, successfully as it turned out, that no one would ask for or examine her distant file.88 A blackballed father used a connection to place his son, expelled from the Yerevan Art Institute due to unreliable family connections, in a similar institution in Moscow.89 Soviet citizens, near and far, saw central urban spaces as potential refuges as well as places of opportunity. They could melt away and avoid the stain of personal or family misdeeds documented in distant, home republics.
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FIGURE 1    Man from the Caucasus in traditional headdress, in front of Moscow’s Hotel Metropol in 1954. Attribution: Henri Cartier-Bresson / © Magnum Photos






Education provided a pathway to incorporation for southern and eastern non-Russian, Soviet citizens in Leningrad and Moscow. The 1959 census registered 80,500 Tatars in Moscow, as well as around 5,000 Armenians and Georgians respectively.90 Soviet ethnologist Iu. V. Bromlei noted that postwar Tatar migrants, many who had served in the Soviet army, became increasingly bilingual. Newcomers tended to join more integrated networks in the two capitals, including students who had attended Russian-language schools.91 Large numbers of Tatar students now stamped the diaspora as privileged in the eyes of the host population. Student and professional arrivals to Leningrad and Moscow also increased from Azerbaijan, the product of a society that had significantly urbanized in the 1930s, led by the burgeoning oil industry.92 Party schools in the two capitals continued to train future leaders of all Soviet republics, as postwar Soviet policy sought once more to “nativize” republican administration through korenizatsiia.93


Students from across the Soviet Union became a common sight in Leningrad and Moscow in the 1950s and beyond. Growing education systems in the Caucasus and Central Asia, now stretching to rural regions, increased youth numbers proceeding to secondary and then to tertiary education. Russian-language schooling in these southern republics expanded from cities with substantial Russian populations to the countryside, where an education in Russian quickly became associated with social mobility.94 Aibek Botoev recalled the popularity of his Russian school in a 1950s Kyrgyz village, over one hundred kilometers from the capital, Frunze, and Eliso Svanidze stated that in her village in the Abkhaz region of Georgia all parents with aspirations for their children sent them to a Russian school.95 Such beliefs redounded across the Soviet Union. As Russian gained a recognition as the language of science, technology, and intercultural communication, the Soviet state sought to ensure that all students who desired an education in its privileged tongue could do so, even if it meant the closure of “national” schools.96


Russian-language instruction and higher education in Russia became keys to social and professional mobility union-wide. Leningrad’s and Moscow’s institutes of higher education were universally recognized as unparalleled in quality and career opportunities.97 Students took several paths to find their way to the two capitals. Levan Rukhadze recalled sweating out exam results in Yerevan, knowing that only one of thirty-three students would gain admission to a Leningrad radio-technological school in 1969. He expressed frustration that sons of party officials, he was certain, gained favors in the selection process.98 Oidin Nosirova plotted her studies in late 1970s Tashkent, aware of what disciplines would offer the least competition for spots in Leningrad and Moscow universities; she eventually settled on German philology.99 Fuad Ojagov selected psychology as a career path, knowing that the discipline was not taught at universities in his hometown of Baku. In such cases, the chances of being sent to Russia, and his preferred destination of Moscow, greatly improved—the Ministry of Higher Education would open spots for professions declared to be “in scarcity” in certain republics.100


Nosirova and Ojagov joined swelling numbers of Muslims who arrived in Leningrad and Moscow in the postwar decades. The practice of religion, particularly Islam, emerged as an element that produced confusion and tension among municipal and state authorities. In the 1950s, over ten thousand Muslims gathered on Fridays to worship at Moscow’s one functioning mosque.101 In Leningrad, Tatars and other Muslims struggled to convince city leaders to reopen a mosque that had been closed in the 1930s. Prayers occurred at Leningrad’s one Muslim cemetery. Municipal authorities linked requests for a mosque to global Islamic awareness in an age of decolonization. A mosque, they argued, might allow a focus for fanaticism and spread discontent, as it had in British and French imperial holdings. Leningrad’s militia sometimes harassed prayer gatherings. The Council of Ministers of the RSFSR, however, ordered the mosque reopened in 1955.102 It concluded that migrants might engage in antistate activity if they felt cultural needs were unfulfilled. In Moscow, the council worried that the city’s one Islamic cemetery was insufficient, given that 90 percent of Soviet Muslims preferred to bury their dead according to religious custom.103 Moscow’s imam, Kamaretdit Salekhov, lauded the state, telling adherents at Eid in 1957 that they should feel fortunate to be under a government that took such care of them and allowed them to practice their religion.104 By the late 1960s, forty thousand attended services in Moscow’s mosque in the officially atheist USSR.105
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FIGURE 2    Inside a Moscow mosque in 1954. Attribution: Henri Cartier-Bresson / © Magnum Photos






The Cold War rippled in the politics behind Leningrad’s mosque reopening. Khrushchev’s desire to deploy favored treatment of non-European Soviet peoples as a weapon against the West echoed in the two capitals. Islam played an important role in this strategy, despite the Soviet leader’s antipathy to religion. Moscow coordinated policies of the USSR’s Muslim Spiritual Board, in part to facilitate state control, and imams played an important role in Soviet propaganda strategies abroad.106 From the 1950s onward, Moscow’s mosque hosted visits from international delegations, including from Syria, Lebanon, and Pakistan, and even a curious West German contingent.107 The periodical Muslims of the Soviet East, published in Arabic, French, English, and Uzbek, portrayed cultural and religious integration into a secular, modern Soviet state. Central Asians emerged as the ideal mediators, with select party members leaving their republican capitals to work in Moscow’s foreign policy establishment.108 N. A. Mukhitidin, an Uzbek candidate member of the Politburo, became known as the Kremlin’s “Muslim in residence,” escorting foreign delegations on tours of Moscow.109 Longer itineraries included Leningrad and Tashkent, held up as the Soviet showcase city in Central Asia, a symbol of how the USSR invested in its Asian peripheries whereas the West had abandoned them.110 Mukhitidin also traveled abroad extensively with Central Asian delegations, including as part of the Soviet Committee for Solidarity with Asia and Africa, founded in 1956. Moscow grew as a stage to project the potential for global equality and non-racism.111 By the turn of the 1980s, Soviet writers claimed that these decades of interaction offered proof that “no capital has a greater global significance than Moscow, which serves the idea of peace and brotherhood among peoples.”112


Education became implicated in Moscow’s global strategy. Thousands of “Afro-Asians,” potential players in the Cold War’s struggle for influence, studied across the USSR.113 In 1960, to formalize and deepen ties with Third World states, the Peoples’ Friendship University—renamed the next year the Patrice Lumumba University after the assassinated Congolese leader—opened its doors.114 Spearheaded by the Soviet Committee for Solidarity with Asia and Africa, the university offered generous stipends to students from the nonaligned world. Even as university leaders union-wide advocated for recruiting Asians and Africans of lower-class backgrounds, who could empathize with the Communist revolutionary cause, places and scholarships were allocated to foreign governments. Cold War imperatives—such as gaining the loyalty of foreign leaders—outweighed loftier and longer-term goals of spreading socialism. Patronage, instead of class background, emerged as the key to prestigious university spots, particularly in Leningrad and Moscow. Efforts to court African leaders extended to invitations to join top Soviet officials atop Lenin’s mausoleum to watch Moscow’s May Day celebrations.115 Institutes of higher education proliferated in the two capitals, but could never meet insatiable demands from across the USSR, Communist Eastern Europe, and the Third World. Aryuna Khamagova, a Buryat who failed entrance exams to Leningrad State University, determined that, somehow, someway, she would get an education in Moscow or Leningrad, in her words “the sacred center and subcenter” of the socialist world.116 By 1979, those with a higher education in Leningrad doubled the all-union average, at 20 percent; in Moscow, the number of students in seventy-five institutes of higher education reached 632,000.117


Leningrad and Moscow faced challenges in coping with population growth rates, driven primarily by in-migration. Study and work opportunities provided the foundation for broader dreams. As one migrant from the Russian provinces stated: “Yes, to flee, to flee, to Moscow, to Moscow.… Everyone would be more educated, there would be museums, and everything if I were to leave the provinces for the capital of my country.”118 State investment in public housing stock failed to keep pace with a population that, as their education and status improved, demanded better living conditions. Leningrad’s and Moscow’s ever-growing web of government agencies and enterprises, as in Western global cities chronicled by Sassen, catered to “salaried professionals and managers” through “distinct consumption patterns, lifestyles and high-income gentrification.”119 Even as Soviet practices softened this social differentiation in Leningrad and Moscow, demands for services from an increasingly acquisitive population, as later chapters show, required a broad spectrum of migration to provide the necessary labor. New residents lacking official connections or documentation were renting corners of rooms or living in overcrowded dormitories.120 Leningrad’s and Moscow’s pull only increased through the 1970s and beyond. Soviet policies to develop the periphery stalled as the two cities’ reputations and opportunities loomed ever larger in the minds of citizens from the most distant reaches of the Soviet Union.







The Soviet Turn from the South


Even as efforts to gain “Afro-Asian” loyalty intensified at the turn of the 1960s, Khrushchev grew wary of continued investment to showcase Central Asia as the epitome of postcolonial success. He complained of squabbling among leaders of the region’s republics, which had played a role in scuttling his plan for an All–Central Asian Economic Council.121 Soviet retrenchment deepened in the Brezhnev era, with capital projects focused increasingly on European Russia and extractive industries in Russia’s east. Western analysts at the time noted that this fit with global patterns of reduced engagement between Europe and underdeveloped, former colonial regions, which had amplified global north-south disparities in the 1960s and 1970s. Would Soviet policies now produce, as they had in the West, substantial movement to the metropole? Would Communist authorities, as had European governments, struggle to contain the growing anger of host societies toward newcomers from former colonies? Even as the USSR maintained distinct social and economic strategies that reduced the scale of migration, it faced challenges in managing mobility as regional inequality deepened.


The Soviet investment that had poured into the Caucasus and, especially, Central Asia in the 1950s and early 1960s did little to advance sustainable regional economies. Soviet planners focused on “showcase” developments, such as the irrigation of the Hungry Steppe (Golodnaia step′) in Uzbekistan and the Nurek dam in Tajikistan.122 Resources and outputs were still tied to an all-union system controlled from Moscow and directed to secondary industries in the European heartland of Russia. Industrial, technical, and administrative leadership remained predominantly Slavic. Even as Central Asians who attended Slavic-dominated, Russian-language technical institutes slowly climbed workplace ladders, Russian engineers and skilled workers flooded these postwar projects to ensure, ostensibly, their success.123 Artemy Kalinovsky notes that the large, self-contained Slavic presence led Tajik economists to see the Nurek dam as depressing, instead of helping, local employment.124 Complaints from republican leaderships on the failure to engage Central Asian engineers and skilled labor were met with silence.125 The effects of these broader policies filtered down to the individual level. Aibek Botoev, who studied in Frunze in the early 1970s, recalled that the dominance of “arrogant” Russians in management and technical positions across Kyrgyzstan prompted him to leave for cosmopolitan Leningrad, where, he hoped, Soviet equality might be realized. His home, he believed, suffered from “colonization, pure and simple.”126


Reduced investment on the periphery led U.S. Cold War scholars to consider similarities in Soviet and Western models of development. In both cases, industrialized cores were drawing increasing resources from peripheries—either within or beyond state borders—and perpetuating hinterland economies that neither were self-sufficient nor had significantly expanded beyond the extraction of raw materials.127 As regional disparities increased, growing numbers of Europeans left skilled positions in adopted southern territories for opportunities in the more prosperous—socialist or capitalist—north. In Central Asia’s Ferghana Valley, Slavic out-migration lowered the numbers of Russian-language teachers, even as the demand for education in Russian increased. As early as 1967, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Kyrgyzstan implored Moscow to dispatch pedagogues to train local instructors who could effectively teach the Russian language, necessary for entrance into prestigious schools even in their own republics.128 As skilled workers and planners departed, Nancy Lubin noted deteriorating housing stocks and factory maintenance in Central Asia’s machine-building, metal, and chemical industries.129 By 1976, Uzbekistan experienced significant labor shortages in industrial sectors, even as it was one of the least industrialized republics in the USSR.130 Tajik economists urged Moscow to abandon its strategies of narrow development paths for each republic and advance plans capable of lifting the Soviet south’s living standards to all-union levels.131 Moscow ignored these pleas; Leonid Brezhnev claimed in 1972 that significant problems of regional inequality within the Soviet Union had been resolved.132


Patterns of movement by local populations as well as Russians echoed global trends. The 1970 all-union census had revealed that Central Asians were becoming more likely than those in other regions to migrate outside their own republics, with Russia as their primary destination.133 Far higher birthrates among Central Asians than Slavic populations in the USSR, accompanied by deepening regional inequality, led demographer Robert A. Lewis in 1976 to envisage migration to Russia as a “major influence upon Soviet society” in future decades.134 Central Asian planners worked to convince Moscow that its young, now well-educated population made it an ideal place to spark Soviet industrial growth, which could also reduce migratory pressures.135 Despite gaining some sympathy in central planning agencies, the “system ultimately proved too inflexible to balance the social and economic goals of its constituencies.”136


Kyrgyz, Tajiks, Turkmen, and Uzbeks registered as living in Russia increased from 140,000 to 248,000 from 1970 to 1979.137 Concentrated among those under thirty years of age, this was important growth to be sure—and, as discussed in later chapters, was accompanied by substantial informal migration. For the moment, Soviet social and economic mechanisms stemmed further movement northward. Moscow’s planners allowed collective farm managers to hoard labor, so that ever-increasing numbers of agricultural workers in the Caucasus, and especially Central Asia, retained a level of employment and social support. Wage differentials between the USSR’s periphery and core remained far less than those between other former European colonies and once imperial heartlands.138 Even so, as employment grew 35 percent in Central Asia between 1970 and 1979, the working-age population had grown by 46 percent.139


Central Asian leaders and planners, facing declining investment and attention from Moscow, considered narrowed options to develop their republics. Soviet voices and policies characterized local populations as rural in nature and outlook, and channeled them toward agricultural sectors. Central Asians’ desires to consider work in Russian-dominated cities or industrial regions, even in their home territory, diminished.140 Even as official and academic discourse vaunted the advantages of urban life, and as the quality of rural housing declined as investment lessened in the 1970s, some local intellectuals, such as the Kyrgyz writer Tugelbai Sydybekov, argued that the local population should remain in their “natural” homes.141 In 1982, Bromlei developed arguments that urban, factory life would remain alien to Central Asians unless it was, somehow, made to reflect their traditions.142 In later research, he claimed, along with Iu. V. Arutiunian, that Uzbeks had the highest rate of any nationality in preferring a “rural life.” Early marriages and a high number of children also gravitated against movement away from villages and traditional lifestyles.143 Cultural differences undergirded stereotypes of the south as a place of excessive corruption, graft, and nepotism. Proposals for economic changes to match and benefit from demographic shifts foundered as “the idea that Central Asians were too different had taken hold too deeply.”144 Soviet leaders saw them as unlikely to work hard in urban or industrial settings—investment monies would be far better spent in the north, where enterprises could be staffed by more advanced populations.


Union-wide disparities between population distribution and economic opportunities became the subject of increased concern in Soviet planning agencies from the late 1970s. Labor shortages intensified in the Far East, home to substantial mineral extraction projects. The Central Statistical Administration affirmed that Central Asian economies, where output and productivity already lagged, lacked the capacity to absorb growing populations, with an average 3.9 children birthrate per family.145 Collective and state farm practices of employing more workers than needed produced what Soviet scholars now coined “hidden unemployment.”146 The surplus of manual labor led to an underuse of agricultural machinery, the purported vehicles of Soviet modernization in the south.147 Soviet planners were also skeptical that Central Asians, given their ostensible adherence to “tradition,” could be made to move to labor-deficit regions. Efforts to devise natal policies that might discourage Central Asians from having more children, all the while promoting demographic growth among Slavic and Baltic peoples in the USSR, foundered, however, against practical concerns as well as fears of potential accusations of racism. Increased demographic and economic discrepancies appeared inevitable without substantial migration, with unpredictable consequences if young, dynamic populations shifted the Soviet Union’s center of gravity to the south.148


The State Commission of Labor and Social Problems moved to action as yields of cotton and agricultural goods in Central Asia, dependent on nutrient-killing pesticides and marginal soil, declined over the 1970s. It joined efforts to enroll Central Asians in professional-technical institutes (PTUs) across the USSR to attain skills in service and industrial sectors of the economy.149 Uptake remained low, despite a public media campaign, which included advertisements in the local press.150 The state also found challenges in placing graduates where their labor was required, primarily on industrial sites or in new towns, with few amenities or links to home, in Siberia and the Far East.151


As these formal efforts stumbled, informal networks built on existing connections to Leningrad and Moscow, which remained the most desirable locations for Central Asians to visit or settle in, short- or long-term. Tourists, students, and others returned from stays recalling the two capitals’ quality of life. Moscow was “itinerary number 1” for an overwhelming number of Soviet citizens, who believed “all roads” led to the city.152 Caucasus peoples also enjoyed well-established connections in the two capitals from the Stalin era, including in food distribution, service, and professional sectors.153 Informal networks emerged as critical to strategies of social and professional mobility. Even as the regime did not target Caucasus peoples for relocation, their home economic situations worsened in the 1970s and 1980s. The growing attraction of Leningrad and Moscow made them primary destinations for short, seasonal, or long-term movement.


Debates intensified through the 1980s over how to manage the growing populations of southern territories that continued to receive smaller shares of all-union investment. In 1990, Soviet demographer V. I. Perevedentsev agreed with Tajik economists that surplus populations in the Caucasus and Central Asia provided “great demographic potential” for a country that continued to modernize.154 This potential would be best harnessed by industrializing southern cities, especially in Central Asia, as peoples of still “backward” nations would be less likely to travel far from home. He pointed nonetheless to the continued challenge of European dominance in these sites.155 Under present conditions, a move to Frunze or Tashkent, much less Leningrad or Moscow, required significant personal desire. The legacies of Russian dominance outlasted Khrushchev’s brief campaign to outshine the West in developing once colonial lands within Soviet borders. Inflexibility and inequality set the stage for Caucasus and Central Asian peoples to intertwine strategies of mobility and success in the late USSR.







The Propiska Challenged


Newcomers to Leningrad and Moscow faced the vagaries of the propiska system. Even as it expanded in the 1950s and 1960s to create “archipelagos of privilege” in over one hundred cities, Soviet citizens primarily associated residence documentation with the two capitals, the USSR’s most desirable homes.156 Frustration over the system’s confused regulations and selective application paralleled postwar Western tensions over mobility across state borders, when the vast majority of newcomers ended up in major cities.157 By the 1970s, debates over the propiska’s effectiveness became entangled in broader discussions over how to use, or move, the untapped labor pool of Soviet peripheries. Migrants, meanwhile, found ways to use, or bypass, the system, exploiting a state that hesitated to dictate choices to its citizens.


Moscow reported significant declines in birthrate as well as an aging population in the 1970s, just as debates about surplus labor in the Soviet south deepened. By 1975, the city’s population annual growth rate, at 1.4 percent, was about half the all-union urban average.158 From 1971 to 1984, of an annual registered increase of fifty thousand citizens, only fifteen thousand stemmed from “natural” growth, with the rest coming from migration.159 Leningrad’s planners also calculated that 70 percent of urban growth was coming from migration.160 Natural growth rates placed the two cities below major European and North American capitals. As early as 1971, the Moscow City Executive Committee’s (Mosgorispolkom) Office of the Use of Labor Resources affirmed that these demographics were affecting the available workforce, a problem that was exacerbated by the fact that the local population’s skills were often an ill fit for available jobs.161 Soviet demographers argued that the propiska system had become self-defeating. In 1980, Tatiana Fedotovskaia noted that, even if successful, efforts to boost Moscow’s birthrate—the preferred choice of municipal bureaucrats—would take decades to have any effect, leaving migration as the sole short- and medium-term solution to fill vacancies in several economic sectors.162 Perevedentsev reported that areas immediately outside Moscow’s propiska zone were growing at twice the rate of those inside. The USSR’s planning apparatus, he argued, should be able to eliminate the significant inefficiencies of Western economies, where high living costs drove people from metropolitan centers and resulted in long commutes in what the Soviets called “pendular migration.”163 Municipal authorities’ systems of planning—or lack thereof—became a frequent target for criticism.164 B. S. Khorev claimed that, a decade after the Office of the Use of Labor Resource’s conclusion, no strategic studies of how to address Moscow’s labor needs, present or future, had been conducted.165 Discussions, but no action, centered on whether greater attention to “economic regulation”—in Soviet parlance the loosening of the propiska regime to allow a freer flow of labor—would address growing shortages in major cities across the USSR, especially in Leningrad and Moscow.166


Soviet planning mechanisms struggled to balance control of not only movement but also citizen behavior more broadly, with economic growth and development. Even as the state trumpeted its ability for rational allocation and distributing workers through the orgnabor system, it never prescribed training or workplaces for citizens. Workers had significant freedom to choose their place of employment, channeled by education and skills and conditioned by vacancies. Soviet leaders feared that assigning workers through the plan might lead to dissatisfaction, poor morale, and poor quality of production.167 Soviet citizens had significant control over their workplace lives. Even as the propiska played a role in limiting movement to “regime zones,” it became clear, as David Shearer noted and as seen throughout this book, that “determined people could, with relative ease, bypass passport and residency laws if they chose or needed to do so.”168 Migrant decisions played a determinative role in allowing Leningrad and Moscow to act as the USSR’s “showcase cities.” “Economic regulation,” or the loosening of the propiska system, which Soviet demographers favored, was occurring, even if it remained unofficial and hidden in discourse and statistics. Over the 1970s and 1980s, this “regulation” increasingly featured movement from southern peripheries. Not only demographers were aware of differential birthrates and economic growth as they considered migration’s importance to the “two capitals.”


Some of these determined people simply showed up in Leningrad and Moscow, seeking whatever opportunity they might find. In the mid-1960s, Narynbek Temirkulov traveled to Moscow a couple of weeks after his army service ended, leaving family and friends in Kyrgyzstan. He slept at a train station before going to see an army buddy, whom he hoped would allow him to stay and help him find work.169 He saw, as did Western scholar Cecil J. Houston on his visits to 1970s Moscow, numerous poster-board street advertisements for work on gas lines and in construction, electronics, nursing, stenography, and other sectors.170 Azamat Sanatbaev, as he led his tour groups through 1970s Leningrad and Moscow, recalled job postings on street corners and neighborhood labor exchanges willing to match any worker, regardless of status, with an employer.171 Certain sectors that suffered a high turnaround of employees—janitors, skilled construction workers, even the militia—recruited through the promise of rapidly granting a propiska to any and all successful applicants. Losing interest in university, Anarbek Zakirov applied to enter the militia in 1981, preferring to stay in Moscow over a return to his Kyrgyz home.172 He gained the document and dormitory accommodation, with the promise of private lodgings in the future. Soviet employers and managers worked to render the propiska system sufficiently flexible to meet labor needs of rapidly growing cities.


A subcategory of residence documentation specifically designed to meet ever-changing labor needs was the “limited” (limitnaia) propiska. This designation, written in to the original propiska legislation, allowed employers to apply for a limited number of supplemental workers over each plan period. These hires would be given time-limited residence permits and be housed most often in enterprise dormitories.173 Many at the time equated this system, linked to specific employment, to the West German guest worker program.174 As Leningrad’s and Moscow’s labor needs grew more acute, this status was increasingly used, with young men who were finishing army service prime targets. In 1973, as Emily Elliott found, the Moscow City Executive Committee concluded that so-called limitchiki (those on limited propiski) composed 91 percent of migration-related growth, as enterprise directors worked closely with Moscow’s Office of the Use of Labor Resources to issue permits.175 Victor Zaslavsky believed that limitchiki made up 15 percent of Moscow’s total labor force, and up to 90 percent in construction, in the 1970s and 1980s.176 Teachers were also recruited through the offer of limited propiski (“po limitu”) beginning in the 1980s. An estimated 95 percent of limitchiki, who traveled from Russian villages just outside the 100-kilometer zone, and beyond, to the farthest reaches of the USSR, were under the age of thirty, and about half arrived as unskilled labor.177 Tolkunbek Kudubaev, who was one of the estimated 76 percent of limitchiki who arrived independently, rather than being recruited, built installations for new Moscow metro stations after his studies in Osh.178 His permit was valid for one year and renewable. The potential to be replaced at any time and ejected from Moscow, in his view, proved a strong motivation for performance.179 Soviet citizens and enterprises alike worked the residence permit system in their favor, even as it remained a barrier to potential migrants lacking the connections or will to arrive in Leningrad or Moscow without the status that granted rights to residence, education, health care, and access to goods.


The Soviet Union’s efforts to balance positive representations of, and favoritism toward, its central cities with controlled movement produced all manner of unforeseen, though not always undesirable, consequences. The propiska, as the main Soviet vehicle to control movement within its borders, became entangled in a global debate about how to deal with the human impact of the structural imbalances created through postwar policies that perpetuated, if not deepened, regional and postcolonial inequalities. Missing in the Soviet era was official language or policies that advocated limiting migration specifically from the USSR’s south, with its non-white populations. Such movement was encouraged, if only to less-desirable, labor-poor eastern regions of Russia, rather than the republic’s major showcase cities of Leningrad and Moscow.


Uzbek migrant Shuhrat Ikramov recalled Leningrad and Moscow, where he studied and worked from 1979 to 1985, as the “centers of [his] part of the world.”180 The two capitals’ perch at the top of imperial hierarchies rose in the Soviet period, as knowledge of their privileges spread across the massive state and beyond. Internal and external “Easts” became critical to global Leningrad’s and Moscow’s status and development. Connections that bound edges and centers strengthened even as, or perhaps because, European powers, including the Soviet Union, focused their attention on Western cores, especially capital cities, in the last decades of the twentieth century. Migration symbolized the agency of those in poorer southern regions and presented dilemmas for host societies as networks and means of travel facilitated movement. To become, or remain, global cities required human energy and capital, something that aging European populations increasingly lacked.


Global cities are marked by paradoxes; even as they sought, and to a degree achieved, control and command functions that stretched across countries and continents, they largely failed to control the movement of people within their own boundaries. Even as, in Stephen Castles and Mark J. Miller’s view, “no government ever set out to build an ethnically diverse society through immigration,” neither did any government have a coherent plan to prevent one. Global cities became global in terms of demographic makeup, not by intention.181 In the USSR as in the West, state priorities of labor market flexibility, economic development, and global political power overcame its quest for control over the movement of peoples and subsumed potential resistance from host societies to migrants who looked or sounded different than they did.


Migrant energy surmounted ambivalent state efforts to direct careers and lives. Southern and eastern newcomers were well aware of the Soviet version of “spatially distributed qualities of life” and the spectrum of opportunities, official and unofficial, available in Leningrad and Moscow.182 They claimed their “right to the city” and brought skills and labor that propelled the growth of the two capitals.183 Continued Russian dominance in their home territories made Leningrad and Moscow hubs for national as well as personal progress, home for all peoples seeking membership in a modern world.
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