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Introduction

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Central Asia, and in particular the
territory of present-day Uzbekistan, became not only the arena of the geopolitical
“Great Game” between major empires, but also the center of intense scientific
research by Western scientists. During this period, the rich history, archaeological
monuments, and complex geographical structure of the region attracted a number of
researchers. Among them, the American geographer, climatologist, and historian
Ellsworth Huntington (1876-1947) occupies a special place. His scientific
expeditions to Central Asia and the theory of “climatic determinism” (geographical
determinism) created as a result of them caused a great stir in world science.

Huntington’s research is of great importance in the study of the historical
geography of Uzbekistan. Because he is one of the first scientists who tried to
connect the fundamental socio-political processes in the history of the region, such
as the great migrations, the development and collapse of oasis civilizations, with
purely natural-climatic factors, in particular, the aridification of the climate. The
purpose of this article is to analyze the scientific heritage of E. Huntington, to reveal
his research in the ancient regions of Transoxiana and Khorezm, and the significance
of these studies for the historical geography and paleoclimatology of modern
Uzbekistan.

Main part

Ellsworth Huntington’s first direct acquaintance with Central Asia occurred in
1903 during an expedition funded by the Carnegie Institution and led by the
renowned geologist Raphael Pumpelly. Huntington participated in this expedition
as an assistant to the geologist and geographer William Morris Davis [4: 24]. They
traveled along the Caspian Railway, visited the Anau excavations in present-day
Turkmenistan, and then passed through Bukhara, Samarkand, and the Fergana
Valley, studying the structure of the region’s ancient cities and villages [5: 40].
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While traveling through the central oases of Uzbekistan, particularly the
Zarafshan Valley and the Kashkadarya Oasis, Huntington noted numerous
abandoned mounds (ruins of ancient cities) and dried-up riverbeds. He observed the
symbiosis between the sedentary and nomadic lifestyles of the region’s inhabitants
and analyzed how this situation had developed over centuries under the influence of
climate change. In 1905-1906, he traveled to Central Asia for the second time with
geologist Robert Barrett (the Barrett-Huntington expedition) [2: 7]. Although this
trip mainly included East Turkestan and the Tarim Basin, his conclusions also
directly applied to West Turkestan (present-day Uzbekistan). The saying
“Geography rides horses, geology walks” was used to describe Huntington’s
methodology for drawing rapid, visual, and comprehensive theoretical conclusions
during this expedition [2: 12].

Huntington summarized the results of his many years of research in his
fundamental work “The Pulse of Asia”, published in 1907. This work was of
revolutionary importance not only for geography, but also for the historiography of
Central Asia. In the work, Huntington put forward the idea that climate changes
(pulsations) have a decisive influence on the history of mankind and the
development of civilizations [3: 384].

According to his theory, Central Asia (including the Aral Sea basin, the Amu
Darya and Syr Darya interfluves) has had a relatively humid and cool climate in the
past. This allowed civilizations based on strong agriculture to flourish in the oases
of Zarafshan, Khorezm and Chach (Tashkent). However, as a result of periodic
aridification of the climate, pastures dried up and water sources decreased. This
situation forced the nomadic pastoral tribes of the Dashti-Kipchak and adjacent
regions to invade the south and west - to the settled agricultural oases in order to
survive.

Huntington writes: “The aridification of the climate is the main driving force
of historical crises. The mass migrations of nomads to the fertile oases are evidence
not of their greed, but of nature’s displacement of them from their ancient habitats”
[3: 385]. This theory provided a completely new ecological perspective in
explaining many historical events that took place directly on the territory of
Uzbekistan - from the movements of the Sak-Massaget tribes in the centuries BC,
to the migrations of the Khionites/Ephthalites in the 4th century, the Karakhanids
and Seljuks in the 11th century, as well as the Shaybanites (Uzbeks) at the beginning
of the 16th century.

Huntington’s research provides a number of valuable conclusions for the
historical geography, archaeology, and environmental history of modern
Uzbekistan:
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Huntington analyzed the beds of the Amu Darya and Zarafshan rivers, as well
as ancient caravan routes in the Kyzylkum desert. He noted that areas that were
inhabited in the past but later turned into deserts (for example, the remote regions
of ancient Khorezm, the ruins of Ancient Poykent) were deserted not only because
of wars, but also directly as a result of ecological de-urbanization and changes in
river beds [1: 29].

The scientist linked the historical fluctuations (transgression and regression) of
the levels of the Caspian and Aral Seas, as well as closed water bodies such as the
Lop-Nor, to global climate warming and cooling cycles. As Chappell noted in his
article on Huntington’s theories, Soviet scientists (including M. Petrov) in their
studies of the Uzbek and Turkmen deserts partially confirmed Huntington’s
geomorphological conclusions and confirmed the influence of solar activity cycles
on agricultural productivity in the region [6: 350].

Mapping cultural landscapes: Huntington’s research involved linking culture,
religion, and social behavior with the environment. He recognized that the
traditional architecture, farming methods, and irrigation systems of Bukhara and
Samarkand were excellent institutional solutions for adapting to harsh climatic
conditions [5: 41].

Undoubtedly, Huntington’s theory of “geographical determinism” has also
been sharply criticized in the scientific world. His ideas are often accused of over-
objectifying the human factor, technological progress, political will and social
relations, subordinating them to the rule of nature. Historian David Landes writes in
his work “The Wealth and Poverty of Nations™: “Huntington and his students
studied how geography, especially climate, affects human development ... but he
went too far and gave geography a bad name™ [1: 27].

Also, in US political circles of the early 20th century, his theories sometimes
served as a means to justify the ideas of "racial mapping" and eugenics [4: 59].
Huntington considered the representatives of the "temperate climate” (Europe and
North America) to be the most intellectually and physically active, while he
interpreted the inhabitants of the Asian deserts as victims of the climate [8: 120].
This, in turn, demonstrates the arrogance of the West in its “Orientalist” (Oriental
Studies) perspective.

However, despite these criticisms, modern Uzbek academic circles should treat
Huntington’s works as a monument of pure ecological history. In the context of
current global climate change, the Aral Sea tragedy, and water shortages in Central
Asia, Huntington’s predictions and conclusions about the disruption of territorial
ecological chains leading to a civilizational crisis once again prove how relevant
they are [7: 125].
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Conclusion

Ellsworth Huntington’s scientific research in Central Asia and present-day
Uzbekistan at the beginning of the 20th century made a huge turning point in the
development of world historical geography. The works created as a result of his
expeditions in 1903 and 1905 taught us to understand the past of the region not only
as a history of khanates, warlords and wars, but also as a complex area of struggle
and symbiosis between the ecosystem and man.

Huntington’s concept, which linked the centuries-old traditions of
urbanization, irrigation facilities, cultural changes in river basins and large nomadic
migrations in Uzbekistan to climate change (paleoclimate pulsation), remains one
of the main methodological supports for archaeologists, historians and ecologists
today, despite its shortcomings. His research revealed the history of the ancient
Bukhara, Samarkand and Khorezm oases as an integral part of the universal
ecological history of mankind. The records and evidence left by Huntington are an
invaluable resource for today’s researchers in studying the region’s climatic history
and the evolution of human adaptation to the environment.
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