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BOOK REVIEW

A history of the Tajiks: Iranians of the East, by Richard Foltz, London, I.B. Tauris,
2019, xviii + 238 pp., $95.00, ISBN: 978-1-7845-3955-9

Richard Foltz’s A History of the Tajiks presents the first survey of its kind in English and the first in
any language to offer a relatively objective view of the subject unencumbered by nationalist
assumptions. Like many of Foltz’s previous publications, the book is intended for a general
readership, although specialists will undoubtedly find it useful, too. While the book is
effective overall in meeting its objective, it is nonetheless parabola-like in the quality of its dis-
cussion, being at its strongest when discussing the ancient and modern periods of the history
of the Tajiks while the middle chapters, concerning the medieval and early modern period,
leave something to be desired.

From the outset, Foltz is judicious in defining the subject of his work and devotes the intro-
duction to a discussion of the debates and controversies surrounding the term Tajik and its
relationship to broader categories such as Persian or Iranian. While he occasionally lapses
into parroting certain nationalist tropes (such as the statement on page 147 that post-Soviet
Tajikistan was the first independent Tajik state since the Samanid Empire), overall he is consist-
ent in recognizing the fluidity of the subject while avoiding essentialist assumptions.

The first two chapters cover the history of the Tajiks down to the Arab conquests. In contrast
with the autochthonous claims of some modern Tajik authors, Foltz traces the genesis of the
Tajiks within the confluence of two cultures: the nomadic Sintashta culture of the northern
Eurasian steppe and the sedentary Oxus Civilization (also known as the Bactria–Margiana
Archaeological Complex) centred on the Amu Darya watershed in southern Central Asia. It
was out of the synthesis that emerged from the meeting of these that the Sogdian people
emerged, some time in the first century BCE. Foltz considers the Sogdians to be the direct
ancestors to the modern Tajiks. One of the unique contributions here is Foltz’s discussion of
the role of Zoroastrianism among the Sogdians. While, for various reasons, modern Tajik nation-
alists have claimed a Zoroastrian pre-Islamic past for the Tajiks, Foltz demonstrates that there is
little evidence for its observance in Central Asia, at least in the form that it was observed in
Sasanian Iran. Rather, Foltz argues that the religious practices of the Sogdians constituted a
more diverse array of local traditions and syncretic cults, while other religious traditions, includ-
ing Buddhism, Christianity and Manichaeism, later came to have a place in the region as well.

The second chapter concludes with an account of the Muslim conquests of Iran and Central
Asia. Foltz demonstrates the complexity of these events by highlighting the important role the
Sogdians performed as financiers of the Arab conquests, even as others put up military resist-
ance against the Arabs. Here Foltz is at times prone to oversimplification: while he admits that
‘matters of the heart are difficult for the historian to judge’ (66), elsewhere he appears confident
in declaring that the Sogdians’ conversion to Islam was ‘demonstrably opportunistic in nature’
(56), despite the lack of evidence that would support such a sweeping judgment on motivation.
Furthermore, his description of the revolt of al-Muqannaʿ as ‘anti-Muslim resistance’ (59) is a
mischaracterization of a syncretic phenomenon that might be more accurately summarized
as an Islamic heresy.

The third chapter turns to an examination of the Samanids and the ‘New Persian Renais-
sance’ of the ninth and tenth centuries. While this story has been told many times before, it
is here presented in a succinct form that traces the transition from Sogdian to Tajik culture.
Foltz highlights here and in the following chapter the critical role of Muslim Iranians in
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Islamic scholarship and in the acculturation of Islam among the Sogdians. This latter role may
explain, in large measure, the eventual ‘replacement’ of the Sogdian language by New Persian
as the primary tongue of the sedentary communities of Central Asia. Yet Foltz sometimes takes
this argument too far. For instance, he contends that the persistence of the Sogdian language
in towns along the lower Syr Darya into the eleventh century may be taken as an indicator of
incomplete Islamization in this region. This claim is questionable given the evidence, cited else-
where in the book, of the performance of Muslim prayers in Sogdian in Bukhara already in the
eighth century. Foltz also offers some very outdated observations regarding the role of Sufism
in this period and repeats a long-disproven claim of a supposed conflict between Sufis and the
ʿulamā (77–78); in fact, the one Central Asian Sufi he mentions by name here, Hakim Tirmidhi
(who among other things was a respected Hanafi jurist), belies the claim that these roles were
in conflict with each other.

The fourth chapter, ‘Tajiks and Turks’, is by far the most expansive, extending from the end
of the Samanids to the beginning of the Soviet era, and also the most regrettable in some
respects. While this chapter is commendable for presenting a succinct overview of the evolving
social dynamics between the Turkic and Iranian elements in medieval and early modern Central
Asian society, it also contains a significant number of dubious assertions and outright mistakes.
(To cite several on just page 95 alone: Almalik is not the same as the modern-day city of Almaty;
Najm al-Din Kubra’s career was based not in Iran but in Khorezm; the Sufi concept of hush dar
dum originated not with Baha al-Din Naqshband but with his predecessor, ʿAbd al-Khaliq Ghij-
duvani, and there is no evidence that its observance reflects ‘Indian influence having pene-
trated Central Asia’s spiritual circles’.) In addition, the rather hurried survey of political events
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries misses a prime opportunity to discuss some of
the significant literary and cultural developments in this period that might better inform the
reader about the evolution of Tajik identity in the pre-Soviet period. Instead, Foltz uncritically
echoes the now widely challenged trope of Central Asia as an isolated cultural backwater prior
to its revival under the Jadids.

The strongest and most unique contribution of the book resides in the final three chapters,
which cover the history of the Tajiks in the modern era. While Foltz naturally focuses the bulk of
his discussion on Tajikistan, he also pays significant attention to the Tajiks of neighbouring
regions. He provides here a useful overview of contemporary academic debates in Tajikistan
concerning the events leading to the formation of the Tajik SSR and the controversies concern-
ing its attenuated borders. Echoing Adeeb Khalid, Foltz argues that the bulk of the leading
intellectuals of Bukhara, nearly all of whom were bilingual, choose to affiliate themselves
with the emerging Uzbek national category, leaving only a much-reduced base of support
for a separate Tajik republic. While other studies have outlined the political history of Soviet
and post-Soviet Tajikistan, this book is unique in paying equal attention to social and cultural
developments, highlighting in particular the significance of the collective farm (kolkhoz) and
urban neighbourhood (mahalla) as key sites for social formation. Foltz is rightfully unsparing
in his criticisms of the rascally regime of Emomali Rahmon (a stance which, unfortunately, is
likely to guarantee a rather restricted circulation of the book within Tajikistan) and includes
a significant discussion of gender norms in contemporary Tajikistan and their impact on
women. This is followed by a survey of the Tajiks of Afghanistan and Uzbekistan, with
briefer discussions of the Tajiks of China and the diaspora. The book concludes with an endear-
ing if slightly incongruous personal account of the author’s frustrated efforts to cross into
Afghanistan during a visit to Tajikistan, followed by endnotes, a bibliography and a general
index.

Despite the shortcomings of some of its chapters, this book nonetheless provides an
effective introduction to the Tajiks and their history, one that will hopefully serve as a spur
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for further study, given the woefully under-researched state of many of the topics explored
therein. Unfortunately, in this regard the book fails in one essential task, namely in its significant
lack of references to guide further research, as it provides only a rudimentary citation appar-
atus. Instead, entire pages covering fiercely debated topics are without a single reference,
leaving the non-specialist reader with little sense of the author’s sources or of his position
within the historiography on these topics. Yet with this caveat in mind, this book can serve
as an informative introduction to an important subject that has been ill-served both in
history and in scholarship.
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