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Abstract. The ancient history of Central Asia features migrations, assimilation processes 
and cultural interactions between different tribes. This article elaborates on migrations and 
ethnocultural processes in Central Asia in the middle of the Eneolithic and Bronze Ages. 
Analysing the archaeological artefacts connected with ancient cultures of Central Asia is 
essential to reconstruct the migration and ethnocultural processes. Therefore, the main 
attention is drawn to the reasons and results of migrations and ethnocultural development 
in Central Asia. The methods applied include reviewing historical sources, historical and 
comparative analysis, chronological method, analysis of approaches and scientific views 
on the research topic.
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Миграции и этнокультурные процессы  
в Центральной Азии  
(Энеолит и бронзовый век)

У. И. Абдуллаева, А. С. Сагдуллаевб, Д. Э. Тогаевб
аУргенчский государственный университет 
Узбекистан, Ургенч 
бНациональный университет Узбекистана 
Узбекистан, Ташкент

Аннотация. Древняя история Центральной Азии характеризовалась наличием 
миграций, ассимиляционных процессов и культурных взаимодействий между 
различными племенами. В этой статье идет речь о миграциях и этнокультурных 
процессах, произошедших в середине энеолита и бронзового века в Центральной 
Азии. Для анализа археологических артефактов, связанных с древними культурами 
Центральной Азии, важно восстановить миграционные и этнокультурные процессы. 
Основное внимание обращено на причины и результаты миграций и этнокультур 
в Центральной Азии. В этом исследовании использовались методы обобщения 
исторических источников, исторический и сравнительный анализ, хронологический 
метод, анализ подходов и научных взглядов по теме исследования.

Ключевые слова: энеолит, бронзовый век, миграция, этнокультура, археологические 
памятники, Иран, Средняя Азия, Индийский оазис, Саразм, Элам, Бактрия, Маргиана, 
Хорезм, Андроновские племена, ассимиляционные процессы.

Научная специальность: 07.00.07 –  этнография, этнология и антропология.

Introduction
Migrations of people play an important 

role in the history of mankind. Thus, migra-
tion as a process has a long history. In gener-
al, the anthropogenic landscape was created 
due to human inflow into the undeveloped 
countries; that means that the development of 
various productive forces and development of 
natural resources in different places is close-
ly connected with human migration to such 
lands (Problemy…, 1978).

Studying ancient migrations based on 
archaeological monuments and cartography 
of the features of the spread of material cul-
ture is one of the current tasks of historical 
science. It is also important to identify ar-
chaeological signs of migration, their causes 
and pathways (Merpert, 1978). Migrations 
have contributed to the mixing of ethnici-
ties and changes in the material and spiritual 
culture.

Theoretical framework
In different years, the issues of migra-

tions and ethnocultural processes were studied 
by C. C. Lamberg- Karlovsky, R. Mc. Adams, 
R. H. Dyson, P. Kohl (USA, Harvard Univer-
sity, East Institute of Chicago university), J.-
C. Gardin, H.-P. Francfort, J. F. Jarrige, M.-H. 
Pottier (Centre of National Scientific Research, 
Paris), V. M. Masson, B. A. Litvinsky, V. I. Sa-
rianidi (Archaeology Institute of Academy of 
Science, Russia), A. A. Askarov, E. V. Rtve-
ladze (Academy of Science of Uzbekistan), 
A. I. Isakov, L.T. P’iankova (Academy of Sci-
ence of Tadjikistan).

This article was written with due attention 
to the works of the authors mentioned above 
and proper analysis of their studies.

Statement of the problem
During the 20th and early 21st centuries, a 

significant contribution was made to the stud-
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ies of interactions between Sumer, Iran, Cen-
tral Asia, the Indian Valley and other coun-
tries. This was reflected in articles in various 
scientific collections (Etnicheskie…, 1981; 
Drevnie…, 1986; Vzaimodeystvie…, 1987; 
India…, 2000; Mei, 2003). Thus, the forms 
of migration that took place in the Ancient 
East were commented as follows: 1) Attempt 
to directly colonising the areas of smaller cul-
tural integration than the region where larger 
cultural integration exists; 2) Development of 
long- distance trade with the aim of master-
ing and controlling new resources, creating 
new elements of technology in social sectors 
(Lamberg –  Karlovsky, 1986: 167).

In our view, the above description does 
not fully explain the essence of migrations be-
cause, besides moving from high cultural prov-
inces, the migrations also include moving from 
poor areas to better developed lands.

The Bronze Age is one of the most criti-
cal stages in the history of ancient Central Asia 
(Rtveladze, 2005), characterised by extraordi-
nary changes in the development of economy, 
social relations, material and spiritual culture. 
During this period, the developed territories 
grew bigger, forms of production economy 
spread to the northeastern regions of the con-
tinent, and specialised crafts boosting the de-
velopment of urbanisation processes and urban 
culture appeared in the southern regions.

As a result of metallurgical development 
during the Eneolithic and Bronze Age, people 
learned mining copper and other metals (tin 
and lead). They began using precious metals 
such as gold and silver, as well as lapis lazuli 
and turquoise.

During the Eneolithic period, from about 
the middle of the 4th millennium BC, the oa-
ses of the Kukcha, Kunduz, Darya Bangi and 
Sheravan rivers in the Amu Darya- Panj basin 
were gradually occupied by population groups 
migrating from the Baluchistan –  Indian Valley 
(Gardin, Lyonnet, 1978).

These regions (northeast Afghanistan) 
formed the eastern part of ancient Bactria. 
There were unique minerals and metal depos-
its (lapis lazuli, silver, gold) in its mountain-
ous territories (Sagdullaev, Togaev, 2018: 89). 
Therefore, one of the main reasons for mi-

gration during this period was mining in the 
mountains.

During the Eneolithic and Early Bronze 
Age, the Sarazm settlement was founded in 
Zarafshan oasis (15 km west of present- day 
Panjikent) by the tribes that migrated from 
highly developed cultural- economic areas 
(Baluchistan, Southern Turkmenistan) (Isa-
kov, 1986 b; Isakov, 1996). At this point, it is 
necessary to consider the presence of miner-
als, copper and tin deposits in the upper and 
lower reaches of the Zarafshan River and in the 
Kyzyl- Kum (Buriakov, 2001).

Sarazm is distinctive in its unique archi-
tectural traditions: houses, temples and crafts, 
metal tools and utensils, jewellery and beads 
made of rare stones like lapis lazuli, onyx and 
agates (Isakov, 1986 a).

Sarazm was built in a previously unin-
habited area. The groups migrating from Bal-
uchistan and the Geoksur oasis of Southern 
Turkmenistan did not mix with each other at 
first. This is evidenced by the ceramic utensils 
typical of the cultures and the isolated accom-
modation of both groups. However, in the ear-
ly Bronze Age, the material culture of Sarazm 
and some features of construction machinery 
and architecture appeared similar to those of 
the Bronze Age cultures in the south of Central 
Asia, Afghanistan and northeastern Iran (Raz-
zakov, Kurbanov, 2004).

In general, the development of the Panj 
Basin and the upper Zarafshan oasis during 
the Eneolithic period is an exemplary step for 
large- scale and long- term migrations. Their 
reasons were determined by economic factors.

For these same reasons, in the middle of 
the 3rd millennium BC, the migration of the 
Harappa –  Mohenjodaro civilisation represen-
tatives to the Panj Basin resulted in the emer-
gence of such a large trade site as Shortughai 
(Frankfort, Pottier, 1978). It is located more 
than 1,100 km from Mohenjodaro, one of the 
centres of Indian civilisation. In this direction, 
the migrants crossed through the canyons and 
hills of the high Hindu Kush Mountains (Sag-
dullaev, 2000).

Since the Bronze Age, the lapis lazuli 
has been an extremely popular precious stone 
in the Ancient East, i. e. in a large territory 
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surrounding Egypt, Mesopotamia, Iran, India 
and Central Asia. For this reason, besides the 
Indian Valley, the lapis lazuli mined from the 
Hindu Kush Mountains in the vicinity of Shor-
tughai was distributed all around Asian coun-
tries through Iran and Elam. The formation of 
the «Lapis lazuli Road» created new connec-
tions in the Ancient East communication and 
trade (Mavlonov, 2008). They were used in the 
further stages of migration.

The above discussion was about the eco-
nomic causes of migration. However, migration 
was also influenced by demographic factors, 
such as the need to occupy new undeveloped 
lands due to population growth in the Ancient 
East.

According to the published research pa-
pers, at the end of the 4th millennium BC, the 
rapid population growth in southern Mesopo-
tamia –  Sumer, caused the development of the 
Elam region of southwestern Iran, and later on, 
the migration of some population groups to the 
northeast of Iran, the territorial borders of Cen-
tral Asia (Lamberg- Karlovsky, 1986: 168–170).

The next phase of migration occurred 
in the late 3rd millennium –  early 2nd millen-
nium BC. It was widely associated with the 
seizure of the lower Murghab River (Margia-
na) and Bactria. According to V. I. Sarianidi, 
in the second half of the 3rd millennium BC, 
climate warming (aridization) in the Middle 
East caused mass migrations. During this pe-
riod, the amount of rain decreased significant-
ly, and drought began. Under these conditions, 
the population had to leave their habitations 
(Sarianidi, 2010: 16).

Also, during the reign of King Naram-
sin (2236–2200 BC), the invasion of nomadic 
steppe tribes from the west into Mesopotamia 
boosted migrations of local people. The Ak-
kad, Sumer and Elam tribes moved to eastern 
Iran and southern Turkmenistan (Sarianidi, 
2010: 17–18). More than 100 settlements, iden-
tified on the lands of Margiana and represent-
ing Bronze Age archaeological sites, showed 
a great migration flow. The migrants did not 
only flee to the Murghab oasis. They entered 
the neighbouring Bactrian territories with their 
property and livestock. In archaeology, the cul-
ture formed in Margiana and Bactria is called 

Gonur, Dashtli- Sapalli (Ceramic) Culture or 
Ox civilisation.

Consequently, the Margiana and Bactrian 
regions were developed as a result of migration 
from more advanced centres of Eastern civil-
isation. The migrants from these civilisations 
were peasants, livestock breeders, craftsmen 
and builders who knew the art of architecture 
and urban planning, defence, construction of 
houses and large buildings. They represented 
a more progressive, organised society formed 
in the system of state and governance in their 
country (Sagdullaev, Togaev, 2018: 90). This is 
evidenced by the large palaces, temples and eco-
nomic complexes found in Margiana and Bac-
tria (Sarianidi, 2008; Huff, Shaydullaev, 1999). 
In an attempt to preserve their native material 
and spiritual culture, the foreigners expanded 
the territorial range of certain civilisations in 
the East. This type of migration is well- known 
in the archaeology of the Margiana- Bactrian 
period (Kuz’mina, 1981).

Methods
This article uses methods and principles 

such as comparing, summarising historical 
data, comparative analysis of scientific views 
and concepts, the principle of objectivity, and 
a chronological approach. Besides that, the 
archaeological artefacts make it possible to 
reconstruct migration directions, causes and 
consequences of the ethnocultural processes in 
ancient Central Asia.

Discussion
During the Eneolithic and Bronze Ages, 

artificial irrigation- based agriculture was well 
developed on the slopes of Capet Mountain in 
southwestern Turkmenistan. Large archaeo-
logical sites, such as Namazgah and Altintepa, 
were called the «peasants’ capitals» or «cities 
of the Altintepa civilisation», and some eco-
nomic and cultural ties of this civilisation with 
Mesopotamia and the ancient Indian Harappa 
civilisation were found (Masson, 1966; Mas-
son, 1981).

By the end of the 3rd millennium BC, 
these large centres were gradually falling 
apart. V. M. Masson wrote that the locals be-
gan to leave their homes and move to the low-
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er Murghab oasis in the east of the city with 
all their property, household items and cattle 
(Masson, 1981). The main reasons for the mi-
gration were limited access to irrigation agri-
culture, cultivation of surrounding fields for 
2500 years, soil salinisation and climate warm-
ing (Masson, 1981).

It is clear that the tribes that came from far-
away lands were not the only ones to contribute 
to the civilisation of Margiana and Bactrian; 
people from the surrounding areas also took 
part in it. Therefore, the researchers compared 
the main aspects of architecture, crafts and ma-
terial culture of the Altintepa and Ox civilisa-
tions. As a result, they discovered similarities 
in the monumental architecture, construction 
of large temples and houses, the availability of 
wide streets for carts and common traits in ce-
ramics, metalwork, stonework (Bokiev, Shay-
dullaev, Iuldosheva, 2015: 78–79).

However, the fine arts and general literal 
culture, the architecture and construction tech-
niques of the Margiana- Bactrian civilisation 
of the Bronze Age were unique. For example, 
the construction principles of the Gonur and 
Dashtli- Sapalli civilisations were based on pre-
cise geometric shapes such as rectangles and 
circles. Rectangular and circular zodiacs were 
found on the defensive walls (Mamedov, 2003: 
116–117).

The cultural impact of the main centres of 
the Ancient Oriental civilisation was discov-
ered on stone, ceramic and bronze images of 
the Margiana- Bactrian seals, amulets (dragon, 
snakes, birds, mythological scenery), sculp-
tures, and the descriptions on gold- silver paint-
ed dishes (Sarianidi, 1986; Sarianidi, 1999; 
Shaydullaev, 2018: 6–7). In our view, such 
close parallels in the material and spiritual 
monuments indicate the presence of the pop-
ulation of the Margiana- Bactrian civilisation 
with a high level of advanced cultural develop-
ment. In addition to this, it should be noted that 
the migrants who came to the oases of the low-
er Murghab and Amu Darya rivers managed to 
use the wild steppe and fertile lands for farm-
ing. Supposedly, they did not find any competi-
tors in the new countries. However, newcomers 
surrounded their houses, palaces and temples 
on the still unknown land with defensive walls. 

In this regard, they used their previous knowl-
edge, skills and construction experience.

According to the published research pa-
pers, representatives of the Gonur and Dashtli- 
Sapalli cultures were not satisfied with the first 
cultivated oases and districts. They continued 
moving towards Kughitang, Baysun and the 
mountainous areas of southern Tajikistan and 
to Zarafshan oasis (Sagdullaev, Togaev, 2018: 
90; Stancho, Shaydullaev, 2018; Sarianidi, 
1979; Askarov, 1981). They also took their way 
from Zarafshan oasis to East Fergana, and ac-
cording to some assumptions, reached eastern 
Turkestan (Sarianidi, 2010).

In the middle and the second half of the 2nd 
millennium BC, the steppe livestock breeders 
and tribes of the Andronovo culture from the 
southern Ural and Central Kazakhstan steppes 
actively participated in the common Central 
Asian migration processes together with the 
southern agricultural peoples.

The distribution of the steppe tribes in 
Central Asia and the location of their artefacts 
are described in papers published in different 
periods (Guliamov, Islamov, Askarov, 1966; 
Sredniaia Aziia …  1966). It was also suggested 
to designate these monuments as belonging to 
Andronovo, a clear historical and cultural unit, 
classifying them into separate regional vari-
ants, such as Zarafshan, Fergana, Tien Shan–
Yettisuv and Tashkent oasis (Dzhurakulov, 
Avanesova, 1983: 47). However, some steppe 
tribes were also found along the Uzbek coast 
and southwest of Turkmenistan, in the lower 
Murghab oasis and on the shores of Kalif Uz-
bay, in the Surkhan oasis, southern Tajikistan 
and northern Afghanistan (Litvinskiy, Solovev, 
1972; Sarianidi, 1975; Rakhmanov, Shaydul-
laev, 1985). Today, the thirty monuments pe-
culiar to the culture of livestock breeders of the 
Bronze Age identified in the Zarafshan oasis 
are combined with the Zarafshan version of the 
Andronovo historical- cultural unit (Avaneso-
va, 2016).

According to E. E. Kuz’mina, the migra-
tion of the livestock breeder tribes to Central 
Asia was a gradual process that occurred, 
perhaps, in the 16th century BC. Its starting 
points are in the steppes of the Volga, South 
Ural, northeast of Kazakhstan and West Si-
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beria. After that, the livestock breeding tribes 
were found in the Southern Aral Sea, the east-
ern Caspian, southwestern Turkmenistan, the 
Lower Murghab, Zarafshan and Tashkent oa-
sis, Fergana Valley and Southern Tajikistan 
(Kuz’mina, 1964).

The location of the artefacts created by the 
steppe livestock breeder tribes on the slopes of 
the Tien Shan, the Pamir Mountains and oa-
ses of large rivers (Panj, Vakhsh, Amu Darya, 
Zarafshan, Narin) proves the fact that migra-
tions were a universal process (Vinogradova, 
Kuz’mina, 1986: 128). One of the reasons for 
the steppe tribes to move from the north to the 
south was the rapid development of livestock, 
growth of herds and the need for new pastures 
and water- rich areas (Vinogradova, Kuz’mina, 
1986: 148). Another factor was the mining de-
velopment in the Bronze Age, natural metals 
such as gold, silver, lapis lazuli and turquoise, 
as well as copper, lead and tin deposits in Cen-
tral Kazakhstan. The sale of raw materials, 
metal and lapis lazuli, was an essential part 
of the economic relations between the tribes 
(Avanesova, 1987).

According to researchers, in the sec-
ond half of the 2nd millennium BC, the tribes 
of southern Central Asia did not settle in the 
northern regions or have a significant impact on 
the cultural development of steppe tribes since 
their livelihoods and farming practices bound-
ed them to the oasis (Vinogradova, Kuz’mina, 
1986). However, this conclusion does not cor-
respond to historical facts, as the migration of 
settled farmers from the south to the north and 
east and their location in river valleys and foot-
hills are evidenced by the Bronze utensils and 
ceramic dishes peculiar to Dashtli- Sapalli cul-
ture found in the monuments of the Zarafshan 
oasis and Eastern Fergana (Avanesova, 1992). 
Therefore, migrations were carried out inde-
pendently of each other from south to north and 
from north to south.

In some areas, farmer tribes adapted to 
the natural conditions and engaged in live-
stock breeding and mining. The highland pas-
tures in the south of Tajikistan and the Zaraf-
shan oasis made it possible to breed smaller 
livestock (P’iankova, 1989; Vinogradova, Gi-
otselt, P’iankova, 2003). The steppe tribes that 

migrated from the north lived next to them. 
The relationship was peaceful, probably be-
cause the southern and northern tribes were 
not competitive due to economic ties and as-
piration for exchanges. For example, ceram-
ic dishes peculiar to the Dashtli- Sapalli and 
Andronovo cultures were found in the Tukayli 
settlement in the Middle Zarafshan oasis and 
in the Kyzylsu oasis in southern Tajikistan 
(Avanesova, 1992; Vinogradova, Giotselt, 
P’iankova, 2003).

Regionally, representatives of these cul-
tures were at first located separately. However, 
it can be concluded that regional neighbour-
hood and mutual economic relations influenced 
the lifestyle and traditions of different tribes 
for a long period.

Researchers usually illustrate the migra-
tion process with a distribution of a new cul-
ture, language, and ethnicity. Considering the 
primary regional centers of migration to Cen-
tral Asia (Front Asia, Elam, the Indian oasis), 
it is possible to hypothesise the spread of dif-
ferent languages (Hurrite, Elam, Dravid) in 
the region, as the Andronovo culture steppe 
livestock breeders are associated with Iranian- 
speaking tribes. European orientalists first pro-
posed this issue in the 19th century (Litvinskiy, 
1981). However, it is known that the Andron-
ovo tribes were likely to be Turkic- speaking. 
But it is not our task to shed light on such con-
troversies.

As far as the ethnocultural issues are con-
cerned, the study of the problems of formation, 
ethnic geography and cartography of historical 
and cultural regions in Central Asia is of par-
ticular importance. It is important to identify 
the diversity of socio- economic, cultural and 
ethnic processes (Sagdullaev, 2018).

Conclusion / Results
Thus, migration to Central Asia during the 

Eneolithic and Early Bronze ages can be divid-
ed into the following stages:

1) The 4th millennium and the middle of 
the 3rd millennium BC. Development of the left 
oases of the Panj River basin. The primary cen-
tre of migration is Baluchistan, Indian Valley.

2) The second half of the 4th millennium 
BC. Development of the Upper Zarafshan oa-
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sis. The initial settlement is Baluchistan, South 
Turkmenistan.

3) The middle of the 3rd millennium BC. 
Migration to the left coast of the Panj Basin. 
The region of its origin is the Indian Valley, the 
Harappa civilisation.

4) The end of the 3rd millennium –  the 
beginning of the 2nd millennium. The devel-
opment of the Margiana and Bactrian oases. 
The first regions in which migration began are 
Front Asia, the territories between the two riv-
ers, southwest and northeast of Iran, southwest 
of Turkmenistan.

Based on these data, one can conclude 
that in the history of Central Asia, exter-
nal migration played an essential role in the 
emergence of new cultures and civilisations. 
Therefore, researchers have described migra-
tion as a factor in the development of civili-
sations.

In this regard, the peculiarities of histori-
cal and cultural development in different geo-
graphical conditions caused by the migration of 
ancient cultures, as well as the key features of 
economic and cultural types in Central Asia, 
are of great importance.
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