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A Window on the 
Soviet Breakup
It was the biggest purge, and the last, in post-
Stalin Russia. The “Cotton Affair” was a tale of 
corruption and frustrated power that preoccupied 
the dying Soviet Union and presaged its end.

By Riccardo Mario Cucciolla

T
he “Uzbek Cotton Affair,” the largest purge in the post-Stalinist 

Soviet Union, offers a useful lens through which to interpret the 

Soviet collapse and see how perestroika changed the Soviet system, 

especially the relationship between the center and the periphery. 

This episode during the final years of the Soviet era was a drawn-out judicial 

and political imbroglio that grew out of falsified cotton production data and 

corruption. It involved 58,000 party and state officials—20,000 of whom were 

criminally charged—in the Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic. This long period 

(1983–89) of mass purges and criminal cases makes up a relatively obscure but 

highly charged episode of historical significance in late Soviet history.

Scholars focusing on the Soviet Union and Russia lately have turned their 

attention to the centenary of the 1917 October Revolution, which brought 

the Bolsheviks to power. Also important to history is perestroika, the 

Riccardo Mario Cucciolla participated in the Workshop on Authoritarian-
ism and Democratic Breakdown at the Hoover Institution. He is a postdoctoral 
research fellow at the International Center for the History and Sociology of World 
War II and Its Consequences at the National Research University Higher School of 
Economics, Moscow.
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restructuring movement launched by Mikhail Gorbachev just over thirty 

years ago. Despite the importance of this reformistic period and its conse-

quences for the Cold War and the Soviet system, perestroika and Gorbachev-

ism remain under-researched.

To understand Gorbachevism, we must go back to Yuri Andropov’s circle. 

Indeed, the former chairman of the KGB and then the secretary responsible 

for ideological affairs was among the Soviet figures most informed about the 

political system that was largely floating adrift. Andropov believed in the 

Soviet project and promoted a new, younger generation of politicians—such 

as Gorbachev, Yegor Ligachev, and Nikolai Ryzhkov—all of whom were distin-

guished for their moral integrity and who were supposed to follow a prudent 

but effective reformist agenda. Andropov considered a struggle against the 

rampant corruption within the Soviet system the only way to heal the Soviet 

Union. However, he did not realize that corruption, in its broadest meaning, 

had become the system. Andropov’s rule was too short (1982–84) to show the 

results of this moralizing campaign aimed at uprooting these “negative phe-

nomena” in the party and state apparatus.

KING COTTON: Under the Soviet system, cotton was identified as a strategic 
sector in Cold War competition, crucial to building “communism in twenty 
years.” Uzbekistan moved heavily into cotton monoculture, providing the 
material for not only robust, cheap textiles but military products as well. [Max 

Penson]
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In March 1985, Gorbachev, one of Andropov’s closest associates, became 

the new general secretary of the Communist Party after the short Chernenko 

interregnum. At that time, the new general secretary did not have a defined 

reformist agenda, and until 1986 he limited his action in continuing the mor-

alization mission started by his mentor. Gorbachev’s “neo-Andropovism” was 

evident in the unpopular policy of partial alcohol prohibition (1985–87), along 

with the timid reforms announced by the acceleration (uskoreniye) program 

and the continuation of “demonstrative terror” against local cadres who 

had been held responsible for stagnation, purging them with a limited use of 

violence and publicly exposing their wrongdoings.

MOUNTAINS OF “WHITE GOLD”

Gorbachev had emphasized this “purging” narrative during the twenty-sev-

enth party congress, and the most notorious episode of this “demonstrative 

terror” would become the Uzbek Cotton Affair. Indeed, the case enjoyed vast 

media coverage from 1988 to 1991 when the two prosecutors of the cotton 

affair—Telman Gdlyan and Nikolai Ivanov—entered politics; at the time even 

prominent members of the Central Committee of the Communist Party were 

“WHITE GOLD”: Cotton production in Uzbekistan, pursued for centuries, 
increased dramatically in the early twentieth century, driven by quotas. The 
increasing demands on the collective farms in the Soviet era led to falsifica-
tion of data and corruption. [Sovfoto Universal Images Group/Newscom]
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ECOCIDE: A satellite photo shows the extreme shrinkage of the Aral Sea, 
which was drained amid extensive cultivation of cotton, a notoriously thirsty 
crop. The dry Aral lakebed continues to be responsible for releasing salt and 
pesticides into the air, causing many reports of health problems. [NASA]



being accused of colluding with the Uzbek “mafia.” Public opinion threatened 

the credibility of Gorbachev, the legitimacy of the party and the state, and the 

Soviet Union’s survival in a time of freedom of increasing information and 

debate, important changes, and great internal challenges.

The roots of the episode reached back several decades, when, after Stalin’s 

years of terror, the 

Soviet system assumed 

a more peaceful, decen-

tralized, and inclusive 

nature. Encouraged by 

increasing indigenization 

of cadres, the system 

began to rely on party officials (patrons) using public resources to secure the 

loyalty of local elites (clients). This posture was particularly evident during 

the long reign (1959–83) of Sharaf Rashidov, first secretary of the Communist 

Party of Uzbekistan, who turned Uzbekistan into a “cotton republic” provid-

ing Moscow planners more than 60 percent of the total Soviet production 

of “white gold.” In fact, cotton was identified as a strategic sector in Cold 

War competition and for building “communism in twenty years.” It was not 

only key to producing robust, cheap textiles but was largely absorbed by the 

military industry to produce gunpowder and even propellant for ballistic 

missiles.

Responding to increasing demand from Moscow, the Uzbek republic 

improved cotton monoculture and in 1959–81 more than doubled production, 

concentrating much of its budget on plans for irrigation and mechanization. 

In the mid-1970s, more than twenty thousand square kilometers, an area 

roughly the size of New Jersey, was under intense cotton cultivation.

The unintended consequences of cotton monoculture for society and the 

environment were dramatic. Intensive production of cotton served to rural-

ize Uzbek society, separating the largely rural Uzbeks from the urban Slavic 

settlers, while annually exposing millions of field workers (including thou-

sands of children) to toxic agents—fertilizers, pesticides, and defoliants—

with catastrophic consequences for public health and the environment. The 

ecocide of the Aral Sea became the most dramatic and evident consequence 

of the cotton fever. Yet in the tenth five-year plan (1976–81), Soviet planners 

demanded an annual production of six million tons of raw cotton from Tash-

kent—a demand that seemed physically impossible. However, reaching this 

target at any cost was a matter of political stability, legitimacy, and survival 

for the Uzbek ruling elite at local and central levels. Thus during this period 

Eventually the Soviet demands for 
Uzbek cotton became unsustainable. 
Corruption and environmental disas-
ter ensued.
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systemic corruption spread from the collective farms to the Central Commit-

tee in an attempt to cover the inefficiencies of the planned production and 

falsify production data.

PURGES AND CONFESSIONS

The rise of Andropov and his moralization campaign coincided with an 

attempt to legalize, cleanse, and ultimately revitalize a system in which 

stagnation and fraud had reached unprecedented levels. In 1983 the cot-

ton scandal unveiled the systemic scam and exposed the degree of official 

corruption. The first phase of the affair was characterized by preliminary 

inquiries, the preservation of power structures in Uzbekistan, and general 

institutional silence. It revealed a scheme of falsified production data that 

every year absorbed billions of rubles from the state per half million tons of 

cotton produced merely on paper. This phase culminated in the sudden and 

mysterious death of Rashidov, the Uzbek party leader, and exacerbated the 

subsequent struggle among local elites.

Andropov died in February 1984. However, his anticorruption mission con-

tinued under his successor, Konstantin Chernenko, and collaborators such 

as Ligachev, who in June 1984 chaired the famous sixteenth plenum of the 

Communist Party of Uzbekistan, defining the systematization of the purges. 

In this phase, hundreds of anonymous letters reached the central commit-

tees at the local and central levels to allege the moral and material corrup-

tion of some cadres; this eventually degenerated into a witch hunt that was 

ordered from above but fed from below. The Cotton Affair extended far and 

wide to other economic sectors of the republic, while the influence of Moscow 

became increasingly stronger. Gorbachev, who became general secretary in 

1985, continued the work of his predecessors and reinforced anticorruption 

campaigns.

Indeed, the scope of the Cotton Affair extended even further at the begin-

ning of 1986. While Gorbachev was about to launch his reformist program, 

the central party demanded that the Communist Party of Uzbekistan pub-

licly confess to its failures. Tashkent’s leadership accepted its fate, extending 

MORAL REFORM: Soviet leader Yuri Andropov (opposite), who is buried at 
the Kremlin necropolis, attempted to root out corruption in the Soviet sys-
tem. The former KGB chairman cultivated new, younger politicians—notably 
Mikhail Gorbachev—who were distinguished for moral integrity and who were 
supposed to follow a prudent but effective reformist agenda. [Ben Sutherland—

Creative Commons]
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the purges to the whole party nomenklatura and the state apparatus and 

posthumously condemning Rashidov as the main culprit of the affair. The 

former leader—previously a symbol of integration within the Soviet sys-

tem—was now considered a mobster and the main scapegoat of the stagna-

tion, corruption, and economic and political failure of the republic, and his 

memory condemned.

The process of “de-Rashidovization” was not merely symbolic. It affected 

all the power structures that in previous decades had dominated the repub-

lican political scenario. Afterward, the Central Committee of the Soviet 

Communist Party advanced the krasnyi desant (red paratroopers) campaign. 

These “party reinforcements” led by Moscow consisted of several hundred 

Slavic officials “exported” to Uzbekistan to heal the corrupted situation and 

directly govern the republic, replacing local cadres in key posts. The reversal 

A REDEFINITION: Uzbek President Islam Karimov dances alongside then–
prime minister Shavkat Mirziyoyev (the current Uzbek president) during 
independence day celebrations in August 2007. Karimov (1938–2016) ini-
tially appeared on the scene as a peacemaker, a go-between to balance Uzbek 
interests and Moscow’s demands. Eventually he characterized Moscow’s 
prosecution of the Cotton Affair as “colonial,” “repression,” “terror,” and even 
“genocide.” [Shamil Zhumatov—Reuters]
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of the long process of indigenization and the imposition of outside rulers 

among the highest ranks of the republic defined a sort of trust administra-

tion run by Moscow under the banner of perestroika. Throughout the rest of 

the country, the slogans of economic reform, transparency, and democratic 

openness dominated the political scene. Meanwhile, in the Central Asian 

periphery the largest systemic purge of the post-Stalin period was taking 

place.

GORBACHEV CLEANS HOUSE

Uzbekistan was not an isolated case. In the other Central Asian parties, first 

secretaries who had been leading their respective republics for decades were 

finally replaced by Gorbachev’s purges. In November 1985, the Kyrgyz leader 

Turdakun Usubaliyev (in power since 1961) was replaced by Absamat Masali-

yev on the basis of allegations of corruption concerning the livestock sector. 

In December, Qahhor Mahkamov replaced Rahmon Nabiev and became the 

leader of the Tajik party. Saparmurat Niyazov replaced the longstanding 

Turkmen First Secretary Muhammetnazar Gapurov, who had been in power 

since 1963. In December 1986, the longstanding Kazakh First Secretary Din-

mukhamed Kunayev, in power since 1964, was replaced by the ethnic Russian 

Gennady Kolbin, triggering a wave of protests that were violently quelled by 

Soviet authorities.

In Uzbekistan, as in the other republics, these operations were changing 

the center-periphery relations and reversing the process of indigenization. 

They appeared to be 

forms of colonial inter-

ference against periph-

eries of the empire that 

had enjoyed some degree 

of political autonomy in 

the previous decades. 

Despite slogans of democracy and reform, perestroika was perceived as an 

intrusive policy of controlling the periphery, fueling a sense of frustration 

and, in many places, humiliation of local elites who had suffered the burden 

of scandals and the imposed rule by cadres who were considerably closer to 

Moscow than to local communities.

In 1988, while perestroika was taking effect, the incredulous first secretary 

of the Uzbek Communist Party, Inamzhon Usmankhodzhaev, was struck by the 

same corruption scandals that he himself had fueled, and was ousted. In his place 

Rafiq Nishanov, a Moscow loyalist close to Gorbachev’s circle, was appointed and 

In the Soviet realm, Uzbekistan was a 
“cotton republic.” Its task was to pro-
vide Moscow planners more than 60 
percent of the total Soviet production.
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acted as a sort of Moscow viceroy attempting to destroy local neopatrimonial 

networks in the last and most intense period of the Cotton Affair. The little-loved 

Nishanov heavily played up scandals and acted against his opponents, fueling a 

climate of disaffection against the regime in a time of economic and political cri-

sis. In June 1989, Nishanov’s failure to quell interethnic clashes in the Ferghana 

Valley determined his own political end. In his place, Islam Karimov—previously 

minister of finance and head of Gosplan—was appointed head of the Uzbek Com-

munist Party. Karimov appeared as an outsider, aloof from the political struggles 

of the Cotton Affair, who could act as a peacemaker while representing Uzbek 

interests and mediating between local elites and Moscow to get more autonomy 

and economic benefits for the republic.

The new Uzbek leader openly criticized the “mistakes” of the Soviet 

regime—such as its ethnic policy, the imposition of cotton monoculture, the 

THE NATIONALIST CARD: A soldier stands guard in front of a portrait of Islam 
Karimov after the Uzbek leader died in September 2016. Karimov’s view of 
Uzbek identity became an ideological pillar of the post-Soviet state, compar-
ing the nation to other newly independent states in the nonaligned move-
ment. In fact, Karimov reiterated the old Soviet system, preserving its authori-
tarian and centralist characteristics. [Alexei Druzhinin—TASS]
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total dependence on the planned economic system, the ecological disasters 

in the Aral basin, and the last “repressions” carried out during the Cotton 

Affair. He promoted the concluding of the purges and trials, the rehabilita-

tion of the “victims” under the law (with a general amnesty), and restoration 

of the indigenization and of “clan” superstructures that had been uprooted in 

the previous years. However, the newly appointed Uzbek president also tried 

to rebalance the role of the republic within the Soviet Union until separation 

became inevitable after the August 1991 failed coup in Moscow.

A NEW, SELF-SERVING STORY

The Cotton Affair was pivotal to Karimov’s first years of rule in Uzbeki-

stan, when the story was officially narrated using terms such as “colo-

nial,” “repression,” “purge,” “terror,” “new 1937,” and even “genocide.” 

This framing, in a republic once considered among the most loyal in 

the Soviet system, defined one of the first ideological transitions of the 

post-Soviet Republic of Uzbekistan. Thus, the affair figured strongly 

in Karimov’s ideological shift from communism to “Mustaqillik”—an 

ideology based on the values of Uzbek independence. It fueled a sensi-

tive identity issue of revenge and resistance against the former rulers, 

conjuring a postcolonial, trauma-based discourse that helped legitimize 

the president’s regime and define his relations with local power networks 

and opponents.

Despite Karimov’s interpretation of the affair as the last colonial repres-

sion, opposition groups criticized the rehabilitation of Rashidov and other 

“victims” and accused the establishment of covering up malfeasance. Yet it 

is clear that Karimov’s regime was able to turn the narrative of the Cotton 

Affair to its advantage. 

Previous Uzbek lead-

ers had confirmed their 

devotion to perestroika, 

encouraging purges 

and the replacement of 

leaders with Moscow 

loyalists. In 1989, when the Communist Party’s authority grew weak and the 

popular fronts’ claims more and more threatening, the new leader of the 

Communist Party of Uzbekistan was able to craftily change the official nar-

rative, play the nationalist card, and consolidate his power. Karimov was thus 

seen as promoting an Uzbek version of the political concept of trasformismo: 

co-opting potential allies and marginalizing opponents while presenting the 

Despite its slogans of democracy and 
reform, perestroika was perceived as 
an intrusive policy aimed at control-
ling the periphery.
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old regime in a renewed style to justify an ornamental transition to a post-

Soviet republic—and to consolidate his power.

The self-serving narrative gave Karimov the chance to renegotiate the role, 

rights, and redistributive quotas of Uzbekistan within the Soviet system in 

1989–91, to justify secession in 1991, and finally after independence to create 

a solid basis of identity. 

It became an ideological 

pillar that represented 

post-Soviet Uzbekistan 

as a postcolonial entity 

comparable with other newly independent states in the nonaligned move-

ment. In the following decades, the Uzbek president and his Mustaqillik 

ideology reiterated the old Soviet system, preserving the same authoritarian 

and centralist characteristics, while the republic still struggles to find its own 

national and post-Soviet identity.

It is necessary when reconstructing the political history of the late Soviet 

era to go beyond party-oriented perspectives. The collections of the Hoover 

Institution Library & Archives make it possible to study sensitive issues of 

the late Soviet era—such as NGOs, civil society organizations, and Uzbek 

opposition groups during the late 1980s and early 1990s—in a free, safe, and 

challenging environment. They also offer myriad documents, papers, news-

paper articles, and reports on the transitions of Uzbekistan and other former 

Soviet republics, offering a more comprehensive picture of the role and 

perception of civil society in the late Soviet era.

The next challenge for historians is overcoming such divergences between 

evidence, official storytelling, and popular perceptions of perestroika—and 

even of the Soviet experience in general—while trying to find firm facts. The 

Cotton Affair remains a good starting point for further research into the 

Soviet collapse. 
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As the affair unfolded, leaders fell all 
across Central Asia.
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