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Abstract

Ruling elites can use the symbolism of major dams to gain legitimacy and bolster a sense of national
identity and patriotism. The Rogun dam in Tajikistan is a gigantic hydraulic infrastructure that if and
when finished will be the tallest in the world, allowing the country to gain energy self-sufficiency.
Furthermore, by projecting an image of progress and success, such a structure can contribute to
creating and strengthening a nationalistic discourse even before its completion.

This paper begins by introducing the concept of nation-building in relation with the Central Asian
setting, and then connects it with the literature exploring the interplay between water and power.
Subsequently, the focus moves to the Rogun project, illustrating the main traits of the Rogun ideology
and outlining the rhetorical legitimation strategies used by the Tajik government to frame the dam as a

nationally cohesive and patriotic project.
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Introduction

Research on water and social power (Wittfogel, 1957; Worster 1985; Reisner 1993; Swyngedouw
1999; Giglioli and Swyngedouw 2008) has highlighted how ruling political elites can increase their
influence and preserve social control through the realization of large hydraulic infrastructures. So far,
however, there has been little discussion about how a ruling elite can use the symbolic value of a large
hydraulic project to construct and disseminate its own idea of the nation and legitimize its hold on
power. On this regard, the concept of nations as social or cultural constructs seems to fit well within the
post-Soviet context, and scholars working on the post-Soviet space (Kuzio 2002; Kolste 2006; Polese
and Wylegala 2008), and more specifically on Central Asia (Laruelle 2007; Marat 2008; Blakkisrud
and Nozimova 2010; Cummings 2010; Roche and Hohmann 2011), have offered specific examples of
how languages, discourses and symbols are used by ruling elites to produce meanings, define the nation
and create ideologies.

The present article contributes to this body of research by taking as a case study the Rogun Dam in
Tajikistan, and illustrating the rhetorical legitimation strategies used by the Tajik government to frame
the dam as a nationally cohesive and patriotic project. Conceived during the golden years of the
hydraulic mission of the Soviet administration, Rogun is a gigantic dam on the Vakhsh? river that if and
when finished, with its 335-meter of height, would be the tallest in the world, giving another record to
the country that in 2011 erected the world’s tallest flagpole as a symbol of statehood and patriotism
(BBC Monitoring 2011b). The symbolic meaning attached to the Rogun dam, it is argued, can possibly
be the key to explaining the Government of Tajikistan’s (GoT) insistence over the last twenty years to
realize a project that, besides being outdated and too costly to be funded by its national resources alone
(Schmidt 2007), has caused the deterioration of Tajik relations with its neighbors and, in particular,
with Uzbekistan. In an effort aimed at persuading its citizens and the international community that the
construction of Rogun is a fundamental achievement for the country, the GoT has created what can be
defined a “Rogun ideology”.

Indeed, the Central Asian political environment seems particularly suitable for observing how the
symbolism of a major dam can be used by a ruling elite to produce a national ideology and legitimize
its position. This is evident for at least two reasons. First, as Rogers Brubaker (1996, 29) puts it, no

other state has gone so far as the Soviet Union “in sponsoring, codifying, institutionalizing, even (in
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some cases) inventing nationhood and nationality on the sub-state level, while at the same time doing
nothing to institutionalize them on the level of the state as a whole.” If, on the one hand, such an
institutionalized definition of nationhood played a major role in the disintegration of the Soviet state,
on the other hand, it has shaped and structured the formation of national identities in successor states
(Brubaker 1996). Second, the void left by the collapse of the Soviet Union led to the birth of what
Hobsbawn (1992, 10) would have called invented nations, in which “nationalism comes before
nations.” The key contradiction, according to Olivier Roy (2000), is that the Central Asian states were
created during the Soviet period, but their independence came as a result of the end of that period: since
Stalin could no longer be the father of the nation, the Central Asian rulers had to re-evaluate or
reconstruct their pasts. As Communism could no longer provide a basis for legitimacy to national
governments, former Communist leaders took a nationalist turn to enhance the perceived legitimacy of
their authority (Mellon 2010).

This article also represents an effort to examine how the construction of a national identity can
overlap with the construction of a large dam, to the extent that the dam itself becomes a national image.
Major dams? are indeed among the largest structures built by humans and are, perhaps, the most
spectacular way to tame water resources. Apart from serving practical purposes (e.g. generating
electricity, controlling water flows and allowing for irrigated agriculture), dams are also powerful
political symbols that can be used to build and reinforce national identities and legitimize those in
power (Mitchell 2002).

Based on these assumptions, the focus of this study is placed on the Tajik political elite and on their
discursive constructions of the Rogun dam at the national as well as at the international level. These
two dimensions are interconnected, since the dam can be portrayed as a symbol of progress and
success, but it can also be directly related to the rivalry between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan and the
assertion of Tajik national interests.

The sources used for the case study include official and non-official documents. The former consist
of official texts, such as speeches delivered by the President and his ministers at national and
international summits, official statements and government documents; the latter comprise news reports
produced by state-owned TV channels — television is still the most important source of information for
Tajik citizens® — and news agencies, which in Tajikistan are tightly controlled and serve as the

mouthpiece of the government (Olcott 2012, 35-38). Non-official sources serve the purpose of this



analysis particularly well, as governments tend to use news reports to construct knowledge and
disseminate a particular truth about social events (Cloke et al. 2004, 62-64).

Specifically, the following sources have been systematically scrutinized: official speeches and
documents as they are reported in the official websites of the President (www.president.tj/ru/),
Parliament (www.parlament.tj/ru/), and The Strategic Research Center under the President
(www.mts.tj/ru/); the transcripts of the flagship news program “Akhbor” broadcasted by Tajik
Television First Channel (TTFC) and provided by BBC Monitoring Central Asia Unit; as well as the
archives of the Avesta and Khovar news agencies. The period analyzed is from January 2005 (2005 is
the year in which construction works restarted at the Rogun site) and until June 2013. The analysis of
the documents focuses on identifying how specific identities, practices, meanings and knowledge are
created by an actor in describing something in one way or another.

Nation-building and the politics of large dams

As Benedict Anderson (2006, 3) noted, “[n]ation, nationality, nationalism — all have proved
notoriously difficult to define, let alone analyse.” Hugh Seton Watson (1977, 5) pointed out that “a
nation exists when a significant number of people in a community consider themselves to form a
nation.” Based on its subjective character, the nation is defined as a social or cultural construct with
limited spatial and demographic extent, in line with Anderson’s (2006) interpretation of the nation as
an “imagined political community.” Thereby, considering the nation as an immaterial entity does not
mean that a nation cannot be constructed or built. Indeed, the concept of nation-building gained
prominence in the United States in the 1960s, mostly thanks to the work of Karl Deutsch and William
Folz (1963). The term was chiefly used to describe the greater integration of state and society, as
citizenship brought loyalty to the modern nation-states (Dobbins 2003). Still, the concept has been
highly debated, and Polese (2011) observed that there are at least four distinct and incompatible
interpretations of the term nation-building that make it difficult to come up with an uncontested
definition of the concept. Partially drawing on the definition provided by Kolstg and Blakkisrud (2004,
vii), for the purpose of this paper the term nation-building is defined as the set of policies aimed at
creating a common national identity and a sense of patriotism and loyalty towards the state.

Symbols and symbolism can play a crucial role in the nation-building process, and ruling elites often
use them to motivate and mobilize their population (Smith 1998). In this regard, the research is formed
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by some basic assumptions underlying Pierre Bourdieu’s theories on symbolic power. As Bourdieu
(Bourdieu and Thompson 1991, 170) defines it, symbolic power is the power of “constituting the given
through utterances, of making people see and believe [...] an almost magical power which enables one
to obtain the equivalent of what is obtained through force (whether physical or economic), by virtue of
the specific effects of mobilization.” Symbolic power is effective when complemented by
misrecognition (méconnaissance) or, in other words, if the messages conveyed through words and
slogans are considered legitimate by those who receive them (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977, 5).
Recognizing the importance of symbolic power helps understanding how reality can be constructed
using symbols and, in the specific case of the Rogun dam, how the realization of a mega dam can be
used by a political elite to create an ideology that helps legitimize its actions, boost its popularity, and
maintain power.

Indeed dams, and their ability to dominate nature by using its power to serve the needs of society,
can have a strong symbolic value. Between the end of the nineteenth century and the 1970s, the so-
called “hydraulic mission” to control nature and conquer the desert was launched worldwide, and some
of the largest and most iconic dam projects were realized around the world, becoming highly symbolic
both within the nation and outside (Frey 1993). Examples are the Marathon dam, hailed as the greatest
achievement of Greece after the Parthenon (Kaika 2006, 297), and the massive Hoover Dam in Nevada,
which led US Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes to declare upon completion: “pridefully, man
acclaims his conquest of nature” (McCool 2012, 23). Similarly, in 1954, at the inauguration of the high
Bhakra dam, Prime Minister Jawahar Lal Nehru audaciously described dams as the “temples of modern
India™* (Sharma 1989). In Nasser’s Egypt, the gigantic Aswan High Dam, completed in 1971 with
Soviet support, became “the centrepiece of postwar nation making” in a country in which “large dams
offered a way to build not just irrigation and power systems, but nation-states in themselves” (Mitchell
2002, 44-45). John Waterbury (1979, 108) observed that as relations between Egypt and Britain
deteriorated in the 1950s, “Nasser and his associates could no longer regard the dam as simply a big
engineering project, but rather came to hold it up as the symbol of Egypt’s will to resist imperialist
endeavors to destroy the revolution.” If, on the one side, those who supported the Aswan High Dam
were treated as patriots, on the other side, those who criticized it were “thought of as subversive or
even treasonous” (Waterbury 1979, 117). Indian activist Arundhati Roy identified a similar correlation
between patriotism and dams on her analysis of the Sardar Sarovar Dam project in India (Roy and

Aradhana 2002), and McCully (2001, 264) noted that critics of the planned Castanho Dam in Brazil
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were accused by the local governor Tasso Jereissati of using “wicked insinuations and unfounded and
unpatriotic criticisms.”

Building dams can thus have a relevance to the nation-building process, also considering that Pal
Kolstg (2000, 16) suggested that nation-building can be seen as an architectural metaphor which
“implies the existence of consciously acting agents such as architects, engineers, carpenters, and the
like.” And as it was mentioned, this is also relevant to the Central Asian political setting, in which
states created a legitimation framework through the invention of national symbols, in the form of
“landslide electoral victories, Independence Day parades with displays of military might, historical
writings, leaders’ addresses to the nation, national holidays, flags and anthems, the currency, the capital
and major national monuments” (Matveeva 2009, 1101). The main concern of Central Asian
authoritarian rulers is to maintain power (Cummings 2002), and a key way to do so without employing
military force is to use symbols, since symbolism appears to have a crucial role in regional politics
(Cummings 2010). Also, as Murzakulova and Schoeberlein (2009) have illustrated, Central Asian
political elites — particularly the presidents — placed great emphasis on the production of national
ideologies that could provide them with legitimacy, and Central Asian states have been quite successful
in retaining a monopoly over the production of symbols.

As a result, through the construction of a dam ideology, the Tajik political elite can gain legitimacy
while diverting attention from more pressing matters and promising a better future to its population.
Furthermore, the Rogun dam and the Uzbek opposition to its construction can be used to strengthen a
specific nationalistic propaganda. If a large dam symbolizes the nation, those who question it become
the enemies of the nation. Therefore, the construction of a dam against the will of a neighboring
country can be portrayed as a symbol of internal cohesion that incarnates the nation’s right to self-

determination.

Tajikistan and the Rogun dam

The Rogun dam was originally conceived by the Soviet Union in the 1960s as a dual-purpose
structure for irrigation water management and for hydroelectricity. The project consists of a 335-meter
high structure, a reservoir with a volume of 13.3 km? and six 600 megawatt (MW) turbines, resulting in
a total installed capacity of 3,600 MW (Schmidt, 2007). Compared with other dams, Rogun would be
the tallest in the world — the fourth being Nurek (300-meter) — and the twentieth for installed capacity
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(ICOLD, n.d.). Although intense construction started in 1982 (United Nations Environment Programme
2011, 48), due to the collapse of the Soviet Union and the worsening political situation in Tajikistan,
work on the Rogun site was stopped in 1991. Furthermore, in 1993 — which was originally the year set
for its first unit to start producing electricity (Yerofeyeva 2002) — the upper coffer-dam was washed
away by a powerful flash-flood. Combined with inadequate management caused by the civil war, the
flood destroyed most of the existing structure (Fradchuk 2010), frustrating two decades of efforts and
an investment of US$ 800 million. Nevertheless, the idea of building Rogun was already too well
established in the minds of Tajik bureaucrats to be washed away with the flood. In 2005, following a
deal with the Russian aluminum giant RusAl (Interfax, 2004), construction works at the dam site
restarted and continued until 2012, when they were suspended by the Tajik government which is
awaiting the release, review and discussion of a feasibility study being executed by the World Bank
(The World Bank n.d.a). The study is a result of harsh criticism to the project from neighboring
Uzbekistan, that raised concerns, among other things, over a decrease in the downstream water flow the
country needs for its irrigated agriculture.

Paradoxically, even though Rogun used to be a Soviet project, its significance increased when the
Soviet Union ceased to exist. With independence — and with the vanishing of the centralized Soviet
management system responsible for the allocation of resources to the Soviet republics — energy-poor
Tajikistan had to start paying for the imports of gas, oil and coal necessary to fulfill its energy needs.
However, the country’s failure to pay for outstanding debts, combined with a tense relationship with
Uzbekistan (its sole supplier of natural gas), resulted in recurrent cuts in energy supplies and in
frequent energy crises. Currently, around 70 per cent of the Tajik population experience extensive
electricity shortages in winter, which, alongside their social costs, cause an economic loss estimated at
over US$ 200 million per year (The World Bank 2012, i). Under such circumstances, the potential
impact of a hydroelectric power plant of the size of Rogun is remarkable. Namely, as Tajikistan’s
electricity production from hydroelectric sources accounts for around 97 per cent of the total (The
World Bank, n.d.b), the country’s total installed capacity of 4,000 MW (European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development, n.d.) would almost double with the additional 3,600 MW that the
Rogun dam could generate, allowing Tajikistan not only to become energy secure® but also to sell
electricity to Afghanistan and Pakistan.

Even though it is probably too optimistic to predict that “with Rogun, Tajikistan will live like

Kuwait,” as declared in 2009 by a representative of Barki Tojik, the energy holding company of
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Tajikistan (Marat 2010), ideally many of the country’s energy problems could potentially be resolved
by the dam. This is even more relevant in light of the two exceptionally cold winters that hit Central
Asia in 2007-2008 and 2008-2009, which engendered a major energy crisis in Tajikistan and in
Kyrgyzstan, further aggravated by the Kazak and Uzbek withdrawal from the Central Asia Power
System (The World Bank 2012, 56). However, it is worth noting that about 40 % of the electricity
produced in Tajikistan is used to power TalCo, the large state-owned aluminum plant located close to
the border with Uzbekistan, which has priority over domestic consumers (The World Bank 2013a) and
whose profits are transferred to an offshore company headquartered in the British Virgin Islands and
linked to the GoT (IMF 2009, 21). There is thus the possibility that the Tajik government will prefer to
export surplus electricity over satisfying domestic demand, as is often the case in the opaque Central
Asian regimes where the ruling elites are in a position to make arbitrary decisions concerning the
distribution of resources (Isaacs 2011).

Yet, it is on the political level that Rogun could have an even stronger impact. Tajikistan — the least
prepared of the Central Asian countries to undergo policies of national consolidation (Gleason 1997,
100) — was ravaged by a harsh civil war (1992-97) that enfeebled the authority of the national
government and accentuated regional and clan divisions (Akiner 2001). As soon as the war ended,
Tajik President Emomali Rahmon started consolidating Tajik statehood and instilling a new Tajik
national consciousness (Blakkisrud and Nozimova 2010), using symbols and creating ideologies.
Symbols play an important role in Tajik politics, and as Roy observed, their use is first visible from the
basic features of an independent state such as the design of its flag, which adopts the Iranian national
colors in reverse and presents large amounts of green, the color of Islam (Roy 2000, 162). According to
Erica Marat, Rahmon’s ideological production after the end of the civil war was aimed at increasing his
presidential power and alienating the Islamic opposition (Marat 2008). In this process, three elements
appear to be central: the cult of Ismail Somoni, the celebrated Samanid ruler that became a symbol of
the independence and strength of the Tajik state (Blakkisrud and Nozimova 2010); the revival of
Zoroastrianism; and the Aryan myth (Laruelle 2007).

In the same way, it is argued, the symbolic value that stems from the Rogun dam has become in
recent years the centerpiece of an ideological production propagated by the government to legitimize
itself, gain consensus and assert its regional power. The unifying effect of such an iconic project can
contribute to the creation of a common national identity, while helping to keep President Rahmon and

his close network from the Kulob region in power. If Rogun is seen as a symbol of patriotism and
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success, it is understandable why the GoT wants it to be the tallest dam in the world. Having recently
inaugurated the world’s tallest flagpole and Central Asia’s largest library (Parshin 2012), the GoT
seems to pay particular attention to world and regional records. While the project envisages a final
height of 335-meter, alternatives for a lower dam were proposed over the years (Eschanov 2011, 1582).
The German engineering firm Lahmeyer, which was awarded a contract to carry out a first feasibility
study of Rogun (Interfax 2005), recommended 285-meter as the ideal height of the dam (Associated
Press 2006). Without these additional 50-meter, Rogun would still be a very tall dam, but not the tallest
in the world. Also, a smaller project would be less controversial in downstream Uzbekistan and
Turkmenistan, since it would have a less significant impact on the water flow of the Amu Darya
(Wegerich et al. 2007). Nevertheless, President Rahmon’s insistence on the taller version of the project
was such that it led to the cancelation of the deal signed with RusAl (Eurasianet.org 2007). This
insistence on having the tallest dam in the world is noteworthy, particularly if Rogun is analyzed
through the lens of its symbolic significance. If, indeed, the GoT wants to persuade its citizens that the
dam is a symbol of national pride and success, the power of suggestion that derives from a structure
that stands taller than any other probably helps legitimize this message among those that receive it.

The internal Rogun discourse

The construction of the Rogun ideology gained momentum after the energy crisis of 2007-2008,
which left many people without electricity and heating in many areas of the country, including the
capital, Dushanbe (BBC Monitoring 2008a). At a moment in which the Tajik citizens were feeling
particularly vulnerable to electricity shortages, convincing them of the many benefits of the Rogun dam
became a priority for Rahmon. Fifty years after the construction of the Toktogul dam in the Kyrgyz
SSR (Soviet Socialist Republic), which embodied the classical Soviet slogans on human’s mastery over
nature (in line with Lenin’s insight “Communism is Soviet power plus the electrification of the whole
country”) and on the forceful domination of rivers (Feaux de la Croix 2011), yet another Soviet
hydraulic project is being emotionally charged by a ruling elite. As Molle, Mollinga and Wester (2009)
noted, the creation of certain meta-discourses and meta-justifications — which usually tend to stress
matters such as the achievement of national goals and priorities or the absence of real alternatives — are

among the classical means of furthering large-scale projects at the internal level. In the case of the



Rogun dam, the discourse constructed by the Tajik political elite mainly presents the project as a source
of pride and wellbeing and as a vital achievement in the country’s development path.

Tajik state-owned media, such as the Khovar and Avesta news agencies and the Tajik TV and
Radio, have worked together in both ensuring visibility to the project and in channeling official
statements that report the government’s vision for Rogun. For instance, the internet portal of the Avesta
news agency features Rogun at the top of the list of topics addressed on the website® (placing it before
the “Government”, “Security” and “Business” sections), while the Khovar news agency duly reports
Rahmon’s speeches on Rogun and mirrors the government’s position on the matter. Indeed, the Tajik
president has been by far the most vocal advocate for the dam, often using official occasions and
ceremonies to glorify the importance of its construction. Already in 2006, during his New Year’s
speech, Rahmon (2006a) saluted the resumption of the dam’s construction as a “joyful and memorable
event,” and later, during the celebrations for the Nowruz (the Persian New Year), he (Rahmon 2006b)
underlined how the Rogun dam could ensure energy security and help “our beloved Tajikistan take its
rightful place among the developed countries of the world.”

Rahmon’s messages became more frequent in 2008, taking the form of appeals to Tajik citizens. The
country had just experienced a serious energy crisis, and after the cancelation of the RusAl deal, the
government needed full internal support for the project. In an address to the Parliament, Rahmon used
Islam as a tool for legitimation’, noting how water is a God-given gift that brings life and, in the case of
hydroelectricity, precious energy that should not be wasted. He thus launched an appeal to “decent
citizens that loved their homeland” to take an active part in the construction of the Rogun dam, which
he branded as “a matter of life or death” that could ensure energy independence for Tajikistan (Rahmon
2008a). The appeal was disseminated on all the country’s TV and radio channels (BBC Monitoring
2008b), and the same happened in 2010, when Khovar — along with the Tajik state TV and Radio ,
which broadcasted it in its entirety — reported the yearly Presidential address to the people of
Tajikistan, which on this occasion was almost entirely centered on Rogun. In his message, Rahmon

provided a comprehensive synthesis of the Rogun rhetoric:

Rogun is our national idea. [...] I shall reiterate to all citizens of this sovereign state, regardless of
nationality, language and religion, that Rogun is a real battleground for honour and dignity, is a popular
arena of selfless work for a better future and prosperity of sovereign Tajikistan! [...] I appeal to the
children of Tajikistan, living and working in other countries, and always thinking about the welfare of
their ancestral land and the prosperity of their houses: you can actively participate in this nation-wide
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initiative and contribute to the construction of Rogun, a source of light and heat in your homes! [...]
Rogun is a symbol of the accomplishment and prosperity of the present and future Tajikistan, of an
unprecedented development of industry and agriculture, and most importantly, a daily symbol of warmth
and light for every citizen of our country! [...] Rogun is a source of national pride for every citizen of
Tajikistan and a symbol of pride for our present and future life! Rogun is a symbol of the life of our
nation, a symbol of life and death of the Tajik state! (Rahmon 2010a)

All the key elements of the Rogun discourse can be identified in this address: the dam is portrayed
as a symbol of national pride and honor, of progress and prosperity, and once again, as a matter of life
and death for Tajikistan. The appeal to the “children of Tajikistan” living abroad recalls the unifying
effect of the dam, which appears relevant considering that the drawing of the Soviet borders left 60 %
of the Tajik population outside their home country (Bergne 2007, 100) and that the amount of
remittances sent home by Tajik migrants is estimated to account for half of the GDP (ILO 2010).

This last aspect is even more significant when connected with the sale of Rogun shares to Tajik
citizens, a consequence of the need to find financial resources to realize the project. Indeed, Rahmon
has extensively used certain aspects of the Rogun discourse — namely the representation of the dam as
an existential and vital facility — to convince his citizens to buy shares of the “Open Joint Stock
Company Rogun” (Ministry of Finance of Tajikistan 2009). An initial public offering (IPO) was
launched among festivities and celebrations on 6 January 2010 (Rasul-zade 2010), a day which was
also declared the “Day of Solidarity for the Construction of Rogun” (Eurasianet.org 2010), and that
was marked by the birth of a baby named by his family Roghunshoh, King Rogun, in honor of the
power station (Ria Novosti 2010). During the IPO, Tajik citizens were forced to sacrifice part of their
salaries to purchase shares of Rogun and university students had to show their shares before sitting for
exams (BBC Monitoring 2010a), while the main streets of Dushanbe had been adorned with banners
and posters advertising the dam (see Figure 1). In addition, following a precise request from Rahmon
(BBC Monitoring 2009b) the Tajik state TV devoted substantial amounts of prime time broadcast to
updates on the progress of the share sale. Only Tajik citizens and legal entities were allowed to buy the
shares in order to preserve the national character of the dam. As Rahmon pointed out to TTFC, “there
are foreign countries which are now ready to buy 70 per cent of them but I did not give them [the
shares] and | am not going to. This is our national wealth” (BBC Monitoring 2009a). To further
encourage the sale, the Tajik Assembly even adopted an exceptional one-off law that conceded

amnesty to all who bought shares of the “great and crucial” Rogun dam (BBC Monitoring 2010c). One

11



year later, some two million shares of Rogun had been sold, earning the Stock Company Rogun US$
170 million (Ergasheva 2011), corresponding to less than 10 % of the total amount required to build the
damé.

This notwithstanding, the Tajik government has continued to disseminate its Rogun discourse with
frequent reports on TTFC, praising the progress made in realizing the dam. Yet, the parallel conflict
with Uzbekistan (which resulted in the launch of the above mentioned feasibility study financed by the
World Bank) led to a change in the Tajik framing of the Rogun dam, with an increasing emphasis
placed on Tajikistan’s sovereignty over its natural resources. As Rahmon (BBC Monitoring 2011a)
observed in his annual state-of-the-nation address, water is part of Tajikistan’s natural wealth, “it is our
national property, and we should fruitfully use it.” The next section analyses this added dimension of
the Rogun discourse, connecting it with the rivalry between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan and the Tajik
portrayal of the dam as symbol of internal cohesion that epitomizes the nation’s right to self-

determination.

Internationalizing the Rogun discourse

The Uzbek opposition was successful in making the Rogun dam an internationally controversial
matter. However, this has also had the unintended consequence of further convincing the Tajik
government that the dam can be held up as a symbol of self-determination and success, one that can
bond the people of Tajikistan around a national idea and against a common antagonist. Tajiks and
Uzbeks share a common culture and traditions, and being the two main contemporary sedentary
civilizations of Central Asia, they have also developed a fierce rivalry, one that was further exacerbated
after the collapse of the Soviet Union due to the assignment of the cities of Samarkand and Bukhara to
Uzbekistan. As Paul Bergne’s (2007) historical analysis exhaustively illustrated, the birth of Tajikistan®
in the 1920s caused a profound shift in the way the Tajiks saw themselves, creating a Tajik national
identity where there previously was none. “The founding of Tajikistan was not the result of Tajik
nationalism but the hour of its birth” (Lutz Rzehak quoted in Bergne 2007, 103), and this new national
identity almost immediately clashed with the Uzbek one. And indeed, the governments’ claims about
the existence of an ongoing Uzbek plot to weaken Tajikistan and its integrity as a nation gave rise to a

developing Tajik nationalism (Heathershaw and Herzig 2013). This is also mirrored in the discursive
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constructions of the Rogun dam in which, unsurprisingly, the emphasis is placed on the nation as
absolute sovereign and exclusive owner of its resources and territory.

The international dimension of the Rogun discourse is significant, since the projection of an
international image is relevant to the nation and to the legitimation of an internal discourse
(LeMarquand 1977; Frey 1993). Successfully persuading the international community that Rogun is a
cooperative project that represents a key step in the country’s development path can help the Tajik
government gain consent to, and possibly financial support for, its realization. A foreign policy issue
assumes relevance as a national, if not nationalistic, assertion of power against a rival and an enemy of
the nation, in a matter related with national pride rather than with the water of the Amu Darya river
itself.

The Tajik government has consequently used the national media to contest and discredit the Uzbek
views on the Rogun dam, dubbing them as unreasonable and biased. Illustrative, in this regard, is a
2010 epistolary dispute between the Tajik Prime Minister, Akil Akilov, and his Uzbek counterpart,
Shavkat Mirziyoyev, with letters being simultaneously published in the Tajik and Uzbek state-owned
news agencies, thus informing citizens of both countries about the quarrel. When one of Akilov’s
missives (Akilov 2010) discarded the Uzbek view as unreasonable and stressed how the Rogun dam is
based on the “vital necessity of normal electricity provision for population and national economy,” the
Tajik state-owned press noted that Uzbek criticisms have no other effect than uniting the people of
Tajikistan in the idea of building this crucial facility, stimulating the sale of Rogun shares to Tajik
patriots (BBC Monitoring 2010b).

Furthermore, the need to justify the construction of Rogun at the international level made the dam
one of the cornerstones of Tajikistan’s foreign policy. Of particular note is the effort carried out by the
Tajik government to construct and project abroad the specific image of Tajikistan as a “water-country”.
Since 2005, the Tajik government has targeted international forums like the United Nations General
Assembly (UNGA), the European Union and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
(OSCE) Ministerial Council meetings, to execute a communication strategy aimed at portraying itself
as a responsible water user and as a global leader in encouraging cooperation in the field of water.
Keeping in mind that the desiccation of the Aral Sea — probably the worst manmade environmental
disaster of the 20" century — was caused by the series of dams and river diversion projects realized by

the Soviet Union during its hydraulic mission, this strategy can be interpreted as an attempt to change
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the perception of Central Asia as an environmentally degraded region by bestowing on Tajikistan the
label of “environmentally responsible”.

In 2005, the then Tajik Foreign Minister Talbak Nazarov (2005) raised at the United Nations
General Assembly (UNGA) the issue of Tajikistan and of its unexploited hydroelectric potential:
“water resources possessed by Tajikistan provide us with considerable potential advantages in terms of
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) implementation, since they represent a huge hydro
potential that, unfortunately, is currently used by less than 5 per cent.” The connection between Rogun
and the achievement of the MDGs, which implies the representation of the dam as a fundamental
element to attain national goals and priorities, became the central message delivered by Tajikistan at
the UN during subsequent years (Aslov 2007; Rahmon 2008b, 2009a, 2009b). Tajikistan is presented
as a benevolent country, one that “has all the rights to use its natural resources, including hydro-power,
for the benefit of its people,” and that sincerely advocates for mutually beneficial regional cooperation
(Zarifi 2012). To further strengthen this cooperative image, the Tajik government has launched several
global initiatives, including the proclamation of 2005-2015 as the “International Decade for Action
Water for Life” and 2013 as the “International Year of Water Cooperation” (Rahmon 2010b).

Besides making a pitch for Rogun at some of the most important international organizations, the
Tajik government supplemented its Rogun internationalization process by holding numerous UN-
backed water conferences and seminars in its capital Dushanbe. During these events (such as the
“High-level International Conference on Water Cooperation” that was held in Dushanbe in August
2013), the Tajik government presents its views on water management and tries to legitimize its right to
develop its hydroelectric potential.

Hence, the international Rogun campaign comes back to Tajikistan, and its results are,
unsurprisingly, well-advertised by the government. The most significant example is perhaps that of
Struan Stevenson, a Member of the European Parliament (MEP) that in 2010 was appointed by the
Kazakh Presidency of the OSCE as Personal Representative of the Chairman in Office responsible for
the ecology and environment of Central Asia, and who has been an active supporter of the Rogun dam
around European Institutions and international organisations. In the description of his first meeting with
the Tajik president, Stevenson provides a powerful illustration of the high priority that Rahmon gives to

the Rogun dam:
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The president began to thank me for my ‘excellent’ newspaper article about Rogun. He explained the
importance of the project for Tajikistan and said that it was incomprehensible to him why Uzbekistan’s
president was so opposed to it. [...] President Rahmon suddenly lent forward and grabbed me tightly by
the wrist. His face was only a few inches from mine. ‘As you know I am coming to Strasbourg next
week for meetings with the President of the European Parliament and for a debate with members of the
Foreign Affairs Committee. | hope that | can meet you there, and | hope that you will repeat your
support for our Rogun hydro project.” (Stevenson, 2012: 169-170)

Stevenson’s stance in favor of the Rogun dam — expressed also in his OSCE report (Stevenson
2011) — is regularly reported by the Tajik media. The words of the MEP are used to add credibility and
back the Rogun discourse held by the Tajik government at the internal level. This is significant, as it
marks the intimate correlation between the two dimensions of the discourse, both internal and
international, which reciprocally create and sustain the elite discourse and its representation of the

Rogun dam as a national symbol that epitomizes Tajikistan and its realisation as a nation.

Conclusions

In their seminal book, Eric Hobsbawm and John Ranger (1983) illustrated how traditions,
nationalism and symbolism are often invented and constructed by ruling groups to legitimize their
power. This seems to fit also the case illustrated above, and although the Rogun dam is far from
completion, the discourse revolving around the necessity of its realization has already been well
constructed by President Rahmon. In a strategy aimed at legitimizing its own hold on power, the Tajik
government portrayed the dam as a central element in the country’s nation-building process, one that
symbolizes patriotism and a national identity. In line with this perspective, the construction of Rogun
has thus been framed as a matter of national pride, a fundamental leap forward in national
development, an existential achievement for the survival of the country, and ultimately, as a matter of
life and death.

Even though Rahmon often declares that “achieving energy independence is the primary goal of
Tajikistan's domestic policy, which will be achieved despite anything” (Interfax 2011), it seems that the
construction of Rogun represents something that goes beyond the attainment of energy security.
Resembling other similar infrastructures that became the end in themselves, instead of the means to an
end (Molle et al. 2009), Rogun epitomizes Rahmon’s ambitions of building a national identity and

asserting the interest of a sovereign country through a mega-structure. Its symbolic power is used to
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construct not only a dam, but also, to say it as Bourdieu would, to construct a certain reality and
establish a social order (Bourdieu and Thompson 1991).

Whether by making a pitch for the dam at the UNGA, or by adding a national solidarity day for the
construction of Rogun to the calendar, the efforts to create a Rogun ideology have been remarkable and
heterogeneous. Overall, there seem to be two main Rogun meta-discourses, one for the domestic and
one for the foreign dimension, both aimed at generating misrecognition and gaining consent: the main
prerequisites to successfully impose an ideology and a worldview. The former presents the dam as a
panacea, as a symbol of national pride and honor, of progress and prosperity, as a national idea that
should permeate all Tajiks. The latter focuses on presenting Tajikistan to the international community
as a responsible water user that should be allowed — and possibly, financially supported — to exercise its
right of building a dam that will be operated for the mutual benefit of all the countries in the region.
Emblematically, at the most recent World Water Forum (held in France in 2012) the GoT disseminated
brochures and pens uttering the message “Tajikistan is a water country,” thus ideally concluding the
process aimed at indissolubly binding the idea of Tajikistan with that of water, and at projecting this
specific image of the country internationally. It is hard to say whether Rogun will ever be built or if the
project will keep up with the government’s high expectations. Nevertheless, the symbolic meaning that
has been attached to the dam is such that it appears difficult to imagine the Tajik government giving up
on the project any time soon. It would imply that Tajikistan, at least in the words of Rahmon, has also

given up on its national idea.
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! The Vakhsh river is one of the main tributaries of the Amu Darya river, the largest river of Central Asia.

2 The International Commission on Large Dams (ICOLD) defines a major dam as a dam with a height of 150-meter or more
from the foundation, a reservoir storage capacity of at least 25 cubic kilometres and an electrical generation capacity of at
least 1000 megawatt. There are more than 300 dams of this category worldwide (Dorcey 1997, 19).

3 According to the International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) 2010 survey, 94 percent of those interviewed
indicated Tajik television as the most used source of information on what is happening in Tajikistan (IFES 2010, 45).

* However only four years later, in 1958, Nehru seemed to have changed his opinion on the matter, deploring the quest for
big dams as a “disease of gigantism” (D’Souza 2008, 112).

® Due to the country’s lack of energy, Tajikistan's population has electricity for two-three hours a day from October to May
(Trend News Agency 2012).

6 See http://www.avesta.tj/, top-left column. Accessed March 01, 2013.

" As pointed out by Cummings (2012, 110), while Sharia (the Islamic law) has no official status in the Central Asian
countries and the five regional leaders have declared their states secular, they have nevertheless used Islam as a legitimation
tool, integrating it (each one differently) in their state ideologies.

8 Later in 2011, the GoT interrupted the sale of Rogun shares following criticism of the IPO by the International Monetary
Fund (IMF 2010).

® Tajikistan did not exist as an ethnically defined political unit before the Bolshevik revolution. In 1924, the USSR created
the Tajik Autonomous SSR (ASSR), that was part of the larger Uzbek SSR. In 1929, the Tajik ASSR achieved the status of
union republic, becoming the Tajik SSR.
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