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Abstract. The Tajik enclave of Vorukh on the territory of 
Kyrgyzstan is an explosion-dangerous point of tension, which is very 
difficult to defuse. Many sections of the Tajik-Kyrgyz border near 
Vorukh remain non-delimited. Interethnic conflicts are constantly 
taking place there. In the course of the negotiations on the drawing of 
clear lines of borders, the opposing parties turn to various kinds of 
documents that are beneficial for their positions. Tajik experts prefer to 
rely on documentary sources of the initial period of national-territorial 
demarcation in Soviet Central Asia, their Kyrgyz colleagues – on post-
war documents confirming the separation of Vorukh from the main part 
of Tajikistan. At the same time, there exists an ideologized radicalization 
of views on the status of Vorukh in the media of the two republics. Some 
argue that it has always been and remains an enclave. Others say that it 
was not originally an enclave and is not at present, since the lands 
connecting it with the “mother territory” were illegally annexed. In the 
article based on the analysis of modern expert assessments and 
documents of the 1920s on the drawing of borders between the Kara-
Kyrgyz Autonomous Region of the RSFSR (later the Kyrgyz ASSR) 
and the Uzbek SSR, and later In the Tajik SSR, it is concluded that 
Vorukh was not an enclave at that time. 
 

On the Tajik-Kyrgyz border near the village of Vorukh and 
in the surrounding territories, there are occasional conflicts 
between the local Tajik and Kyrgyz population. In recent years, 
clashes between citizens have typically been accompanied by 
armed confrontations between soldiers of the two countries. 
Warring parties report their dead and wounded, destroyed 
houses and households, and accuse each other of provocations. 
After that, the authorities of various ranks and from different 
departments of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan announce that further 
steps will be taken in order to resolve the conflict, while law 
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enforcers and citizens habitually brace themselves for a new 
round of confrontation. 

Vorukh is a large Tajik village and a territory of the same 
name located within the Kyrgyz Republic. This jamoat (rural 
commune) is part of the city of Isfara in Sughd region of 
Tajikistan and is surrounded by the administrative territories of 
Kyrgyzstan. For Tajikistan, Vorukh is currently considered to be 
an exclave, and for Kyrgyzstan it is an enclave [1]. To date, the 
fact that the two republics claim the lands of Vorukh and the 
adjacent territories remain a sticking point in the process of 
relieving rather strong border tensions [2]. Over time, the Vorukh 
issue has been further aggravated due to demographic reasons, 
as well as land and water shortages. The struggle for local living 
space coincided with the general post-Soviet social disaster and 
the rise of nationalism in the republics of Central Asia. Moreover, 
the escalation of tensions on the Tajik-Kyrgyz border coincided 
with the increase in destructive natural and climatic effects on the 
environment and local communities. Explosive situation in this 
region is gradually building up not only due to all 
abovementioned destabilizing factors. Over the past 3–4 years, 
the militarization level of border territories between the two 
states has noticeably increased. Military subunits with army 
equipment are being pulled along the border; fortifications of 
layered defences are set up by both sides. 

To reduce tensions, the precise demarcation and 
demarcation of the Kyrgyz-Tajik border in the areas of national 
and territorial disputes seem to be the first and most feasible step. 
So far, approximately 600 out of over 900-kilometer border 
between the two states have been finally agreed on [3]. Dozens of 
disputed areas, most of which are located in the areas of Isfara 
and Batken, remain undivided [4]. The parties cannot come to an 
agreement on their ownership, since they refer to different 
documents and historical events of the Soviet era, use different 
rules and experience of international law to determine the 
boundaries. Demarcation is further complicated by the frequent 
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interspersing of Kyrgyz and Tajik settlements and economic 
areas. Sometimes they form a chessboard pattern. Borders often 
run along the streets of villages or cross the same road in several 
places. The issue is aggravated by the fact that every now and 
then the Tajik media publish materials claiming that Vorukh is 
neither an exclave nor an enclave, but is an integral part of the 
Republic of Tajikistan, illegally cut off from its “mother 
territory”. 

Bishkek maintains that Vorukh remains a Tajik enclave on 
the territory of the Kyrgyz Republic [5]. At the same time, the 
opponents refer to solid facts, strong arguments and 
counterarguments. This is not surprising, since the history of the 
formation of Vorukh as an enclave is so convoluted that both 
disputing sides have their own truths based on selective 
convenient facts. 

During negotiations on the Vorukh problem, Kyrgyz 
experts usually refer to the situation in the late 1950s and 
following periods. At that time, the movement of local borders as 
part of economic reforms resulted in Vorukh becoming a 
standard enclave. They produced documents that described local 
borders more clearly. As a rule, the Tajik side insists that the 
documents of 1924–1929 should be considered. That was the time 
when major decisions regarding the formation of the Central 
Asian republics were made; their main outlines are still largely 
based on those decisions. 

The information on the setting of borders in the Vorukh 
region at the dawn of Soviet era is abundant. It should be noticed 
that the most significant of the sources indicate that Vorukh was 
not originally an enclave. This is supported by multiple 
documents and maps of the 1920–1930s. 

During the Central Asian national and territorial division in 
1924, the territory of Vorukh was included in the Isfara volost 
(Konibodom District, Fergana Region of the Uzbek SSR) [6]. Part 
of this volost – the Vorukh lands – was wedged into the 
neighbouring Batken District (Kara-Kyrgyz Autonomous Oblast), 
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which was part of Russia [7]. Vorukh was connected to the rest of 
Uzbekistan by a mere strip of land that ran through small Tajik 
villages and rural roads along the bed of the Isfara River. That 
stretch of land (Vorukh with a narrow corridor connecting it with 
the ‘mainland’) was about 40–45 km long from north to south and 
1-3 km wide. 

Shortly after the initial demarcation in October 1924, the 
leadership of the Kara-Kyrgyz Autonomous Oblast appealed to 
the central Soviet government requesting to expand its territory 
at the expense of the Sokh and Isfara administrative entitles of the 
Uzbek SSR, which were deep into its territory. However, this 
appeal was rejected based on the evaluations of the joint inter-
republican commissions. Isfara and Sokh, which were populated 
mainly by Tajiks, remained under the jurisdiction of the Uzbek 
SSR. Apparently this decision was strongly influenced by the fact 
that they were inhabited mainly by the Tajik population. Tajiks 
were mainly engaged in farming and had close connections with 
the settled Uzbek population. At that time territorial priorities 
were given to settled land users engaging in irrigated agriculture, 
since the boundaries should not cross existing water management 
systems. Moreover, the Soviet government was guided by a simple 
and clear principle of actual use of the area at the time of 
demarcation. Belonging of the territory was usually determined by 
the predominance of one or another ethnic group in a given area. 

The issue of national and territorial demarcation in the 
regions of Vorukh and Sokh was supposed to be resolved, but in 
many ways the local ethno-cultural and economic structures 
could not fit into the projects designed by the revolutionaries. 
Moreover, national interests often began to prevail over common 
sense locally and therefore come into conflict with the basic rules 
of administrative and economic division. In Moscow, however, the 
leadership often did not quite understand social processes in 
Central Asia. Government officials knew little about regional 
geography, national identity of the locals and economic ties 
between them. As a result, during the formation of new 
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administrative divisions in Central Asia, some territories were 
transferred back and forth between the republics multiple times. 
Naturally, this situation also affected Vorukh and the adjacent 
areas, which was a colourful ethno-territorial and cultural mosaic. 

Despite the fact that the central government declared the 
“final settlement” of the national and territorial demarcation in 
the Fergana Valley at the end of 1924, mutual claims regarding 
the disputed territories remained. Most often these claims 
involved fertile lands located along the Isfara and Sokh rivers.  
To clarify the boundaries of new public entities, the Central Asian 
Liquidation Committee set up a commission, which on March 17, 
1925, updated border lines between the state formations in 
Central Asia. On May 4, 1925, the Presidium of the All-Russian 
Central Executive Committee approved them in a resolution [8]. 
The Uzbek SSR retained the Isfara volost and the Sokh volost.  
In addition, by the decision of the Plenum of the Central Asian 
Liquidation Committee, about 34 thousand hectares of disputed 
territories were transferred from the Kara-Kyrgyz ASSR to the 
Tajik autonomy within the Uzbek SSR. The objective of the 
transfer was to preserve a direct corridor connecting Vorukh with 
the Isfara volost of Uzbekistan (later Isfara District of Tajikistan). 
It should be noted that this land in the Khujand-Leilek direction 
was used by the Vorukh residents until 1924 [9]. 

Once again, all the new Central Asian state formations filed 
over 50 claims on the newly established borders. Under the 
updated demarcation, there were more than twenty wedgings 
and inclusions, tens of kilometres long, in the Fergana Valley on 
the border of Kyrgyzstan [10]. The Kyrgyz side was dissatisfied 
with the fact that demarcation was based on nationality without 
consideration for the specifics of the nomadic way of life: at one 
time of the year the majority of the population of the area turned 
out to be a minority among the settled population at another.  
It was also ignored that some irrigated lands belonged to nomads 
from ancient times (most likely due to their conquests) and they 
leased them to settled farmers. Excessive sinuosity, strip system 
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and multiple inclusions in foreign territories when establishing 
borders in the Fergana Valley were also criticized. 

The Kyrgyz side once again brought the issue of the Isfara 
volost to the fore, since it occupied significant territories wedged 
into the borders of the administrative entity. It was mentioned that 
some nomadic settlements and pastures were located within its 
borders. The belonging of Sokh, which was later turned into an 
Uzbek exclave, was also questioned. The Joint Commission headed 
by D.I. Petrovsky studied the claims of the Kyrgyz Autonomous 
Region [11]. On August 30, 1926, based on the criticism of the 
commission’s work by the Regional Executive Committee of the 
Kyrgyz Autonomous Region and the complaints of its chairman  
I. Toychinov to the Central Executive Committee of the Soviet 
Union and the All-Russian Central Executive Committee, [12] the 
Presidium of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee 
decided to transfer the Isfara volost and the Sokh volost to the 
Kyrgyz Autonomous Region from the Uzbek SSR in their present 
borders [13]. However, on September 10, 1926, the Presidium of 
the Central Executive Committee of the Soviet Union ruled against 
the inclusion of the Isfara volost and the Sokh volost within the 
borders of the Russian SFSR, leaving it in the Uzbek SSR [14]. 
Disputes persisted, and in order to settle mutual claims, the Joint 
Commission under the leadership of Byashim Kulbesherov was 
established. On January 27, 1927, after re-examination of the 
border issues, the commission announced its decision to leave the 
Isfara volost within the territory of Uzbekistan. At the same time, 
the Sokh volost and a number of settlements and lands adjoining it 
were proposed to be transferred to the Kyrgyz ASSR [15].   
On May 3, 1927, the Presidium of the All-Russian Central 
Executive Committee, chaired by M. Kalinin, approved the 
proposal of the commission headed by B. Kulbesherov and 
decided to separate Sokh from the Uzbek SSR and annex it to the 
Russian SFSR. However, the very next day, May 4, 1927,  
the Presidium of the Central Executive Committee of the Soviet 
Union, once again chaired by M. Kalinin, resolved the Sokh issue 
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in favour of the Uzbek SSR [16]. Thus, Sokh and Vorukh, which 
were predominantly populated by Tajiks, remained part of 
Uzbekistan. Only a small part of the settlements and lands adjacent 
to them were transferred to Kyrgyzstan. 

It was proposed to leave these territorial disputes at that. 
Nevertheless, the leadership of the Kyrgyz ASSR remained 
dissatisfied and on May 7, without putting it off,  
Zh. Abdrakhmanov, the Chairman of the Council of People’s 
Commissars of the Kyrgyz ASSR, composed a letter to I.V. Stalin, 
outlining numerous reasons for disagreeing with the decision of 
the Presidium of the Central Executive Committee of the Soviet 
Union [17]. Apparently, by that time Moscow was tired of 
considering the endless flow of complaints, claims and proposals 
of the Central Asian comrades. Perhaps the Kremlin was 
annoyed by its own misunderstanding of the reasons for never 
ending difficulties in the formation of the national statehood of 
the republics of Central Asia. Either way, it was recommended 
that mutual claims be forgotten until better times. Meanwhile, it 
was high time for epoch-making economic achievements. 

In May 1927, the Presidium of the All-Russian Central 
Executive Committee decided to refuse to consider any petitions 
related to redrawing of borders for three years [18]. The same 
year, to emphasize that the national and territorial division 
between the Uzbek SSR and the Russian SFSR was completed, a 
map with the new borders between the two republics was issued. 
On this map, Vorukh was directly connected with the Isfara 
District (Khujand Region of the Uzbek SSR) [19]. 

After the Tajik SSR was formed at the end of 1929, it 
absorbed the Khujand Region of Uzbekistan (now Northern 
Tajikistan), thus making Vorukh part of a new independent 
republic. As before, it was connected to the ‘mother’ territories by 
a small strip of land along the Isfara River. This could be seen on 
the map “Formation of the Tajik ASSR (1924) and Formation of 
the Tajik SSR (1929)”, which was published by the General 
Directorate of Geodesy and Cartography of the USSR in 1934 [20]. 
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Therefore, there is solid ground for acknowledging that 
during this crucial time of establishing the state borders of the 
Soviet republics of Central Asia between 1924 and 1927, Vorukh 
was not an Uzbek exclave surrounded by the territories of the 
Kyrgyz ASSR, since it was directly connected to the rest of 
Uzbekistan. Subsequently, when the boundaries of the Tajik SSR 
were drawn in 1929, Vorukh once again was connected to the 
main territory of the republic by a strip of land, and, therefore, 
was not a Tajik enclave on the territory of Kyrgyzstan. 

In later years, during collectivization, modernization of 
industry and industrialization of agriculture, economic feasibility 
of developing a single state naturally prevailed over national 
interests. During the planning and developing of both large and 
small territorial and production complexes in Central Asia, all the 
borders were often moved by central, republican and even local 
authorities. Sometimes it was done in order to reduce tensions 
that arose when water and land resources were used. Due to the 
haste and their conditional character of border lines, their 
movements were not always documented. In some cases the 
decisions of the central authorities were not legally confirmed by 
the neighbouring republics or reflected in bilateral agreements. 
Over time, after multiple rearrangements, Vorukh was cut off 
from the main territory of Tajikistan – the history of it will be 
examined in Part 2 of this article. 
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