Rostom Chkheidze

Doctor of Philology, Professor,
Member of Parliament of Georgia from 2020 onward

THE DRAMA OF LANGUAGE CONSTRUCTION:
BOLSHEVIK POLICY OF LINGUISTIC FUSION

(Abstract)

KEYWORDS: Linguistics, Politics, Abkhazia, Georgia, Russia, Moscow,
Kremlin, Bolshevik Politics, Stalin, Language Fusion

The monograph by Gvantsa Gvantseladze, Teimuraz
Gvantseladze, Sofiko Chaava, and Monika Khobelia, The
Bolshevik Concept of Language Fusion and Language Policy in
Abkhazia in the 1930s, is a clear and important contribution to the
study of Soviet language policy and imperial rule. The authors
situate Abkhazia within a broader Bolshevik strategy, rooted in
Leninist—Stalinist doctrine, in which language policy was
centrally planned and enforced to promote linguistic assimilation.
Within this framework, the deliberate replacement of minority
languages by dominant scripts and registers served the goals of
cultural and administrative consolidation.

The book advances a clear thesis: Soviet language
engineering pursued a deliberate, centrally directed logic that first
suppressed minority vernaculars, then curtailed languages tied to
territorial autonomies, and finally subordinated titular languages
in allied republics; Abkhaz linguistic change in the 1930s
exemplifies this broader, continuous programme.

A key section treats orthographic politics as a vehicle for
this programme. The authors provide a thoroughly documented
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account of successive orthographic reforms in interwar Abkhazia.
Their analysis of the 1926 adoption of Niko Mari’s “analytical”
script is sharp: Mari’s orthography was complex and ill-suited to
standardisation. The researchers treat its selection not as a neutral
philological choice but as part of the politically driven
Latinisation campaign then underway. Mari’s system was soon
replaced by a Latinised orthography promoted by the circle
around Nikolai Yakovlev (including Evgeny Polivanov, Samson
Chanba and Mushni Hashba). The monograph presents that
replacement as the outcome of a centrally managed campaign of
script reform deployed for ideological and administrative ends,
not merely as a pedagogical correction.

The authors reconstruct the 1937-38 switch to the Georgian
Mkhedruli script as a logical continuation of this trajectory. They
view the conversion as part of the same centralising tendency: it
subordinated smaller languages to larger national forms to serve
the centre’s political and integrative aims. They also acknowledge
complexity: Stalin-era measures, such as the zonal-language
concept, introduced exceptions that conditioned outcomes. These
contingencies, the authors argue, produced latent and sometimes
acute ethnic tensions—particularly between Abkhazians and
Georgians—whose effects extended beyond the immediate policy
moment. Their account thus combines a structural reading of
central planning with close attention to local dynamics and the
social consequences of technocratic intervention.

Methodologically, the study is grounded in extensive
archival research. Drawing on records from Moscow, Tbilisi and
Sukhumi, the authors assemble a wide range of documents—
decrees, circulars, orders, constitutional texts and contemporary
press material—much of it newly introduced into scholarly
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discussion. They organise this corpus systematically to
reconstruct  decision-making ~ with  notable  granularity.
Importantly, they do not treat documents as self-explanatory:
instead, sources are situated within their institutional and
ideological contexts, subjected to critical scrutiny, and compared
with official Soviet framings. By proceeding in this way, the
authors correct earlier accounts that accepted party rhetoric at face
value or reduced linguistic change to benevolent modernisation.

Historically, the study is focused and rigorous: the authors
concentrate on the interwar decades, survey scholarship on Soviet
linguistics, nationalities policy and Caucasian studies, and correct
Soviet-era distortions. From that corrective base, they revise the
chronology, authorship and provenance of reform instruments and
shift from historiographical overview to documentary case
evidence, demonstrating that script change was a politically
charged act of governance. Their argument is consistently
evidence-driven = and  proceeds  through  documentary
demonstration rather than polemic.

Beyond its archival depth and historiographical reappraisal,
the monograph makes a significant conceptual contribution to
debates on imperial modernity and Soviet rule. After defining and
tracing the mechanisms of “language fusion,” the authors show
how linguistic standardisation operated as an instrument of state
formation. Moving from mechanism to consequence, they
demonstrate that language policy reshaped political belonging,
administrative practice and cultural recognition. Consequently,
they argue, Soviet language planning cannot be reduced to
literacy or pedagogy but functioned as a central axis of power that
reconstituted centre—periphery relations.
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The book’s findings on human consequences are both
persuasive and sobering. The authors document how centrally
imposed decisions on script and schooling disrupted local
intellectual networks, undermined intergenerational transmission
of vernaculars and generated social anxieties that intersected with
ethnic resentment. Their narrative connects institutional decisions
to lived experience, showing how policy mechanisms produced
linguistic dislocation. These human-centred findings lend the
study moral weight without compromising analytical rigour.

The critiques are limited and concern scope, not core
findings. A wider comparative study of contemporaneous script
reforms would clarify how distinct the Abkhaz case was and the
degree of local resistance or accommodation. Closer engagement
with work on language ideology and nation-building would
sharpen the concept of “fusion.” Taken together, these
suggestions point to useful directions for further research that
would strengthen and extend the monograph’s conclusions.

In sum, The Bolshevik Concept of Language Fusion and
Language Policy in Abkhazia in the 1930s is a rigorous,
well-documented and intellectually ambitious study. It
reconstructs the policy processes that produced the 1930s
linguistic transformations with clarity and evidentiary depth,
situating the Abkhaz experience within a coherent account of
Soviet imperial language politics. Combining archival
scholarship, critical engagement with existing literature and
attention to social consequences, the work will be indispensable to
scholars of Soviet language planning, Caucasian history, and the
politics of cultural assimilation.
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