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Demographic trends in the USSR'S southern tier republics have attracted 

considerable attention in the West. The root cause of the changing 

demographic situation is the large natural population increase in the Moslem 

republics. Closely related to this trend is a growing labor ttsurplus" of 

unskilled workers in Central Asia. This surplus, in turn, contributes to 

pressures for migration out of Central Asia. Despite this surplus of 

unskilled workers. there is a shortage of trained workers and managerial 

personnel within Central Asia. In addition. public policy officials in 

Central Asia complain of persistent labor turnover among trained workers of 

the indigenous nationalities in Central Asia. All of these trends take place 

within the context of an ethnicly segmented society giving them the character, 

as some Soviet writers put it, of "ethnodemographic" trends. 1 

Western literature has explored the magnitude and direction of these 

trends. 2 political and economic implications that might be associated with 

them,3 and, to a lesser extent, public policies that are associated with 

them. 4 Gradual reductions in the amount of data provided by the Central 

Statistical Administration (TsSU} over the past decade have tended to obscure 

a more localized trend that in the long run could be equally important as 

those listed above. This is the trend toward very low if not negative rural

to-urban migration in some parts of Soviet Central Asia. 

The Problem of Reverse Migration 

Precise measures of intraregional migration in Central Asia are 

unavailable. The 1959 census provided some reliable figures, but the 1970 

census afforded inadequate material for longitudinal analysis, and the 1979 

census figures have been printed only in elliptic form. Soviet sources 
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frequently refer to periodic intercensal surveys. There is thus good reason 

to believe that although data on current migration trends are 



The tendency for Asians to remain in the village rather than move to the 

cities proved to be more deeply 



sociopolitical reasons. They are more concerned, however, about the problem 

of labor utilization in the southern republics. A joint resolution problo 



An Explanation for Reverse Migration 

Soviet sources acknowledge that the substantial differences between rural 

and urban living in Central Asia are reflected in the rapid growth of the 

rural population. As the Soviet social demographer M. Kh. Kharakhanov wrote: 



well as socio-cultural distances to be traversed in a migration. 

One of the most frequently encountered explanations for 



from the Moslem Balkans, Turkey, and Northern Africa to Western Europe. Thus 

the cultural barrier is not impassible in other areas. Why should one assume 

it so in Central Asia? Morever, there is evidence that the Central Asian 

populations are not only not moving to the large cities of Central Asia, they 

are also not moving to the middle-sized cities of Central Asia. The large 

cities, it can be argued, are under Slavic control and cultural dominance. 

But in the middle-sized cities the language of commerce and public affairs is 

the native language, not Russian. 

encountered by the migrant. 

Hence few cultural barriers would be 

The cultural and nationalist arguments both draw attention to the role of 

obstacles to migration. Neither argument seems satisfactory. A third 

argument, the "economic" argument, draws attention to the 11pull" features of 

the kish~aq. A recent article in the CPUz monthly, KomlllUnist Uzbekistana, 

noted that "while the country in general is experiencing a labor shortage, in 

our areas the current growth in labor resources exceeds the growth in work 

positions. This situation is explained by the improvement in the living 

conditions of the workers. nl3 There is a great deal of support for the view 

that living standards, evaluated by subjective criteria, in some rural areas 

exceed those of the urban areas. The sociologist D. I. Ziuzin wrote that 

research data testifies to the fact that the standard of living in rural areas 

and small towns now is higher than  0525wo225bi5Asi2.83 Tm
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is closely correlated with the propensity to relocate. There are several 

objections to this assumption. First, the experience the world over has been 

that the poorest of the poor do not move; the richest of the poor do. The 

"expected value" of a move does not, therefore, explain why people move if 

those who do move can expect less of a change in their situations than those 

who do not. Second, if the standard of living in rural Central Asia exceeds 

that of the urban areas, primarily through gray market activities, would not 

this also encourage similar activities in some of the middle-sized towns? 

The cultural, nationalist, and economic issues admittedly all play a role 

in the tendency for people to remain on the kishZaq. Singly, none of them is 

determinative, however. The reason they play these roles is a result of the 

agricultural development program pursued in Central Asia. 

Agricultural Development in Central Asia 

The main reason that people have not moved off the Central Asian kishlaq 

is the agricultrual development program in Central Asia. The agricultural 

production complex (APK) is the primary employer, especially of natives. In 

Uzbekistan, for instance, about 60 percent of the proot 
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category. This "non-agricultural" work force is also growing. In 1960, seven 

percent of the "workers" of the republic were located in rural areas. 1 9 By 

1980 this figure had risen to 13 percent. 2 0 

Much of the rural work force was involved in construction directly 

related to agricultural expansion. The government budget and plan fulfillment 

reports published every January in the republic newspapers suggest that the 

rural construction programs have been extremely labor intensive. In 

Uzbekistan, successive chairman of the Council of Ministers have noted that 

the annual goal of increasing the sown area by 100,000 hectares has been 

consistently fulfilled. Such 100,000 increments are not, however, reflected 

in the aggregate data published in Narodnoe khoziaistvo v UzSSR, the republic 

statistical data handbook. Therefore, barring some misrepresentation, much of 

the land claimed under the category of "newly improved11 is simply land that 

had previously been in production but was lost to soil exhaustion or 

salinization and later reclaimed. Central Asia's complex irrigation system 

requires a substantial labor cost in maintenance alone. 

The APK is specialized around cotton production. Cotton production 

requires large numbers of laborers for short periods of time. The seasonality 

of cotton production has made it particularly susceptible to the development 

of a plantation economy. With the advent of machine cotton harvesters in the 

1950s, the Soviets expected to solve this peak season labor problem. In the 

1950s it was projected that by the 1960s, 80 percent of the cotton would be 

machine harvested. For a variety of reasons, cotton mechanization has been 

very slow to take root in Central Asia. In the 1984 season about 55 percent 

of the cotton was mechanically harvested. Since the early 1960s, the absolute 

size of the cotton harvest has doubled. The irony of the situation is that in 
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recent years more people were picking cotton by hand in Central Asia than 25 

years earlier. 

Some Soviet economists and policy makers in the 1960s clearly anticipated 

a migration problem when agricultural mechanization began releasing Central 

Asian farm labor. To date, the large expansion of land under cultivation and 

the slow pace of agricultural mechanization have combined to retain people on 

the kishLaq. But in the mid-1980s that era is coming to  646.33 Tm1 .3046 0 0 1
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predominantly female. D. I. Ziuzin reported that young females in Central 

Asia "in comparison with young males value (both absolutely and relatively) a 

city life style considerably higher than the rural life style. "22 In 

addition, the greatest pool of potential migrants, those who perform manual 

labor on the farm, is predominantly female. Musaeva reported that females 

involved in primary agricultural tasks outnumbered males in Uzbekistan, for 

instance, by about 50 percent. 2 3 Other Central Asian republics have similar 

proportions. 

One main reason that agricultural development in many countries has been 

accompanied by substantial rural outmigration is the effect of the green 

revolution. The introduction of new farming technologies, hybrid seeds, and 

new crop varieties in many cases acted to the detriment of the rural poor. 

Large farms gained the most from these new technologies 



expansion of farm land. Mechanized cotton harvesters have displaced workers, 

but the resulting increase in output has also required an increase in farm 

hands. Moreover, machinery is inefficiently used in Central Asia. In 

difficult periods, farm managers would prefer to dispense with machinery 



migration wave never gained momentum for reasons discussed earlier. The 

option usually considered for dispensing the migration were: outmigration, 



Conclusion 

This paper has presented evidence of reverse migration in Soviet Central 

Asia. The aversion to migration from village to city increased throughout the 

late 1960s and the 1970s. The reasons for the special features of Central 

Asian migration involve cultural, nationalist, and economic factors. But none 

of these factors alone, for reasons discussed above, provides a satisfactory 

explanation for the peculiar migration behavior in Central Asia. 

The best explanation for reverse migration concerns the relationship 

between rural development and migration. This relationship involves two 

stages; the first stage inhibits migration, and the second one promotes it. 

In the first stage, during the 1960s through the early 1980s, agricultural 

mechanization did not release workers, the land under cultivation expanded, 

and off-farm employment increased. During the second, current phase, delayed 

migration is combining with higher female fertility in rural areas to increase 

the size of the potential migrant wave. Land and water resources are no 

longer available for further expansion. Rural infrastructural improvements 

and social services are in place. Young women in Central Asia, unlike those 

in other parts of the Islamic world, tend to value city life more highly than 

their male counterparts. Young women outnumber males in primary agricultural 

employment by 50 percent. Because of these factors, young women can be 

expected to lead the and 
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