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Pictured above:  From top 
left: A. Liss, G. Bairamov 
(Turkmenistan). From 
bottom left:  G. Ovezov 
(Turkmenistan), Z. 
Halimova (Tajikistan), R. 
Sharshenova (Kyrgyzstan), 
S. Katenova (Kazakhstan) 
and Z. Dzhunusova 
(Kazakhstan).  The CASP 
has played an active role in 
organizing and hosting 
visits by international 
scholars, dignitaries and 
distinguished literary 
figures to the UW.  During 
the 1994/95 academic year, 
the CASP welcomed “an 
extraordinary number of 
visiting” scholars from 
Central Asia.*(AR)  
 
Pictured below: Kazakh 
melodies played on the 
dombira by Rahmanqul 
Berdibaev.* 

Continuing the Legacy:
A Look Back at the History of the Central Asian 

Studies Program at the UW
by Alva Robinson

In the fall of 1949, Professor Nicholas Poppe, the world-renowned Altaist, created 
the Mongolian and Altaic Studies Program within the Far Eastern and Russian 
Institute at the University of Washington.¹  Nearly twenty years later, in 1968, the 
Central Asian Studies Program (CASP), an offshoot of the Mongolian and Altaic 
Studies Program and under the auspices of Dr. Ilse Cirtautas, began to take shape 
with courses being offered on Uzbek and other Turkic languages and literatures of 
the Soviet Union.   According to Poppe, such classes were unparalleled as they “had 
never been taught in the United States. . .” thereby, having everything “. . . begin 
from the very beginning because no books in or about these languages were 
available.”²

 
The addition of these new Turkic language courses attracted considerable attention, 

paving the way for a newly formed Central Asian Studies Program (CASP) that has 
helped establish the University of Washington’s reputation as a prominent leader 
within Central Asian regional studies.  Since the program’s inception, Dr. Cirtautas 
has made the languages, literatures and cultures of Central Asian Turkic nationalities 
the focal point of the program.  According to Dr. Cirtautas:

The goal in teaching Central Asian languages and culture through CASP has 
been to make students and the public (through the Central and Inner Asian 
Studies Seminar) aware of the enormous courage and determination the Central 
Asian Turkic peoples exemplified. For over 130 years they were under the rule of 
Russians/Soviets who actively sought to Russianize them.  They [the Russians] 
did not succeed.³

 
At the core of the CASP’s longevity and success, moreover, are the guiding tenants of 
creating dialogue, nurturing student academic success and developing innovations in 
learning. 

The University of Washington’s Central Asian Studies Program directly engages 
with local and international communities.  Since the 1980’s alone, the CASP has been 
active in establishing agreements and exchanges or cooperation with universities 
from the region.  In 1988, for example, the CASP coordinated with the Seattle-
Tashkent Sister City Association in creating an exchange program between the 
University of Washington and Tashkent State University.  The agreement was histori-
cal as it created “the first direct exchange between a university in the United States 
and the Soviet Union.”⁴   Benefiting from these exchanges was the first group of 
visiting scholars from Uzbekistan to the UW, Professors Anvar Kadyrov and 
Nigmatulla Akmalov.  The agreement called “for assistance in teaching Uzbek 
language and literature and joint publications and research.”⁵   Other agreements and 
cooperative efforts between the UW and universities abroad occurred concurrently or 
followed thereafter.  A similar exchange program between the University of Wash-
ington and the University of Xinjiang in Urumchi, China, resulted in its first graduate 
students Litip Tohti, Hamit Zakir and Ablahat Ibrahim being sent to the United 
States.⁶   Later agreements and cooperative exchanges have been made with the 
Kazakh Academy of Sciences,⁷  Almaty State University in Kazakhstan and Bishkek 
Humanities University in Kyrgyzstan.⁸   

*Information and quotes courtesy of NELC newsletter, The Near East Reports. . .,  
Summer 1995, 10 and Summer 1991/March 1992, 11. 
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Pictured above:  Aigul 
Khuseinova, Dr. Zhakshy-
lyk Khuseinov, former 
advisor on economics to the 
President and Parliament of 
Kazakhstan, Christina 
Szabo and Sarah Trent at 
the Twelfth Annual Nicholas 
Poppe Symposium, 2000.  
The Annual Nicholas Poppe 
Symposium grew from an 
initiative of The Student 
Association of Inner Asian 
Studies in 1988 and was 
later jointly sponsored by 
other student groups 
supported by the CASP, 
like the Kazakh and Kyrgyz 
Studies Group and The 
Uzbek Circle.* (AR)

(continued from previous page)
The fundamental purpose of these agreements and cooperatives has been to help 

nurture student academic success.  Indeed, the Central Asian Studies Program has 
taken a proactive path towards student academic development.  The aforementioned 
agreements and the ensuing connections that have been made have allowed students 
from the UW to study and conduct their own research abroad.  Students like Will 
Dirks,⁹  Julia Fearing,¹⁰  Shawn Lyons,¹¹  John O’Farrell,¹²  Cindy Kim, ¹³ Anthony 
Qualin,¹⁴  Alan Fahnestock,¹⁵  David Merrill and Peter Klempner have all been able to 
expand on their linguistic knowledge while gaining valuable experiences abroad due 
to the relationships established through the CASP.   

The program has also been keen in encouraging and guiding student initiatives. 
Over the years, students have taken the lead in forming student bodies at the UW 
that have shaped the expanding direction of the Central Asian Studies Program’s 
agenda.  Groups like the Student Association of Inner Asian Studies,¹⁶  for example, 
were instrumental in the formation and development of the Annual Nicholas Poppe 
Symposiums that occur each year at the UW.¹⁷   Still, other groups like the Kazakh 
and Kyrgyz Studies Group¹⁸ and the Association of Central Asian Students have 
spearheaded academic bulletins and journals that have extended support to ongoing 
research through their publications, respectively The Kazakh and Kyrgyz Studies 
Bulletin and the Journal of Central and Inner Asian Dialogue. The Kazakh and Kyrgyz 
Studies Bulletin even drew the attention of then President of Kyrgyzstan, Askar 
Akayev, and current President of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev, both of whom 
had expressed their gratitude in personal letters addressed to Dr. Cirtautas.  The 
Uzbek Circle¹⁹  and The Mongolian Circle, an initiative by then PhD Candidate 
Simon Wickham-Smith during the 2010-2012 academic years, have focused on 
delivering regular academic seminars and language training.  Alatau, a group named 
after the sacred mountains extending through Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, joined 
together as a result of the effort of students of several universities, most notably from 
the UW.²⁰   All the groups, however, have shared the same vision of promoting 
ongoing research and international cooperation at individual and institutional levels.

  

The Central Asian Studies Program has taken unprecedented initiatives in enhanc-
ing student and public understanding of the region.  For several years, CASP has  

*Information courtesy of NELC newsletter, The Near East Reports. . ., 
Summer 2000, 12. 

 

Pictured above: Her Excellency, Zamyra Sydykova, former Ambassador of the Kyrgyz Republic, 
center, with Dr. Cirtautas to her left and surrounded by Association of Central Asian Students 
(ACAS) and local Kyrgyz students.  ACAS, like other student initiatives supported by CASP, has 
played a key role in the development of the CASP program.  Since 2009 ACAS has worked within
CASP to promote the culture and languages of Central and Inner Asia.
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Pictured above:  Graduate 
exchange students from 
Xinjiang: Litip Tohti, Hamit 
Zakir and Ablahat 
Ibrahim.*

Pictured below: Graduate 
student Talgat Imangaliev 
from Kazakhstan.*

(continued from previous page)
hosted and sponsored Central Asian Intensive Languages and Culture Programs in 
the summer to help enrich student understanding in Central Asian languages and 
culture.  Beginning with the Uzbek Language Program in 1989,²¹  the Summer 
Program expanded to include language training in Kazakh and Tajik in 1991,²²  and 
later in Kyrgyz.  Through the program, students were able to learn the various 
Central Asian languages taught by poets and writers of the region.  Muhammad Ali 
Akhmedov, Pirimqul Qodirov and Erkin Vohidov of Uzbekistan are a few of the 
distinguished literary figures who were invited by Dr. Cirtautas and taught at the 
Summer Programs.  The Summer Programs welcomed other visitors from Kazakh-
stan, Turkmenistan and Tajikistan.  Unlike similar language program initiatives in the 
United States, Dr. Cirtautas was keen on having as teachers only poets and writers as 
they were the only ones who had been able to cultivate their native languages 
throughout the period of Russian/Soviet colonialism.  Another CASP initiative 
oversaw the construction of a learning site for Uzbek online.  Designed and set up by 
the Central Asian Languages Group, a UW student-group advised by Dr. Cirtautas, 
the site featured sixty minutes of interactive audio and dialogues created by graduate 
student Ken Peterson and Tashkent-based exchange student, Dilbar Akhmedova.²³ 

Starting with nothing, the Central Asian Studies Program under Dr. Cirtautas has 
grown by leaps and bounds.  Along the way, it has shared its success with other 
institutions and libraries.   The Kyrgyz-American School of Business, Law and 
Humanities, now the American University of Central Asia in Bishkek and Atyrau 
University in Atyrau, Kazakhstan have both been recipients of scholarly books or 
support for improving their scholarly libraries. More notable, however, are the 
contributions that have been made in Uzbekistan.  The CASP, through Dr. Cirtautas, 
secured an Uzbekistan Partnership Grant from the United States State Department.  
This has resulted in “stronger ties between the UW and Uzbek academic institu-
tions,” according to Professor Cirtautas.²⁴  

 
At the center of these newly strengthened relationships in Uzbekistan was the 

formation of a library that supported academic and research development with the 
donation of books collected and shipped to Uzbekistan under her guidance.  The last 
shipment to reach Tashkent occurred in February of 2012 and included 4,720 pounds 
of scholarly books.²⁵   Professor Cirtautas’s continued support and activism beyond 
the grant has been recognized by Uzbek peers and counterparts.  By autumn of 2013, 
two centers in Tashkent were named in her honor, the Ilse Cirtautas Library, a 
separate entity within the library system of the Academy of Sciences of Uzbekistan, 
and the Ilse Cirtautas Study Center, a private learning institute.

The Central Asian Studies Program has built a considerable legacy over the more 
than forty-five years it has been functioning.  Last year’s visits to the UW by the 
Kyrgyz Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary to the United States and 
Canada, Muktar Djumaliev and Ambassador of Kazakhstan to the United States, 
Kairat Umarov, remind us of the lasting interest in the program at a global level.  
Universities from the region, like more recent ones from Bashkortostan and Kyrgyz-
stan, continue to reach out to CASP and the UW.   Their attraction stems from the 
CASP’s unwavering attention to the languages, literature and culture of Central Asia, 
a feature absent in other programs across the United States that focus on the region 
mainly from the point of view of political scientists.

*Information courtesy of NELC newsletter, The Near East Reports. . ., 
September 1988, 7/Autumn 2000, 6.
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Professor Cirtautas’s 
unwavering commitment to 
her students and colleagues 
in both Central Asia and in 
the United States has 
formed endearing friend-
ships. Among those are, 
pictured above,  from left, 
Dr. Elmira Kochumkulova 
of University of Central 
Asia, the late Chingiz 
Aitmatov* (1928-2008) and 
Uzbek National Writer 
Muhammad Ali Akhmedov.  
Institutions across Central 
Asia have acknowledged 
her dedication and have 
honored her. Pictured 
below, Dr. Cirtautas is 
bestowed the title of Honor-
ary Professor at Almaty 
State University.**  (AR)

(continued from previous page)
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*Two transliterated variations are widely used in English: Aitmatov and Aytmatov. 
**Information courtesy of NELC newsletter, The Near East Reports. . ., Summer 1995, 4.  
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