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Өлі риза болмай, тірі байымайды  

Until the spirits of the dead are honored, the living will not prosper   

 —Kazakh proverb 
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ix

 Explanatory Note 

 The peoples and places in this book underwent numerous changes in nomen-

clature during Russian imperial and Soviet rule. In the imperial period, Russian 

sources referred to the steppe as the “Kirgiz steppe.” Similarly, they referred to the 

steppe’s nomadic inhabitants as “Kirgiz,” even though these peoples referred to 

themselves as “Qazaq.” By the early Soviet period, Russian sources began to refer 

to the steppe as the “Kazak steppe” and the nomadic peoples that inhabited it as 

“Kazaks.” In 1936, Moscow adopted a different spelling for the republic and its 

titular nationality, referring to them as “Kazakhstan” and “Kazakhs.” For simplic-

ity’s sake, I refer to the peoples that are at the heart of this book as “Kazakhs.” I 

use the term “Kazakh steppe” to refer to the steppe prior to the advent of Soviet 

rule and the term “Kazakhstan” to refer to the republic during Soviet rule and 

after independence. In citing published works, I have kept the spelling used in the 

original. I have adopted the term “The Hungry Steppe” as the title of this book 

although the phrase technically refers only to a portion of the region that I am 

studying. The Hungry Steppe, also known as the “Betpak-Dala” (or “Ill-Fated 

Steppe”), is an immense plateau located in the heart of Kazakhstan, just south of 

the city of Karaganda. 

 The place that would become known as Kazakhstan began to assume its ter-

ritorial form under Soviet rule. It was known first as the Kirgiz Autonomous 

Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR) before it was renamed the Kazakh ASSR in 1925. 

As an ASSR, Kazakhstan was a constituent part of a federal republic, the Rus-

sian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR). In 1936, the republic gained 

union republic status, becoming known as the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic 

(SSR). Throughout these shifts in administration, I refer to the republic sim-

ply as “Kazakhstan.” For Russian-language materials, I have used the Library of 

Congress transliteration system. For Kazakh-language materials, I have used the 

system in Edward Allworth,  Nationalities of the Soviet East  (1971). The Kazakh 

language underwent several changes in script during the period that this study 

surveys. In the interest of consistency, all Kazakh terms have been transliterated 

from the Cyrillic, which is the script in use in Kazakhstan as of the publication 

of this book. I have transliterated the names of places and people according to 

these systems, except in a handful of cases where an English spelling has become 

standard (i.e., Kazakh president Nursultan Nazarbayev) or an exact translitera-

tion seemed needlessly cumbersome (thus, the Kazakh nomadic encampment is 



x      EXPLANATORY NOTE

rendered as “aul” rather than “auïl”). I have transliterated Kazakhs’ names from 

Kazakh, but place names from Russian. In cases where I could not be certain 

whether an individual was Kazakh, I transliterated his or her name from the 

source language. All web links are current as of April 2018. I have translated the 

titles of all archival files, except when the source language would help the reader 

to find the document in a published collection. 

 The maps contained in this book were created by Nathan Burtch using Arc-

GIS 10.4.1 for Desktop, which is created by Esri Inc. Terrain data from “Global 

Multi-Resolution Terrain Elevation Data 2010 (GMTED2010)” earthexplorer.

usgs.gov and river data from ESRI, “World Major Rivers,”  Data and Maps for Arc-

GIS  (2016) were used directly to create the maps. City locations were also created 

directly using latitude and longitude information from Wikipedia. But in other 

cases, the data used in the creation of these maps represent an estimate, as there 

is no definitive source for the period that these maps depict. Approximate water 

body data were derived from Yuri Bregel, “The Principal Geographic Features and 

Provinces [map],”  An Historical Atlas of Central Asia  2003), 3 and ESRI, “World 

Water Bodies,”  Data and Maps for ArcGIS. Approximate vegetation zone data were 

derived from Lammert Bies, “Cartography” [map] (2003); Bregel, “The Princi-

pal Geographic Features and Provinces”; George J. Demko, “Natural Regions of 

Kazakhstan [map],”  The Russian Colonization of Kazakhstan, 1896–1916  (1969), 

12; and “Global Multi-Resolution Terrain Elevation Data.” Approximate admin-

istrative boundaries were derived from Bregel, “The Principal Geographic Fea-

tures and Provinces”; Map Trust of the Moscow Department of Public Works, 

“Map of the Asiatic Part of the USSR [map]” (1935); and “United Nations Envi-

ronment Program,”  http://ede.grid.unep.ch/ . Approximate railroad boundaries 

were derived from Bregel, “The Principal Geographic Features and Provinces.” 

http://ede.grid.unep.ch/
http://usgs.gov
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1

 “I was still a child but I could not forget this,” said Zh. Äbĭshŭlï, recalling the 

Kazakh famine of 1930–33. “My bones are shaking as these memories come into 

my mind.” Officials with the Soviet regime had stripped Äbĭshŭlï’s family of 

their livestock and grain, and starving people were fleeing in every direction. His 

father’s relatives fled Soviet Kazakhstan entirely, escaping across the border to 

China. For those who remained, Äbĭshŭlï saw, hunger became a “silent enemy.” 

He remembered the  arba , or horse-drawn cart that collected the bodies of the 

dead, dumping them in mass burial grounds on the outskirts of settlements. 

Many years after the Kazakh famine of 1930–33, Äbĭshŭlï would fight on the 

front lines for the Red Army during World War II. Nonetheless, he believed that, 

“Surviving a famine is not less than surviving a war.” 1  Another famine survivor, 

Nŭrsŭltan Äbdĭghanŭlï, then a seven-year-old boy, saw several family members 

die of hunger before his eyes in the fall of 1932. Other relatives perished in a 

mountain valley as they fled to Kirgizia. In early 1933, “the real black clouds of 

hunger came,” Äbdĭghanŭlï recalled. His family moved south to Uzynaghash, 

where his father took a position as the head of a district inspectorate commis-

sion. Though Äbdĭghanŭlï’s grandmother had warned him to stay hidden under 

blankets during the journey—children could be kidnapped and eaten by the 

starving—Äbdĭghanŭlï peeked out from underneath them and saw corpses scat-

tered across the ground, hints of the horrors that lay beyond. 2  

As such recollections suggest, the period 1930–33 was a time of almost unimag-

inable sorrow in Soviet Kazakhstan, also known as the Kazakh Autonomous 

  Introduction 
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Soviet Socialist Republic (the Kazakh ASSR). A massive famine claimed the lives 

of 1.5 million people, a quarter of the republic’s inhabitants, and ravaged a ter-

ritory approximate in size to continental Europe. 3  The crisis upended lives and 

families, and left a trail of devastation in its wake. As hunger set in, over a million 

starving refugees from Kazakhstan flooded neighboring Soviet territories such 

as Kirgizia, Uzbekistan, the Middle Volga and Western Siberia, as well as China 

(especially the western province known as Xinjiang) creating a regional crisis of 

unprecedented proportions. 4  Some never returned to Kazakhstan, and today sig-

nificant populations of Kazakhs, many descendants of those who fled during the 

famine’s course, remain in Xinjiang, Russia, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan. 5  Others 

fled within Kazakhstan, and by the disaster’s end, more than half of the republic’s 

remaining population had altered their district of residence. 

 Prior to the famine, most Kazakhs practiced pastoral nomadism, migrating 

seasonally along predetermined routes to pasture their animals, including sheep, 

horses, and camels. 6  This practice had been the predominant way of life in the 

steppe for more than four millennia. 7  It was an adaptation to the scarcity of good 

pastureland and water. It was also a crucial source of identity, one that had often 

determined who was “Kazakh” and who was not in the steppe region. 8  But the 

famine forced Kazakhs to become sedentary, or abandon the economic practice 

of nomadism. Not only did this spark a sweeping shift in the steppe’s economic 

practices, it also transformed Kazakh culture and identity. 

 For those who survived, the famine years were deeply traumatic. “Today, I 

tell people I don’t remember the famine,” said D. Äuelbekov, who got, in his 

words, “a taste of starvation,” living through the famine as a young child. 9  In 

one of the most striking results of the famine, Äuelbekov and other Kazakhs 

who survived became a minority in their own republic. For the remainder of 

the Soviet period, Kazakhs would occupy a curious position in Kazakhstan, at 

once the titular nationality and at the same time an ethnic minority. Moscow’s 

population policies, which would bring waves of settlers into the republic in the 

decades after the famine, would further contribute to Kazakhs’ minority status. 10  

Only by the 1989 census did Kazakhs outnumber Russians (39.7 to 37.8%) and it 

was not until the 1999 census, eight years after the Soviet collapse, that Kazakhs 

constituted more than 50 percent of the population in Kazakhstan, by then an 

independent country. 11  

 In its staggering human toll, the Kazakh famine was certainly one of the 

most heinous crimes of the Stalinist regime. Yet the story of this famine has 

remained largely hidden from view, both in Kazakhstan and in the West. This 

book seeks to tell that story, asking two interrelated questions: What were the 

causes of the Kazakh famine of 1930–33? And how does this famine, an event 

long neglected in narratives of the Stalin era, alter our understanding of Soviet 

modernization and nation making? It begins with the disaster’s roots in the 
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last decades of the Russian empire and concludes with the republic’s slow road 

to economic recovery in the postfamine years of the mid-1930s. It argues that 

the Kazakh famine of 1930–33 was the result of Moscow’s radical attempt to 

transform a group of Muslim, Turkic-speaking nomads known as “Kazakhs,” 

and a particular territory, Soviet Kazakhstan, into a modern, Soviet nation. It 

finds that through the most violent means the Kazakh famine created Soviet 

Kazakhstan, a stable territory with clearly delineated boundaries that was an 

integral part of the Soviet economic system, and forged a new Kazakh national 

identity. 

 But the nature of this state-driven modernization was uneven. In many 

respects, Moscow failed to achieve its goals. Though the crisis embedded nation-

ality as the primary marker of Kazakh identity, a goal of Moscow’s “nation-

building” efforts, it did not eliminate alternate forms of Kazakh identity entirely. 

Kazakhs’ allegiances to various clans—transformed by the famine and divorced 

from their original origins in the system of pastoral nomadism—continued to 

exert an important influence in the postfamine years. Though Moscow sought 

to make Kazakhstan into a meatpacking center to rival Chicago, the regime’s 

radical program of state-led transformation actually sparked the total collapse 

of the republic’s livestock economy. 12  By the fall of 1933, over 90 percent of the 

animals in the republic had perished, a striking turn of events for what had 

been the Soviet Union’s most important livestock base. 13 It would take more than 

three decades for Moscow to restore the republic’s sheep and cattle numbers to 

their pre-famine levels. 14  Ultimately, neither Kazakhstan nor Kazakhs themselves 

became integrated into the Soviet system in precisely the ways that Moscow had 

originally hoped. The scars from the disaster would haunt the republic through-

out the remainder of the Soviet era and shape its transformation into an inde-

pendent nation in 1991. 
   

How did the story of the Kazakh famine, one of the most dramatic consequences 

of Stalinist modernization, become marginalized? It is in part because collec-

tivization, the event that triggered devastating famines in Ukraine, Kazakhstan, 

the Volga Basin, and the Don and the Kuban regions has been presented pri-

marily as a story of peasants. In 1929, Josef Stalin launched the First Five-Year 

Plan, a radical scheme to help the Soviet Union industrialize and “catch up” 

to the capitalist West. The collectivization of agriculture was at the heart of 

this modernization scheme. By forcing rural people to give up their land and 

livestock and enter collective farms, Moscow sought to tighten control over the 

food supply and boost the Soviet Union’s production of meat and grain, par-

ticularly wheat. Through the institution of the collective farm, Moscow worked 

to sever local institutions and networks and firmly implant Soviet power in the 

countryside, an area that the Bolsheviks had long struggled to control. 
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 A large and distinguished body of literature has detailed this assault, focus-

ing almost exclusively on the Soviet peasantry. 15  There are good reasons for this 

scholarly focus: the vast majority of people in the Soviet Union were peasants. On 

the eve of the October 1917 revolution, the peasantry accounted for more than 

85 percent of the population, the industrial proletariat just 3 percent. 16  Though 

the Bolsheviks had seized power in the name of the “working class,” they found 

themselves the inheritors of a predominately peasant state. Throughout the years 

of the New Economic Policy (1921–28), the “peasant question” would preoccupy 

the Bolsheviks like no other, as they struggled to ensure a steady supply of grain 

from the countryside to the cities, confronted the threat of widespread peasant 

rebellion, and debated how best to incorporate this ideologically suspect group 

into state structures. Launched by Stalin in the midst of a food supply crisis, a 

shortage of grain on state markets, collectivization was an attempt to bring this 

recalcitrant group to heel. 

 But the focus on the peasantry has obscured other facets of collectivization. 

At the margins of the former Russian empire, in places like the Russian Far 

North where hunter-gatherers predominated, or in the Russian Far East, home 

to a significant population of fisherman and hunters, or in Kazakhstan, Kirgizia, 

Turkmenistan, Kara-Kalpakia, Buriat-Mongolia, and Kalmykia, all of which had 

majority pastoral nomadic populations, the Bolsheviks confronted ways of life 

that were clearly not peasant in their orientation. 17 If we broaden the story of col-

lectivization to encompass these areas, then it is clear that the Soviet Union was 

not just a European power but an Asian one too. Collectivization was not only 

about the regime’s attempt to increase the production of grain but also about the 

struggle to transition from a system of long-distance animal herding to a network 

of meatpacking combines and slaughterhouses. 18  Like other powers during the 

interwar period, the Soviet Union sought to bring arid regions dominated by 

nomadic societies further under state control. 19  

 Particularly in the West, the stories of the Soviet collectivization famines have 

focused largely on Ukrainians. 20  There are several reasons for this emphasis. On 

the most basic level, more Ukrainians died during the collectivization famines 

than any other nationality. Scholars estimate that somewhere between five and 

nine million people died due to famine during collectivization. 21 Ukrainians, who 

were the majority ethnic group in Ukraine as well as an important ethnic group 

in the Kuban region, suffered acutely. In Ukraine alone, somewhere between 2.6 

and 3.9 million people (Ukrainians and those of other ethnicities) are believed 

to have died due to famine. 22  In absolute terms, Ukraine was the center of famine 

during the collectivization period. 

 In the West, the issue of the Ukrainian famine has been buoyed by the Ukrai-

nian diaspora. For many Ukrainians, the famine has come to serve as a crucial 
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event in the creation of a national memory. Much of the scholarship on the 

Ukrainian famine has focused on the question of whether the crisis was used by 

Stalin to punish Ukrainians as an ethnic group, and the debate surrounding this 

question has frequently turned polemical, inflamed by ideological divisions as 

well as present-day political tensions between Ukraine and Russia. 23 Some Ukrai-

nians have called upon the international community to recognize their famine as 

a genocide, and they have demanded retribution from Russia for their suffering. 24  

To bolster the claim that the famine was used by Stalin to punish Ukrainians as 

an ethnic group, some scholars have sought to emphasize the “uniqueness” of 

Ukrainians’ suffering, downplaying or even neglecting to mention the horrors 

endured by other groups, such as the Kazakhs, during the same period. 25  

 But the charged debate over the Ukrainian famine has eclipsed other aspects 

of the story. The Don Cossacks and the Volga Germans also suffered dispropor-

tionally from famine. 26  Pockets of the Russian heartland, such as the province of 

Saratov, had high rates of famine mortality. In Kazakhstan, famine deaths were 

sharply ethnicized: though Kazakhs constituted just under 60 percent of the 

republic’s total population on the eve of the famine, some 90 percent of those 

who died in the Kazakh famine were Kazakhs. 27  The famine claimed the lives 

of more than a million Kazakhs, approximately 40 percent of all Kazakhs in the 

republic. 28 Ultimately, the Kazakhs would lose a greater percentage of their popu-

lation due to famine than even the Ukrainians. 29  

 Inside the Soviet Union, the story of the Kazakh famine, like other crimes of 

Stalinism, was suppressed. In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, authorities 

in Moscow charged the republic’s party secretary Filipp Goloshchekin, whom 

they had removed from office at the height of the famine in early 1933, with 

committing “distortions” and “errors” during his tenure as the republic’s leader. 

Goloshchekin was a colorful figure. An “old Bolshevik” (one of a small number 

of Bolsheviks who had joined the party prior to the October 1917 revolution) 

who had originally trained as a dentist, he came to his post in Kazakhstan with 

an impressive array of revolutionary credentials. He was rumored to have been 

in the small circle of party cadres who carried out Vladimir Lenin’s orders to 

execute the tsar and his family. 30  He was renowned for his toughness and intense 

devotion to the Bolshevik cause, reportedly even going so far as to tell a cadre 

who pleaded for the release of his father from prison, “Communists don’t have 

fathers.” 31  In 1941, some years after being dismissed from his post in Kazakhstan, 

Goloshchekin was shot as part of the purges, meeting a fate shared by many oth-

ers who had joined the party in its early years. 32  

 Criticism of Goloshchekin’s leadership continued in subsequent decades, 

while the famine itself remained officially unacknowledged. 33  During prepara-

tions for the 1937 census, the first conducted after the famine, officials noted 
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the dramatic drop in the republic’s Kazakh population. But they covered up the 

existence of a famine by arguing that such losses could be explained solely by 

the departure of many Kazakhs to neighboring republics to work during the 

period 1930–33, and this account, that missing Kazakhs had simply “migrated” 

away, became the predominant explanation for the republic’s sharp demographic 

shift. 34  In his 1956 “secret speech,” Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, con-

demned Stalin for many crimes, but he failed to mention the collectivization 

famines. Nŭrziya Qajïbaeva, who lived through the Kazakh famine as a young 

girl, recalled these decades: “It wasn’t safe to speak about the famine openly; 

the Party and the authorities disapproved of it. Newspapers, books, schools and 

institutes never touched upon this problem.” 35  In the intervening years, families 

discussed the hardships they had suffered privately, while authors wove the story 

of the famine into Kazakh-language novels and short stories. 36  

 In Kazakhstan, public analysis of the famine began in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, as scholars “discovered” the republic’s horrifying loss of life. 37  In the 

decade that followed the republic’s transformation into an independent nation 

in 1991, discussion of the disaster dominated both scholarly and popular media. 

In 1992, Nursultan Nazarbayev, Kazakhstan’s president, himself a holdover from 

the Soviet period, authorized an investigation, and this commission ruled it a 

genocide. 38  This outpouring of interest in the 1990s led to the publication of 

a number of important studies, but many of the works produced offered only 

a slightly revised version of the Soviet explanation for the famine: they depict 

Goloshchekin as appropriating brutal policies from Stalin and intensifying them 

further, working to punish Kazakhs as an ethnic group. 39  The famine began to 

be referred to as “Goloshchekin’s genocide.” In part, the continuing fixation with 

Goloshchekin was fueled by anti-Semitism: Goloshchekin was a Jew, born to a 

family of humble origins in Vitebsk  guberniia  (province) in the Russian empire’s 

western borderlands. 40  In an effort to intensify the perception of evil, several 

works by Kazakhstani authors relied on anti-Semitic tropes to depict Golosh-

chekin’s behavior during the famine. 41  

 Until recently in the West, there were few scholarly investigations into the 

Kazakh famine, and even its basic events and causes were not well known. 42  The 

reasons for this silence are many. During the 1920s and 1930s, few foreign travel-

ers visited Kazakhstan. In Ukraine, the Welsh journalist Gareth Jones brought the 

horrors of the Ukrainian famine to the attention of the West, but in Kazakhstan 

there was no similar figure on the ground to chronicle the story. 43 Some fifty years 

later, the Ukrainian famine returned to view with the publication of the British 

historian Robert Conquest’s seminal work,  Harvest of Sorrow , in 1986. As Cold 

War tensions heightened, the US Congress set up a commission to investigate 

the Ukrainian famine. 44  An active Ukrainian diaspora then kept the story alive, 
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endowing institutes and centers for Ukrainian studies across North America. But 

there was no comparable movement among the much smaller Kazakh diaspora. 

As a result, the Kazakh famine, unlike many other crimes of Stalinism, was not 

incorporated into a Cold War narrative about the Soviet Union. As this book 

discusses in greater detail in a concluding chapter, after an explosion of interest 

in the 1990s, the current Kazakh government has largely turned away from public 

discussion of the famine, further reducing the likelihood that the story would be 

picked up in the West. 

 Other factors, such as the lingering influence of evolutionary theory, which 

holds that the disappearance of mobile peoples and their transformation into 

settled societies is part of the inevitable outgrowth of modernity, may also 

explain the relative silence. When the Kazakh famine is mentioned in the schol-

arly literature, it is often referred to as a “miscalculation,” a “misunderstanding 

of cultures,” or as an event that can be attributed to “Moscow’s shameful neglect” 

of the repercussions of its policies, depictions that would seem to downplay the 

disaster’s violent nature. 45  Arguably, the persistent but mistaken notion that the 

collectivization of the Kazakhs was not a violent act—or at least not  as  violent as 

Stalinist crimes committed against settled societies—may be one of the reasons 

that the famine has been neglected for so long by scholars in the West. If the 

starvation of the Kazakhs was a problem that originated in part from “natu-

ral” causes, then historians of Soviet history should first turn their attention to 

unearthing those crimes that stemmed purely from human causes. 

 More recently, an international group of scholars—the French scholar Isa-

belle Ohayon, the Italian scholar Niccolò Pianciola and the German scholar 

Robert Kindler—have published books on the Kazakh famine. 46  Drawing on 

a rich range of archival materials and using divergent approaches, including 

social, political, and economic history, they have made important contributions 

to the understanding of the famine’s major events, causal factors, and effects 

on Kazakh society. Ohayon’s study offers what she calls a “social history” of 

the sedentarization of the Kazakhs under Soviet rule: she focuses specifically 

on the catastrophic effects of forced settlement on Kazakh society, rather than 

on central decision making. 47  Pianciola’s book, by contrast, is grounded in eco-

nomic history, an approach he uses to analyze the transformation of two pas-

toral nomadic societies, the Kazakhs and the Kirgiz, under Russian imperial 

and Soviet rule. 48  Finally, Kindler’s study examines the role of violence in the 

Kazakh famine, scrutinizing, in Kindler’s words, how different actors used vio-

lence to generate “order.” 49  Though these scholars disagree over the extent to 

which Moscow anticipated the full dimensions of the crisis, all contend that 

Moscow sought to use the famine as a means of incorporating the Kazakhs into 

the party-state. 50  
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 This book supports this basic conclusion, but it seeks to revise the under-

standing of both the famine itself and this period in Soviet history by exploring 

the specific form that the incorporation of the Kazakhs was supposed to take. It 

focuses on Soviet nation making and Soviet modernization. 51  It traces the fre-

quent tensions that occurred between these two projects as Moscow sought to 

make the Kazakhs into a Soviet nation and guide the republic into Soviet moder-

nity, and it analyzes their outcome, which saw immense human suffering and 

the republic’s total economic collapse but also the creation of a Kazakh national 

identity. Engaging with the field of environmental history, an area previously 

unexplored by scholars of the Kazakh famine, it contextualizes the disaster in the 

longer history of the steppe’s agrarian transformation. While previous studies of 

the famine by Western scholars have relied solely on Russian-language sources, 

this study incorporates both Kazakh and Russian-language sources, permitting 

greater insight into the disaster’s devastating consequences for Kazakh society. 
   

 Though the story of the Kazakh famine has long been sidelined, it is in fact a cru-

cial lens through which to view the transformations of the Stalin era. By turning 

to a region outside the Soviet Union’s west, this study places the issue of Soviet 

modernization in a new light. 52  

 In Kazakhstan, the very scope of the Soviet modernization project—to trans-

form not just peasants but  nomads  into factory workers, a far greater “leap” 

through the Marxist-Leninist timeline of history—was strikingly different from 

areas further west. World War I played a crucial role in transforming European 

Russia, politicizing the millions of Russian peasants who served and laying the 

groundwork for the advent of mass politics, but the imprint of this conflict 

played out quite differently in the Kazakh steppe: Kazakhs, like other Central 

Asian men under Russian imperial rule, were specifically excluded from active 

combat for most of the war, and the steppe was distant from the front lines. 53  

Further complicating Moscow’s modernizing aims, Kazakh culture was primar-

ily an oral culture rather than a literary one. Illiteracy rates in the Kazakh  aul , or 

nomadic encampment, were above 90 percent. 54  Though immense, the repub-

lic was sparsely populated, and it had little existing infrastructure such as dirt 

roads or telegraph connections. 55  Newspapers and other materials from Mos-

cow reached Alma-Ata, the republic’s capital, thirty to forty days after they were 

printed, and postmen could travel three to four hundred kilometers across the 

steppe by camel to deliver a piece of mail. 56  

 In Kazakhstan, the timing and tempo of Moscow’s modernization project 

would also be distinct: In 1928, eleven years after the October 1917 revolution 

had transformed European Russia, Goloshchekin declared that the Kazakh aul 

had yet to undergo the October revolution. He announced the onset of a Little 
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October, an October-style revolution from above, which he claimed would belat-

edly bring about far-reaching social change in the steppe. Party members ratio-

nalized that extraordinary speed was needed to help the Kazakhs catch up to 

settled groups, and, as the First Five-Year Plan began, Kazakhstan’s party com-

mittee proposed to settle and collectivize the Kazakhs simultaneously. 57  

 But Moscow’s program of state-driven modernization sought to remake not 

only Kazakh society but also the Kazakh steppe itself. The environment of the 

steppe, like other arid and semiarid zones, was highly unstable. Rainfall pat-

terns varied dramatically from year to year. The distribution of good quality 

soils shifted regularly, with some soils becoming highly salinated over time. The 

dry winds that swept over the steppe, known as  sukhovei , periodically altered 

the shape and size of the region’s bodies of water. Not only was this landscape 

unfamiliar to Soviet experts—it did not have clear parallels in the categories of 

analysis that they imported from European Russia—but its ecological instability 

posed a challenge to Marxist-Leninist ideas of economic development, which 

were predicated on the notion of constant and ever-increasing yields. Due to the 

steppe’s unpredictable weather, the harvest from these lands might be plentiful 

one year and disastrous the next. 

 This ecological instability would bedevil those who sought to transform the 

steppe into an agrarian region. Under Russian imperial rule, the first wave of 

Russian and Ukrainian peasants that dared to settle there suffered through such 

terrible deprivations due to poor harvests that the Governor-Generalship of the 

Steppe temporarily closed the Kazakh steppe to further colonization. In the early 

Soviet period, experts, pointing to this history, warned of the dangers of set-

tling the Kazakh nomads and expanding agricultural settlement further into the 

steppe. But the Central Committee decided that the possibility of getting an excel-

lent grain harvest one year was worth the risk of a catastrophic harvest the next. 

In the summer of 1931, the Central Committee lost this gamble with human life, 

as a devastating drought intensified the famine first sparked by collectivization in 

the winter of 1930–31. Moscow never adjusted its grain procurement targets for 

this ecological instability, and Kazakhs had to make up the shortfall, intensifying 

the effects of the famine that had already begun. 

 Today, Kazakhstan is one of the world’s leading exporters of wheat, which is 

the country’s most important agricultural commodity. 58 After the Soviet collapse, 

some village households in southern Kazakhstan turned to mobile pastoralism, 

but the livestock sector currently plays a far smaller role in the country’s economy 

than grain. 59  This dramatic shift in land use patterns—from pastoral nomadism 

to settled agriculture—began under the Russian empire and was dramatically 

accelerated by the Stalinist regime during collectivization. But despite the asser-

tions of many Soviet experts that Soviet power would “conquer” nature, bending 
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it to socialist ends over the course of the First Five-Year Plan, Moscow, like other 

states that sought to transform the drylands, struggled to remake the Kazakh 

steppe as it wished. 60  In the postfamine years, agriculture would continue to be 

a difficult enterprise in the region: Crop failures, among other factors, brought 

Nikita Khrushchev’s Virgin Lands program (1954–60), which aimed to expand 

the amount of cultivated land in northern Kazakhstan and other regions, to a 

halt. 61  The 1960s and 1970s saw repeated droughts, sandstorms, and poor har-

vests. 62  As the history of the Kazakh steppe demonstrates, Soviet power was not 

monolithic. Rather, in this arid region, as in other areas of the Soviet periphery, 

environmental factors shaped the nature of development. 63  

 The case of the nomadic Kazakhs illustrates the extraordinary importance 

that Moscow placed on its nation-making project, even as it underscores its 

destructive power. Due to a combination of practical and ideological consid-

erations, the Bolsheviks chose to solve the “nationality question” ( natsional′nyi 

vopros ), or how they might manage the ethnic diversity of the peoples of the for-

mer Russian empire, by selectively supporting it. Moscow granted various forms 

of nationhood—including national territories, languages, and cultures to certain 

groups—and sought in turn to mold these groups into cohesive Soviet nation-

alities. 64  Over time, this wide-ranging project came to encompass efforts such as 

the establishment of native educational institutions, the training and promotion 

of native cadres, the standardization of national languages, the delineation of 

national borders, and the crafting of national histories. 

 But these nation-making efforts, which came to be known as “nationality 

policy” ( natsional′naia politika ), were less a rigidly defined course of action than 

a working set of ideas and assumptions about Soviet nationhood that shifted in 

emphasis over the course of the Soviet period. The broad outlines of the pol-

icy were elaborated in resolutions passed at the Twelfth Party Congress and a 

special Central Committee conference in 1923. Stalin periodically clarified or 

revised points relating to nationality policy in his speeches, arguing that Soviet 

nations should be “national in form, socialist in content.” 65  But these documents 

did not provide a detailed blueprint for how these nation-making efforts would 

be implemented. 66  Nor could they possibly anticipate every conflict that would 

result from the attempt to form nations, which were inherently particularistic, 

within the rubric of socialism, an approach that promised universality. In impor-

tant ways, the project of Soviet nation making hinged on local initiative and 

popular participation. 

 The idea that Kazakhs formed a nation came to the steppe in the late nine-

teenth century. After the October 1917 revolution, a small group of settled Rus-

sophone Kazakhs formed a political party known as Alash Orda and declared 

a Kazakh autonomous state based in the city of Semipalatinsk in the steppe’s 
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northeast. In 1919, the members of Alash Orda surrendered to the Bolsheviks, 

and they forged an uneasy alliance with the regime, seeking to use the Bolsheviks’ 

promises of national rights to promote their own ideas of autonomy. 67  But for 

most Kazakhs, nationality was not an important organizing principle of their 

everyday life on the eve of Soviet rule: Nŭrziya Qajïbaeva, for instance, remem-

bered that her family had heard of Kazakh political parties such as Alash Orda 

in 1917 but noted that “their ideas and way of life were incomprehensible to the 

common nomad Kazakhs.” 68  Rather, being “Kazakh” was closely linked to being 

a nomad, a way of life that precluded an attachment to a “nation” grounded in 

territory. The term “Kazakh” was a mixed social and ethnic category, one that 

denoted an ethnicity but also a way of life, pastoral nomadism. 69  

 Though nationality was a concept antithetical to nomadic life, Moscow went 

to extraordinary lengths to form Kazakhs into a nation, seeking to engage, mobi-

lize, and transform Kazakhs even in the republic’s most remote corners. 70  But 

this project confronted many challenges, most notably the fact that culture and 

economics in the Kazakh steppe were closely intertwined. Because most Kazakhs 

practiced pastoral nomadism, the fate of the practice under Soviet rule was at 

once an economic question (was nomadism the most efficient use of the steppe’s 

landscape?) and a national question (should nomadism, a defining element of 

Kazakh identity, be promoted as part of a Kazakh “national culture”?). Though 

initially Moscow pursued a contradictory approach, supporting pastoral nomad-

ism in some respects but undermining it in others, by 1928 “national” and “eco-

nomic” goals had aligned. Pastoral nomadism was declared economically inef-

ficient and a practice at odds with the development of Kazakh national culture. 

 This feature reframes the long-running debate over the Ukrainian famine. 

Most scholarship on the Ukrainian famine can be divided roughly into two 

opposing camps, “nationality” and “peasantry.” 71  Scholars holding the latter view 

argue that the Soviet collectivization famines were part of a broader assault on 

a social category, the peasantry, and they conclude that Ukrainians suffered dis-

proportionately not due to any specific intent to punish them as a group, but 

rather because most Ukrainians were peasants. 72  Scholars holding the former 

view, by contrast, point to Ukrainians’ historically troubled relationship with the 

regime, and they see nationality, or Stalin’s specific intent to punish Ukrainians, 

as instrumental in creating the horrifying death toll. 73  

 In Kazakhstan, as in Ukraine, there was a clear overlap between national and 

social identities. Most Kazakhs were nomads, while in Ukraine, most Ukrainians 

were peasants. The “nationality” vs. “peasantry” debate assumes that Moscow 

used these two categories, national and social, to pursue different goals. Either 

Moscow sought to use famine as a weapon to punish Ukrainians as a national 

group or Moscow sought to use famine to punish peasants. But as the Kazakh 
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case reveals, national and social categories were not necessarily in opposition to 

one another but might serve overlapping, mutually reinforcing goals. During 

the refugee crisis, Goloshchekin and other top officials did not refer to starv-

ing Kazakhs as refugees ( bezhentsy ) but rather as  otkochevniki  (literally, nomads 

who are moving away), a group in the throes of moving to a “higher” stage of 

national development, settled life. By framing the refugee crisis as an important 

moment of national transition, albeit one that required extra vigilance to ensure 

that Kazakhs progressed to the next stage, officials used the language of both 

Soviet economic policy and Soviet nationality policy to legitimize assaults on 

starving Kazakhs. 

 In taking a more complete view of Soviet efforts at nation formation, we 

also get a clearer view of the ways that these attempts could be both progres-

sive and profoundly destructive at the same time. The regime’s use of violence 

against national groups did not always signal a shift away from Soviet nation 

making. Rather, it sometimes represented an attempt to consolidate national 

identities, bringing the nature of these identities into line with the regime’s 

political goals. At the height of the famine, for instance, thousands of starving 

Kazakhs were slaughtered by the regime as they attempted to flee across the 

Sino-Kazakh border to Xinjiang, a place historically and culturally linked to 

the Kazakh steppe and an important part of many Kazakhs’ seasonal migra-

tion routes. Though this assault was sparked by many concerns, including 

Moscow’s fears that refugees could connect with enemies of the Soviet regime 

in China, Soviet authorities used a central tenet of Soviet nation making, that 

nationality was connected to territory, to justify and support their murderous 

actions. 74  

 The literature has framed the regime’s commitment to nation making as 

separable from core Bolshevik policies, such as industrialization and collec-

tivization, with the understanding that Moscow used its nationality policy as 

a palliative, or “soft-line,” measure to present core policies in a more attractive 

light. 75  But in Kazakhstan, officials did not necessarily see such distinctions, 

believing economic questions and “the national question” to be closely inter-

twined with one another. 76  Nor were Moscow’s nation-making efforts always 

greeted eagerly by Kazakhs themselves, as the “soft-line” categorization would 

suggest. As this book explores, the Kazakh famine took its peculiarly destruc-

tive shape not in spite of the Soviets’ nation-making efforts but partly because 

of them. 

 Kazakhs’ transformation into a new Soviet nation was not just imposed from 

above. Rather, it was participatory, and this book stresses the ways that Kazakhs 

themselves shaped Soviet Kazakhstan’s eventual integration into state structures. 

Their participation in the nation-making project was not limited to such tasks 
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as standardizing a national language or creating a national history. 77  This book 

finds that Moscow empowered Kazakhs themselves to carry out some of the most 

destructive assaults on their own society, entrusting them with determining who 

should be a considered a  bai  (a nomadic “exploiter”) and who should not, as well 

as how to impose grain and meat procurements at the local level. 78  Though insti-

tutions heavily dominated by outsiders from European Russia, such as the Red 

Army, did play an important role in many violent attacks on Kazakhs, the OGPU 

(secret police) sought to diversify the army’s rank and file, believing that further 

Kazakh participation would make such assaults more “effective.” 79  By encourag-

ing and inviting Kazakh involvement in the local-level implementation of these 

campaigns, Moscow successfully drove a wedge into Kazakh society, shattering 

old allegiances and sowing violent conflict in the aul. 

 But the notion of nationality was also a powerful tool, one that Moscow could 

not always control as it wished. Once released, the language of “national rights” or 

“national territories” could be claimed by different actors to promote goals that 

did not always align with those of the regime. Empowered by the regime’s nation-

making efforts to conduct local-level campaigns of violence, many native cadres 

used the considerable flexibility given to them by the regime to manipulate these 

campaigns in accordance with their own interests. As the conflict over resources 

accelerated during the famine, some groups used the language of nationality to 

justify their assaults on others, and the regime fought to control the widening 

swath of violence. Indeed, the enormous struggle that Moscow encountered in 

trying to contain some of the unintended effects of its nation-making efforts 

would seem to contradict the idea that it could pull back the policy at will. 

 What were the causes of the Kazakh famine? The primary cause was similar 

to that of the other Soviet collectivization famines, forced collectivization, which 

included debilitating meat and grain procurements. But as a pastoral famine, 

as opposed to a famine among settled societies, the Kazakh famine had features 

that distinguished it from those that afflicted the Soviet Union’s west. Due to the 

enormous pressure for grain, local cadres forced Kazakh nomads, a population 

that consumed grain but did not ordinarily grow it, to meet onerous grain req-

uisition requirements. 80  To fulfill these requirements, Kazakhs flooded markets 

with their livestock. In a feature characteristic of pastoral famines, the terms of 

trade for livestock worsened: grain became very expensive, while animals were 

very cheap, forcing Kazakhs to sell off even more of their livestock. 81  Onerous 

meat procurements further impoverished Kazakh pastoralists, depriving them of 

their means of existence—seasonal migrations with their animal herds—while 

the closure of republican, provincial, and district borders prevented Kazakhs 

from reaching the pastures necessary to feed their animals. Though the major 

cause of the Kazakh famine was Stalin’s policies, the legacies of Russian imperial 
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rule must be considered an important contributing factor. Intense peasant settle-

ment of the Kazakh steppe during the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-

turies prompted shifts in nomads’ migration routes and consumption patterns, 

making Kazakhs more susceptible to famine. 

 Moscow’s official sedentarization policy was not a major cause of the Kazakh 

famine. 82  The regime devoted few resources to the official program of seden-

tarization, and the program quickly foundered. But the heavy meat and grain 

procurements that accompanied collectivization accomplished what the official 

policy of sedentarization failed to do, forcing Kazakhs to abandon nomadic life 

due to utter and total destitution. Once famine began in the winter of 1930–31, 

other factors became important in the crisis, including a drought in the summer 

of 1931, which amplified the effects of Kazakhs’ impoverishment. 83  

 Finally, the steppe’s relative underdevelopment magnified the effects of the 

disaster. Focused on implementing a breakneck program of state-driven mod-

ernization, Moscow ignored warnings from medical experts who, noting the 

republic’s lack of modern medical services, urged the party to devote more 

resources to public health services and vaccination programs. 84  As famine broke 

out, diseases such as typhus, smallpox, tuberculosis, and cholera began to spread. 

These diseases were induced by hunger, but they were also exacerbated by other 

famine-related phenomena, such as massive population movement and unsani-

tary conditions. 85 Many Kazakhs would die from these diseases, which would play 

a far greater role in the Kazakh famine than in the famines in the Soviet Union’s 

west. There the level of modern medical services was higher, and most famine 

victims succumbed to actual starvation. 86  

 Did Stalin intend to cause the Kazakh famine? It is clear that the regime’s 

broader goal was to transform Kazakhs and Kazakhstan radically, with little 

regard for the tremendous loss of life incurred in the process. Soviet agricultural 

experts, many of whom would later be imprisoned or shot, warned of the risks 

of forcibly settling the Kazakh nomads and expanding the republic’s agrarian 

frontier into drought-prone regions. Stalin received news of Kazakhs’ suffering 

at several crucial points, in late 1930 with the first onset of hunger; in January 

1931 as the second collectivization drive began; and again in late 1932 during the 

height of the Kazakh refugee crisis. Once famine had begun, Moscow took steps 

that worsened Kazakhs’ misery, including imposing devastating meat and grain 

procurements on the republic, expelling starving Kazakhs from cities, slaughter-

ing thousands of Kazakh refugees as they attempted to flee across the border to 

China, and “blacklisting” districts in the republic (a severe penalty that included 

a total ban on trade and deliveries of food). 

 Moscow’s sweeping program of state-led transformation clearly anticipated 

the cultural destruction of Kazakh society, and, as I discuss in the conclusion, 
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there is evidence to indicate that the Kazakh famine fits an expanded definition 

of genocide. But there is no indication that Stalin planned the famine on purpose 

or sought to destroy all Kazakhs. Many of the famine’s central events, from the 

massive outflow of refugees to the dramatic drop in the republic’s livestock levels, 

were counterproductive to the regime’s interests and were unanticipated conse-

quences of the collectivization campaign. Once famine began, the needs of other 

groups in the republic, such as peasants and workers, whose labor in fields and 

factories was crucial to the fulfillment of the First Five-Year Plan, were prioritized 

over starving Kazakh nomads. 87  Very belatedly, Moscow issued limited food aid 

to the republic, although little of this relief reached starving refugees. 

 But while Stalin did not foresee the full scope of the crisis, the case of the 

Kazakh famine should upend some of our assumptions about Stalinism and 

Stalinist violence. In Kazakhstan, the nature of the Stalinist state often appears 

different from the way it does in the Soviet Union’s west, characterized at times 

by its frailty or even absence rather than its coercive strength. Though the litera-

ture has stressed the central place of the Soviet Union’s west in the genealogy of 

Stalinist violence, this book shows that the spectrum of violence under Stalin 

was broader than previously believed. 88  The Soviet east also generated impor-

tant techniques of social control, and practices of population management were 

exchanged between east and west. While Stalin initiated the brutal policies that 

sparked the Kazakh famine, he does not appear to have tracked developments in 

the republic with the same attention he devoted to major grain-growing regions 

like Ukraine. According to his visitors’ book, Stalin met with Goloshchekin just 

twice during the latter’s tenure as the republic’s party secretary, and few within 

Stalin’s inner circle appear to have had detailed knowledge of the republic. 89  As 

collectivization began, Ĭzmŭkhan Kŭramïsov, who served as Goloshchekin’s 

deputy from 1929 to 1931, joked that some officials in Moscow could not even 

locate Kazakhstan on a map. Others, he noted, regularly confused “Kazakhs” and 

“Cossacks.” 90  

Similarly, the case of the Kazakh famine should challenge some of our existing 

ideas about Stalinist hierarchies. Soviet society is often viewed through the lens 

of a hierarchy of suffering, in which Gulag prisoners are believed to have suffered 

the most. 91  But starving Kazakhs were expelled from their land at the height of 

the famine to make room for the construction of a forced labor camp, Kara-

ganda Corrective Labor Camp (KarLag) in central Kazakhstan, and they died 

from hunger and disease outside the gates of this camp while prisoners labored 

within. Rather, the Kazakh famine is a reminder of the crude, heartbreaking way 

that so many Soviet citizens died under Stalin’s rule—not in the confines of the 

Gulag or in the mass shootings of the Great Terror of 1937–38—but in ditches 

and abandoned villages from hunger sparked by collectivization. 92  
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 Why didn’t Kazakhs resist? And why did local officials continue to implement 

such destructive policies? As this book details, many Kazakhs did rebel. Kazakh-

stan, like other famine-stricken regions, saw massive revolts during collectiviza-

tion, which Moscow struggled mightily to subdue. The motivations of local offi-

cials were varied. Some were coerced into cooperation by fear and intimidation. 

Others sought to use a career in the Communist Party as a method of personal 

advancement. Still others were convinced of the righteousness of the Commu-

nist cause, as the case of Shapïq Shokin (Shafik Chokin), a Kazakh who rose 

from extreme poverty to become president of Kazakhstan’s Academy of Sciences, 

illustrates. As a teenager, Shokin worked as a plenipotentiary for the regime, con-

fiscating grain and other goods from Kazakh households during the famine. His 

service earned high praise from his superiors, and he subsequently enrolled in 

the Central Asian State University in the name of V. I. Lenin (SAGU) in Tashkent, 

Uzbekistan. There he encountered Kazakh refugees dying from hunger in the city 

streets. Nonetheless, Shokin later recalled, “If someone had told me then that the 

famine was an affair of my hands, I would not only have not believed it, but I 

would have considered it an insult, vile slander.” He concluded, “I was certain: We 

were bringing not only a new system but a new, more just vision of life.” 93  
   

 This study relies on Russian and Kazakh-language primary and secondary 

sources culled through extensive field research in Kazakhstan and Russia, includ-

ing work with archival documents at former Communist Party and state archives 

in Almaty and Moscow, as well as regional archives in Almaty and Semipalatinsk. 

It also incorporates a wide range of published primary sources, including news-

papers, ethnographic accounts, and agricultural journals. Many of the materials, 

including collections from the former Communist Party archives in Kazakhstan 

(now known as the Presidential Archives) and Kazakh-language sources, have 

been little utilized by Western scholars. 94 These sources shed light on a number of 

underexplored aspects of the Kazakh disaster. Archival sources reveal that Stalin 

knew of Kazakhs’ suffering at several key moments in the famine, and they high-

light the extremely brutal manner in which the regime treated starving Kazakh 

refugees. The use of Kazakh-language secondary sources opens up a dialogue 

on the famine with Kazakhstani scholars, many of whom publish exclusively in 

Kazakh rather than in Russian, while the use of Kazakh-language primary source 

materials, such as oral history accounts, brings to light the voices of famine survi-

vors, who are otherwise difficult to find in archival sources or memoir accounts. 

 The last point is an important one, and it raises some of the key methodologi-

cal differences between researching the Kazakh famine and some of the other 

crimes of the Stalinist regime, such as the Gulag system, the special settler system, 

or even the Ukrainian famine. In the Kazakh famine, a far greater percentage of 
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those who suffered were illiterate, and some of the sources that historians typi-

cally rely on to get at the ground-level perspective, such as petitions, are much 

more difficult to find. In the case of the Ukrainian famine, there were numer-

ous efforts to collect oral history accounts of the disaster, spurred in part by the 

congressional investigation into the Ukrainian famine in the 1980s. 95 By contrast, 

in the Kazakh case, such efforts were more limited and generally began much 

later, meaning that there were far fewer survivors still around. 96  By the time they 

were interviewed, many of these survivors, who were small children during the 

disaster, were very elderly, making it more difficult for them to recall the fam-

ine’s events. 97  While the fall of the Soviet Union has brought to light numerous 

memoirs, diaries, and letters by survivors of the Ukrainian famine or the Gulag 

system, there has been no similar outpouring of materials by survivors of the 

Kazakh famine. 98  In part this reflects the fact that due to lower literacy rates fewer 

Kazakhs could write down the story as it unfolded, but it also may be indicative 

of a broader reticence about the famine in Kazakhstan today. Nonetheless, wher-

ever possible, this book seeks to include sources that were written by Kazakhs 

themselves. 

 In incorporating Russian imperial and Soviet archival documents and eth-

nographic studies, this book pays careful attention to the challenges inherent 

in analyzing nomadic life through the eyes of the sedentary world. The settle-

ment of the Kazakh nomads was a phenomenon that many Russian imperial 

and Soviet officials believed to be evolutionarily “correct,” part of the onward 

march of history, and it was a prospect that many of them welcomed. These 

officials tended to portray the Russian empire or the Soviet state as the sole agent 

of change in nomadic life, as a “modern” settled society came into contact with 

a “backward” nomadic society. But prior to the Soviet state’s launch of forced 

collectivization in 1929–30, ecological and economic factors played an impor-

tant role in sparking some of the changes to nomadic life that these observers 

detailed. Moreover, some of the shifts that occurred prior to collectivization, such 

as Kazakh nomads’ increasing reliance on agriculture, were not new but rather 

had long been a part of the steppe’s history as nomads adjusted their practice of 

pastoralism to political and ecological change. In seeking to understand Kazakh 

nomadic life, the book analyzes the very categories that these officials created, 

such as “seminomadic,” for what they might reveal about nomadic life, as well as 

Russian imperial and Soviet views of the nomadic world. 

 This book proceeds chronologically through the major events and causal fac-

tors of the Kazakh famine.  Chapter 1  examines the Kazakh steppe under Rus-

sian imperial rule. It finds that a period of massive peasant colonization of the 

Kazakh steppe during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries sparked 

far-reaching changes to nomadic life and to the ecological profile of the steppe 
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itself. It concludes that these changes made Kazakhs more prone to famine, inten-

sifying the effects of the Soviet regime’s brutal collectivization policies.  Chapter 2  

examines the period 1921–28, scrutinizing how Soviet officials and ethnogra-

phers struggled to fit Kazakh nomads and the environment of the steppe into 

their Marxist-Leninist worldview. By 1928, prompted by broader shifts across 

the Soviet Union, this period of fluidity ended: pastoral nomadism was por-

trayed both as economically backward and as an impediment to Kazakhs’ further 

development as a Soviet nation.  Chapter 3  examines Moscow’s initial assault on 

Kazakh nomadic life under the auspices of “Little October,” a belated October-

style social revolution begun in 1928. It shows how Moscow invited and encour-

aged Kazakh participation in this campaign, a strategy that successfully began to 

unravel Kazakh society from within.  Chapter 4  scrutinizes the launch of forced 

collectivization in the period 1929–31, showing how it was accompanied by a 

broader assault on nomadic culture and practices. It reveals that Moscow repeat-

edly ignored warnings about the dangers of expanding the republic’s agrarian 

frontier into drought-prone regions. By the winter of 1930–31, famine had 

begun.  Chapter 5  reveals Moscow’s struggle to control the Sino-Kazakh border 

during the period 1931–33, as hundreds of thousands of starving Kazakhs sought 

to flee across the border to Xinjiang. In stark contrast to less coercive methods of 

border control in the Soviet Union’s west, Soviet border guards began to shoot 

those who fled, a choice that escalated tensions with Republican China.  Chapter 6  

examines the refugee crisis during the years 1931–33, an event that was both 

sparked by and in turn accelerated the republic’s economic collapse. It shows 

how the events of the crisis started to embed ideas of nationality at the local 

level, although not always in the ways that Moscow would have hoped. Only in 

1934 did the famine finally come to an end in part through a certain amount 

of luck (including excellent weather and a good harvest that year), as well as 

renewed attention by a variety of state agencies in Moscow to problems, such as 

the spread of disease. The conclusion examines the republic’s development in the 

postfamine years. It also considers the question of genocide and what the case 

of the Kazakh famine tells us about other Soviet collectivization famines. The 

epilogue explores how the famine has been memorialized and remembered in 

postindependence Kazakhstan. 
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 During the late nineteenth century, more than 1.5 million peasants from Euro-

pean Russia settled the Kazakh steppe, dramatically altering this region and the 

lives of the pastoral nomadic peoples who lived there. 1  In the span of just twenty 

years—the peak of peasant settlement was the period 1896–1916—the Kazakh 

steppe, dominated by Muslim, Turkic-speaking peoples since the fifteenth cen-

tury, became transformed into a multiethnic, multiconfessional society. Parts of 

the Kazakh steppe were no longer predominately Kazakh, at least in terms of 

their ethnic makeup: by 1916, in Akmolinsk province, Slavic settlers constituted 

59 percent of the population; Kazakhs, 34 percent. In certain northern  uezdy  of 

Akmolinsk province, such as Omsk, the change was even more striking: there 

Slavic settlers composed 72 percent of the population; Kazakhs, 21 percent. 2  

 In addition to these demographic changes, the arrival of these settlers altered 

the steppe’s environmental profile. Most settlers were grain farmers, and they 

brought large swaths of the steppe under cultivation. By 1916, the northern sec-

tion of the Kazakh steppe had become one of the Russian empire’s key grain-

producing regions, and many pastoral nomads had been displaced from their 

traditional pasturelands. In a historic shift, this territory, a place long synony-

mous with pastoralism, a practice defined by the herding and management of 

animals, was now a mixed economic region, one populated by large numbers of 

settled, agrarian peoples in addition to pastoralists. 

 The settlement of the Kazakh steppe by Slavic peasants was part of a broader 

migration of Slavic peoples to Siberia, the Russian Far East, and Central Asia 

 1 
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during the late nineteenth century. 3  In the aftermath of the emancipation of the 

serfs in 1861, many peasants, known as  samovol′tsy , or “self-settlers,” came ille-

gally, seeking fertile lands to farm and relief from the poverty and land hunger 

that characterized peasant life in parts of European Russia. By 1889, St. Peters-

burg, seeking to regulate this flow of migrants and convinced of the civilizing role 

that Slavic settlers could play in these regions, issued the Resettlement Act. This 

act, which marked the first central government effort to coordinate this migra-

tion, codified settlement as official state policy, setting up settlement programs 

in European Russia, Western Siberia, and the provinces of Akmolinsk, Semi-

palatinsk, and Semirech′e. In 1893, construction on the Trans-Siberian railroad 

began, and one of the last remaining obstacles to large-scale peasant colonization 

of these regions, the arduous trip across European Russia by oxen and cart, was 

erased. 

 Russian imperial officials anticipated that peasant settlement would encour-

age Kazakhs to abandon their nomadic way of life for a settled one, a goal that St. 

Petersburg had pursued to varying degrees since the rule of Catherine the Great. 4  

The spread of agriculture, it was believed, would “civilize” native peoples and 

make the lands in these regions more “productive.” 

 But as this chapter reveals, though Kazakhs’ pastoral nomadic practices began 

to shift in response to this wave of peasant settlement, it was not always in the 

ways that St. Petersburg might have hoped. Though most nomads began to 

reduce their mobility, they also adopted other strategies, such as trade and the 

rental of their pasture lands, to maintain their nomadic way of life and adapt to 

the changing social, political, and environmental circumstances of life on the 

steppe. World War I and the destruction brought by the Russian Civil War dealt 

a particularly devastating blow to nomadic life, but the predictions of many Rus-

sian imperial officials that nomadism, an “anachronism,” would soon give way to 

settled life did not come to pass. 5  In 1924, as the new Soviet state began to divide 

the region up into national republics, pastoral nomadism remained the predomi-

nant way of life for most Kazakhs. 6  

 In a pattern that foreshadowed elements of the Soviet state’s battle to make 

the Kazakh steppe into an agrarian region, settlers endured devastating droughts, 

frosts, and hunger. They struggled to adapt their agricultural practices to the 

steppe’s environmental conditions. Though there was a lot of land in the Kazakh 

steppe, much of it was very arid, salinated, or otherwise unsuitable for farming. A 

focus on quantity—the overall amount of “surplus” land in the Kazakh steppe—

concealed the complexity of this landscape and the ways that fertile lands were 

regularly interspersed with poor quality soils. After several years of poor harvests, 

the Governor-Generalship of the Steppe temporarily closed the steppe to further 

colonization in 1891. 7  Though many settlers chose to remain, ultimately some 20 
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percent of all settlers who came during this period of intense peasant coloniza-

tion would return to European Russia. 8  

 The legacies of this period and the particular imprint that it left on pas-

toral nomads, Slavic settlers and the steppe itself help explain the scale of 

the Kazakh famine of 1930–33, which led to the death of 1.5 million people, 

the vast majority of them Kazakhs. Though the available data do not allow a 

full investigation of ecological change in this period—the systematic collec-

tion of temperature and precipitation data in the Kazakh steppe began only in 

the late nineteenth century—other materials, including archival sources and 

ethnographic accounts, illustrate important shifts in the relationship among 

humans, animals, climate, and environment. 9  Due to this intense period of 

human and animal growth, observers note that some water sources were dry-

ing up and the fertility of various soils had become exhausted. As both nomads 

and Slavic settlers adapted to the changing circumstances of life on the steppe, 

these two ways of life developed close economic linkages, particularly a grain 

and livestock trade. Kazakhs began to change their diet, shifting away from a 

diet based on meat and milk products to one in which grain played a larger 

role. It is likely that they began to consume less food overall, increasing their 

vulnerability to famine. 10  

 As researchers have shown, both abrupt change and slower-moving struc-

tural processes can combine to produce a famine. 11  The Soviet regime’s sweeping 

program of state-driven transformation was the most important cause of the 

Kazakh famine of 1930–33, and it is doubtful that famine would have broken 

out anywhere in Kazakhstan without the regime’s violent assault on nomadic 

life. But the legacies of Russian imperial rule—principally changes induced by 

massive peasant colonization of the Kazakh steppe during the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries—were an important contributing factor. 12  These 

changes, which were both seen and unseen by Soviet officials, contributed to a 

general sense by the early Soviet era that the steppe’s economy was in state of 

crisis, and that only a radical fix, forced settlement of the Kazakh nomads, could 

make the area economically productive. Ultimately the changes that began under 

Russian imperial rule would intensify the scale of the Kazakh famine, amplifying 

the effects of the Soviet regime’s brutal policy changes. 

 This chapter begins by situating pastoral nomadism in the broader sweep 

of Central Eurasian history. 13  It explains the basic features of this way of 

life and the ways that nomads regularly adapted to political and ecological 

shifts. It then traces how the Kazakhs and the Russian empire first came to 

interact, a process that culminated in the Russian empire’s conquest of the 

Kazakh steppe in the nineteenth century. It examines pastoral nomadic life 

on the eve of peasant settlement, revealing the close relationship between 
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pastoral nomads’ practices and the environment of the steppe. Finally, it ana-

lyzes how the arrival of peasant settlers then began to alter various features 

of this relationship. 

 Pastoral Nomadism and Central Eurasia 
 The practice of pastoral nomadism has a long history in the steppe zone of Cen-

tral Eurasia, dating back at least four millennia. 14  In the middle of the first millen-

nium BCE, the Scythians, a northern Iranian people, migrated into the western 

steppe, becoming the region’s first known nomadic empire. The Greek historian 

Herodotus famously documented the inner workings of this empire, focusing 

on the Scythians’ mastery of mounted warfare and their development of systems 

of trade. 15  Later, Islamic geographers named the steppe for the nomadic peoples 

who lived there: in the beginning of the eighth century AD, the steppe was known 

as “The Steppe of the Ghuzz,” in reference to the Oghuz Turks. By the eleventh 

century, the territory was referred to by a Persian name, “Dashti-i Qïpchaq,” or 

the Steppe of the Qïpchaqs. Though the Qïpchaqs ceased to be the dominant 

ethnic group in the steppe after the Mongol conquest, this name remained in use 

until the nineteenth century, when the territory became known as “the Kirgiz 

steppe” ( Kirgizskaia step′ ). 16  It was during the Soviet period that the territory 

became known as “the Kazakh steppe,” a name it retains today. As these naming 

practices suggest, the history of the steppe is, in many eyes, synonymous with 

nomadism, and it conjures up images of mounted, raiding warriors who wan-

dered free from the trappings of settled life. 

 But as researchers have shown, the history of pastoral nomadism in Cen-

tral Eurasia is far more complex than an image of wandering, raiding warriors 

would seem to suggest. Throughout the centuries, nomadism did tend to be the 

predominant economic activity in the steppe zone, with sedentary populations 

concentrated in oases or irrigated river valleys. But archeologists have found evi-

dence dating from the Bronze Age (3000–1000 BCE) to indicate that there were 

significant variations in economic activities across the steppe zone, with some 

pastoral nomadic communities intensifying their focus on herding, while oth-

ers placed more emphasis on hunting. 17  Scholars have shown that some farm-

ing, including the cultivation of drought-resistant crops such as spring wheat, 

millet, and oats, was practiced as a supplementary activity in economic zones 

dominated by nomads, from the Neolithic Age to the modern era. 18  These stud-

ies have challenged the idea that the steppe could support only long-distance 

animal herding. By contrast, they have proven that the environmental constraints 

on settled agriculture in this region were neither precise nor immutable. 19  These 
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findings and others have prompted a rethinking of what pastoral nomadism in 

Central Eurasia actually was and how it changed over time. 20  

 The term “pastoral nomadism” can be challenging to define. Pastoralism 

refers to an economic practice, the herding and supervision of animals. Pastoral-

ists raise their animals on the open range, in contrast to ranchers who gener-

ally provide hay or fodder for their animals and stable them in pens or sheds. 21  

Nomadism might be defined roughly as a strategy, or the regular movement of 

people from place to place in a deliberate, rather than an aimless, manner. 22  Thus, 

pastoral nomads were those groups of people who carried out repeated, purpose-

ful migrations to pasture their animal herds, such as sheep, camels, and horses. 

Most regularly incorporated other activities, including trade, hunting, and sea-

sonal agriculture, to supplement their practice of pastoralism. Due to the need 

to migrate with their animal herds, pastoral nomads generally lived in a dwelling 

that could be collapsed and transported easily, such as a tent or a yurt ( kiĭz uy ). 23  

 It is important to note that pastoral nomads’ strategies were not timeless and 

unchanging. 24  As researchers have shown, pastoral nomads regularly altered their 

practices according to opportunities and risks. 25  Environmental changes, such 

as shifts in temperature or precipitation, might cause some pastoral nomads to 

migrate seasonally, rather than year-round. Social and political changes, such as 

the intrusion of new peoples or shifts in political structures, might prompt them 

to increase or decrease their reliance on other economic strategies, such as agri-

culture or hunting. 26  Moreover, pastoral nomadism was not solely an ecologi-

cal adaptation; it could also serve as a political strategy. During times of crisis, 

threatened groups could retreat to utilize marginal environments. 27  

 During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as the steppe came 

under intense Slavic peasant colonization, Russian imperial officials witnessed 

important shifts in pastoral nomadic life, changes that seemed to confirm their 

idea that they were in a unique historical moment, whereby pastoral nomad-

ism would disappear under the onward march of modernity. The settlement of 

the Kazakh nomads was a phenomenon that many Russian imperial officials 

believed to be evolutionarily “correct,” and it was also a prospect that many of 

them welcomed. 28  When they observed nomadic life, they tended to see the Rus-

sian empire as the sole agent of the changes that they witnessed. A host of shifts, 

it was believed, including pastoral nomads’ increasing reliance on agriculture, 

could be attributed to Kazakhs’ increased proximity to a settled (and presumably 

more cultured) society. 

 But as this chapter explores, the Russian empire was not the only agent of 

change in the Kazakh steppe. Kazakhs were not passive in the face of massive 

peasant settlement. Ecological and economic factors also played a role in deter-

mining the nature of the changes that Russian imperial observers witnessed. 29  
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Nor were many of the shifts that they witnessed unique. Many had long been an 

integral part of the region’s history. In Central Eurasia, the dividing line between 

the pastoral nomad and the sedentary agriculturalist was often far less distinct 

than in other regions of the world. 30  Pastoral nomads’ practice of agriculture or 

the decision to shorten their yearly migrations—strategies that observers gener-

ally labeled as “semi-nomadism”—did not necessarily signal that these peoples 

were transitioning to settled life. Forms of semi-nomadism could be long-lasting 

and stable. Though some ecological, social, and political factors might cause 

groups to settle, others might cause groups to nomadize, with semi-nomads or 

settled groups taking up nomadic life. 31  

 The Encounter between the Kazakhs 
and the Russian Empire 
 The use of the term “Qazaq” as a form of self-identification dates to the late 

fifteenth century. During 1459–60, Janibek and Kirey, sons of Barak Khan of 

the White Horde of the Mongol empire, broke away from Abu′l-Khayr, khan 

of the Uzbeks. Abu′l-Khayr had been weakened by his defeat at the hands of 

the Oirats (western Mongols), and Janibek and Kirey used this opportunity 

to move their supporters, a group of pastoral nomadic tribes of Turkic and 

Mongol origins, to Semirech′e. They became known as the “Özbek-Qazaqs.” 

The first term was reference to the khanate they had left behind, the Uzbeks 

(Özbeks), while the latter term, “qazaq,” was a Turkic term used to refer to 

those individuals and groups who had abandoned their clan or ruler to live 

the life of a vagabond or adventurer. 32  Over time, a number of Abu′l-Khayr’s 

followers left to join this rival polity. By the sixteenth century, the Kazakh 

khanate, as it became known, was the dominant force in the central and east-

ern steppe, and the descendants of Janibek, Kirey, and their supporters were 

known simply as “Qazaqs.” 

 According to popular tradition, in the late sixteenth century the Kazakh khan-

ate split into supratribal confederations, each of which was known as a “horde” 

( zhüs ). Over time, the Elder ( ulu ) Horde came to control Semirech′e, the Middle 

( orta ) Horde the central steppe and southwestern Siberia, and the Little ( kishi ) 

Horde the west of the steppe. 33  Each of these hordes was ruled independently 

by a khan, or military ruler, though particularly influential khans, such as Khan 

Tauke (1680–1718), could bring all three hordes under their command. Custom-

arily, these khans were part of the Chinggisid nobility, those peoples who claimed 

descent from Janibek, Kirey, and, by extension, Chinggis Khan, the founder of 

the Mongol empire, himself. The Chinggisids formed part of the khanate’s small 
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aristocratic elite, who were collectively known as “white bone” ( aq süiek ), while 

commoners were known as “black bone” ( qara süiek ). 34  

 Russia’s formal entrance into the politics of the steppe had begun in the 

mid-sixteenth century, with the Muscovite state’s conquest of the Tatar khan-

ates of Kazan and Astrakhan. Pushing further into the steppe, Russia extended 

its power into the North Caucasus, across the Ural Mountains to the east and, 

eventually, under Catherine the Great, to the khanate of Crimea on the Black 

Sea in 1783. 35  Settlement of the steppe belt by Slavic peasants followed, with the 

arrival of these peasant-farmers intensifying in the eighteenth century. But as 

the Russian empire’s frontier advanced, frequent conflicts between these Slavic 

settlers and the nomadic peoples of the steppe, including Bashkirs, Kalmyks, and 

Kazakhs, erupted. 36  In the Kazakh steppe, as in other parts of the Russian empire, 

St. Petersburg set up a defensive perimeter to prevent nomads from conduct-

ing raids on agricultural settlements. Known as the Siberian Line, this perimeter 

would largely define the southern frontier of Slavic settlement in the Kazakh 

steppe until the mid-nineteenth century. 37  

 During the eighteenth century, the Russian empire began to engage more 

deeply in the affairs of the Kazakh steppe south of the Siberian Line, though 

many details of this relationship were left undefined. By the nineteenth cen-

tury, for reasons ranging from economic interests to geostrategic competition, 

the Russian empire began to tighten its hold over the Kazakh steppe. 38  Though 

the Russian’s conquest of the Kazakh steppe was not done without protest—

most notably, the immense Kenesarï Qasïmŭlï revolt (1837–47), centered on the 

lands of the Middle Horde—by the late nineteenth century, the Russian empire’s 

incorporation of the lands of the three Kazakh hordes was complete. In 1822, 

St. Petersburg approved the Statute on the Siberian Kirgiz (Kazakhs), which for-

malized the status of Middle Horde Kazakhs as Russian subjects and reorga-

nized the administration of the Middle Horde, eliminating the position of the 

khans. In 1844, St. Petersburg issued the Regulation for the Administration of 

the Orenburg Kazaks, which declared the territory of the Little Horde to be part 

of the Russian empire. The lands of the Elder Horde were brought under Russian 

rule last, following the Russian conquests of Tashkent (1865), Samarkand and 

Bukhara (1873), and Kokand (1876). 39  

 Through a series of rulings, St. Petersburg established the principle of state 

ownership of the lands of the Kazakh steppe. The Provisional Statute on Admin-

istration in Ural′sk, Turgai, Akmolinsk, and Semipalatinsk Provinces (1868) 

declared the lands in these regions, which roughly corresponded to the ter-

ritories of the Middle and Little Hordes, to be state property. The 1891 Steppe 

Statute, which came to include all these territories, plus Semirech′e, part of 

the traditional pasturelands of the Elder Horde, built on this principle of state 
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ownership. Article 120 of this statute further stipulated that lands considered to 

be in “excess” of nomads’ needs, known as  izlishki, could be appropriated by the 

state. 40  With the principle of state ownership established, St. Petersburg began 

to demarcate the lands of the Kazakh steppe. The 1868 Provisional Statute 

created internal borders, including  oblasti  (provinces),  uezdy  (districts), and 

 volosti  (cantons), in the lands of the steppe. In 1881, in the Treaty of St. Peters-

burg, the Russian empire and the Qing empire agreed on the demarcation of 

an international border, dividing Kazakhs living in Chinese Turkestan from 

Kazakhs living in Russian Turkestan. These newly drawn boundaries (local, 

regional, international) did not halt Kazakhs’ seasonal migrations across bor-

ders, but they impeded them, marking the beginning of far-reaching changes 

to Kazakhs’ nomadic way of life. 

 Kazakhs and Pastoral Nomadism 
One of the most eminent scholars of nomadism, the late Kazakhstani ethnographer 

Nŭrbolat Masanov, has characterized Kazakhs’ practice of pastoral nomadism as 

an ecologically determined way of life. In his interpretation, the environmen-

tal features of the Kazakh steppe heavily influenced the economic activities and 

cultural characteristics of the Kazakh people until the Soviet regime began to 

radically reshape this relationship. Masanov’s interpretation of Kazakh identity 

on the eve of Soviet rule may place too much emphasis on the environment—

as this book shows, culture and politics played a role in the shaping of Kazakh 

identities, too—but his rigorous analysis reveals the close relationship between 

the landscape of the Kazakh steppe and the strategies of the peoples who lived 

there. 41  Kazakhs’ practice of pastoral nomadism was an adaption to the steppe’s 

features, particularly the scarcity of good pastureland and water. 

 This region where Kazakh nomads could be found comprised several eco-

logical zones, including steppe, semidesert (sometimes referred to as the “desert 

steppe”), desert, and mountains. 42  The steppe zone lay north of the Aral Sea 

and south of the forests of Western Siberia. It formed part of a larger steppe 

belt of grasslands stretching across the Eurasian continent. The semidesert and 

desert zones that Kazakh nomads frequented lay south of the steppe zone. They 

encompassed several major arid areas, including the Betpak-Dala, the Üst-Yurt 

Plateau, the Qara-qum at Aral Sands, and part of the Qïzïl-qum Desert. The 

Betpak-Dala, the largest of these territories, was an immense plateau located 

between the Sary-Su River in the west and Lake Balkhash in the east. Today, it 

lies at the heart of contemporary Kazakhstan, just south of the city of Kara-

ganda. The Üst-Yurt, a smaller plateau, lay between the Caspian and Aral Seas. 
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The other two major arid areas where Kazakh nomads could be found, the 

Qara-qum at Aral Sands and the Qïzïl-qum, were classical deserts, with unse-

cured shifting sands. 43  Finally, there were two mountain ranges, the Tian Shan 

Mountains in the southeast and the Atai Mountains in the east, at the edges of 

the desert and semidesert zone. The area around these mountain ranges gener-

ally received more precipitation than the surrounding zones, and the Tian Shan 

overlooked a particularly fertile region, known as Zheti-su or Semirech′e (seven 

rivers). With the exception of the mountain ranges, the distinction among these 

zones was not precise: the climates of steppe, semidesert, and desert were closely 

related to one another. The borders of these ecological zones could also shift 

over time due to environmental change. 44   

 All these zones had a sharp continental climate, with hot summers and very 

cold winters. Given the region’s distance from oceans, its climate was much 

harsher than similar zones further west in European Russia. Winter tempera-

tures could dip below –40ºF, while summer temperatures could reach well 

over 100ºF. Only the southern reaches of the steppe, such as the city of Vernyi 

(present-day Almaty), enjoyed average January temperatures above freezing. 45  

The region’s precipitation was shaped by winter westerlies from the Atlantic. 

Shifts of the North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO) determined the distribution of 

this rainfall over the centuries. A negative NAO mode might bring ample rain-

fall to the region, while a positive NAO mode brought little rainfall. During 

the Little Ice Age (roughly 1500–1850 AD), the steppe appears to have enjoyed 

plentiful rainfall. By the late nineteenth century, however, the climate of the 

steppe was entering a warm, dry phase. 46  Aridity had become one of the Kazakh 

steppe’s defining features. 

 Not only was the amount of rainfall low, but rainfall patterns in the Kazakh 

steppe were more unstable than in the steppes in the European part of Russia. 

The amount of rain might fluctuate dramatically from year to year and season to 

season. For the desert and semidesert zones, the period of maximum precipita-

tion was generally in the spring, with the hot, dry summers bringing little or no 

rainfall. By contrast, the wettest period for the steppe zone was usually the sum-

mer. Thus, seasonal vegetation, such as grasses, appeared first in the desert and 

steppe desert zones and only later, in June and July, in the steppe zones. 47  But the 

overall amount of yearly rainfall decreased markedly the farther south one trav-

eled, from steppe to semidesert to desert. The steppe might receive between ten 

to twenty inches of rain, the semidesert six to ten inches, and the desert less than 

four inches. In each zone, the most important indicator of climate was not the 

amount of rainfall but rather the ratio of precipitation to evaporation, which was 

generally quite low. Due to long, sunny cloudless days and high temperatures, the 

rain that fell in these regions usually evaporated quickly. 48  
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 In the north, the region had  chernozem , “black earth” soils. These contained 

a high percentage of humus and could produce good agricultural yields. Chest-

nut soils could be found further south, in the semidesert zone. Like the black 

earth soils, chestnut soils could be quite fertile. Yet they had far less humus than 

black earth soils, and repeated plowing could quickly exhaust their ability to sup-

port crops. Two other soils,  solonchak  and  solonetz , were sprinkled throughout, 

occurring with greater frequency in the desert and semidesert regions. Solonchak 

soils were formed as groundwater rose to the surface. As this water evaporated, 

it left white, salty patches across the surface of the soil. Solonetz soils were sol-

onchak soils that had been leached through irrigation or increased rainfall. As 

water passed through the soil, sodium carbonate formed, and the soil became 

highly alkaline. Neither of these two soils was fertile, but their distribution was 

uneven—chestnut soils could be interspersed with solonetz and solonchak 

soils—and changeable, as weather or irrigation patterns shifted. 49  

 Hot, dry winds ( sukhovei ) swept across all these zones. These gusts could cre-

ate enormous piles of sand or whip up violent dust storms. 50  Given the arid con-

ditions of the region, fires started easily, and these winds could quickly transform 

a small fire into a fearsome blaze that could move more than ten kilometers 

in an hour. 51  These drying winds also contributed to evaporation from open 

water sources, such as lakes and rivers. Due to this evaporation and other fac-

tors, such as periods of little or no rainfall, the region’s bodies of water, including 

the Aral Sea, exhibited a chameleon-like quality, rapidly changing their size and 

form. This desiccation was particularly pronounced in areas with a high salt con-

tent. The Russian zoologist Nikolai Zarudnyi, who traveled widely throughout 

Central Asia, reported that small lakes could dry up under the hot summer sun 

in the course of just one day, becoming marshes sprinkled with a white dusting 

of crystal salt. 52  

 The climate in the Betpak-Dala—literally, The Ill-Fated Steppe—was particu-

larly severe. It had hot summers, cold winters, and a very short spring. During 

the summer months, temperatures could fluctuate radically, with high tempera-

tures during the day and a sharp drop in temperature at night. There was gen-

erally little cloud cover, and the sun in the plateau could be unrelenting. It had 

very few open water sources and little rainfall. When rain did fall, it was quickly 

absorbed deep into the plateau’s coarse soil. 53  In the steppe and the semidesert 

zones, grasses and wormwood ( Artemisia ) were common. But due to the harsh 

conditions on the plateau, there was little vegetation, save low-growing, drought-

resistant shrubs, such as saksaul and dzhuzgun ( Calligonum caput medusae ), 

which could send their roots deep into the soil to tap the plateau’s groundwater 

reserves. These shrubs were sparsely distributed and light gray in color, giving the 

Hungry Steppe a uniform, single-toned appearance. 54  Due to these conditions 
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and the plateau’s immense size—approximately 75,000 square kilometers, about 

as big as Scotland—passage across the Betpak-Dala was difficult. 55  It was with 

good reason that the territory was known not only as The Ill-Fated Steppe but 

also by a Russian name,   golodnaia step   ′   (The Hungry Steppe).  56  

 Both Russian imperial and Soviet officials regularly characterized the Kazakh 

steppe as a “natural” landscape, one largely untouched by human influence. They 

looked for markers of sedentary life, such as permanent dwellings, and finding 

none, assumed that the landscape of this region had never been altered by human 

activity. 57  But contrary to their impressions, Kazakh nomads, like other pastoral-

ists, regularly sought to change it to suit their needs. To encourage the growth of 

fresh grasses that their livestock could eat, they burned areas of the steppe. These 

fires, as well as the trampling of the steppe by pastoralists’ animal herds, helped 

prevent the spread of shrubs and trees. 58  In the Hungry Steppe and other areas 

where there was little surface water, Kazakhs built wells deep into the steppe to 

tap groundwater reserves. 59  

 All the steppe’s ecological zones suffered from periodic bouts of drought, as 

well as devastating late-spring frosts, a phenomenon known as  zhŭt  (Kazakh) or 

sometimes as  gololeditsa (Russian). The former was a common feature of pastoral 

environments, particularly the drylands of Africa and the Middle East, while the 

latter was a hazard particular to Central Eurasia. 60 In a zhŭt, a cold snap would set 

in after the spring thaw, leading to the formation of an ice crust over the ground. 

With their fodder trapped below the ice, Kazakhs’ animal herds would begin to 

starve. Due to the cyclical nature of large-scale zhŭts, which appeared every ten 

to twelve years, Kazakhs also referred to them by the name  qoyännïng zhŭtï  (zhŭt 

during the Year of the Hare), a reference to a particular year in the Zodiac cycle. 61  

Zhŭts could be catastrophic for nomads, with more than 90 percent of the herds 

in a nomadic encampment perishing. 62  

 To utilize this landscape, Kazakh nomads migrated along predetermined 

routes to pasture their animal herds. These migrations were not carried out by 

individual households but rather were conducted in small groups, a nomadic 

encampment known as an aul. Each aul was generally made up of two to eight 

households, and together all the members of the aul assumed responsibility for 

the care of their herd. The number of animals associated with a given aul varied 

widely (sheep, for instance, generally took less effort to tend than horses), and 

these numbers could fluctuate, depending on seasonal or environmental varia-

tions. New auls could form when animal numbers grew too large to be supported 

by the original aul’s pastures. 63   

 Most auls pastured mixed herds, rather than relying on a single type of ani-

mal. Animals that could travel great distances and easily paw at fodder trapped 

under the snow, such as sheep and horses, were of particular importance given 
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the steppe’s climate. Horses were prized for their meat and fermented mare’s 

milk ( qïmïz ), in addition to serving as a source of transport for people and 

goods, while sheep were raised for their mutton and wool. The camel, ill-suited 

to uncovering fodder trapped under snow, was much less common than sheep or 

horses in the Kazakh steppe. Camels, however, could be found in the west of the 

steppe, where Little Horde Kazakhs migrated. In this arid region, the camel was 

the sole animal capable of sustaining long journeys and, by extension, the only 

means of transporting goods. 

 Kazakhs’ migrations were seasonal, and they followed the appearance of veg-

etation in the steppe, assuming a circular, south to north to south pattern. Each 

aul generally had separate spring ( kökteu ), summer ( zhaylau ), fall ( küseu ), and 

winter ( qïstau ) pasture. The summer pastures were particularly important, as 

they provided the thick grasses that were necessary for the fattening of nomads’ 

livestock. In the winter months, it was critical to find a sheltered pasture, where 

the snow was not too deep and the animals might find some relief from the 

wind and the cold. Both the spring and the fall pastures were usually located 

close to the winter pasture: nomads would bring their herds to the spring pasture 

when the snow had melted, but before the summer pasture’s grasses had begun 

to bloom. When the vegetation in the summer pasture began to fade, they would 

  FIGURE 1.1 . A Kazakh yurt in the Tekes valley, 1926. Morden and Clark Asiatic 
Expedition of 1926, American Museum of Natural History Library, Image #267740.  
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move their herds to the fall pasture, then migrating to the winter pasture with 

the first snowfall. 64  

 Beyond seasonal change, the particular way that a given aul migrated—the 

length and speed of their migrations and the time spent in seasonal pastures—

was influenced by factors such as the terrain of the landscape, the availability of 

water and fodder, the particular types of animals that the aul tended, and the 

presence and density of other people and livestock. 65  Some auls, for instance, 

might migrate fairly modest distances over the course of a year—traveling a total 

of fifty to one hundred kilometers—while other auls, such as those that inhabited 

the arid Mangyshlak Peninsula, where good pasture and water sources tended 

to be scarce, might travel one thousand to two thousand kilometers in a single 

year. 66  Indeed, the extraordinary length of some Kazakh nomads’ migrations 

distinguished their practices from those of other pastoral nomadic peoples in 

Central Asia, such as the Turkmen or the Kirgiz. 67  Cataclysmic events, like the 

Zunghar invasion into the south of the steppe in the eighteenth century, might 

shift nomads’ migration routes, thereby intensifying the competition for good 

grazing lands in other areas of the steppe. 

 Genealogy played a crucial role in Kazakh nomadic life. Originally, the term 

“qazaq” had denoted a political identity, those peoples who had broken away 

from Abu′l-Khayr, khan of the Uzbeks. But by the nineteenth century, members 

of the black bone (commoner) strata had increasingly come to define themselves 

by their ancestry, which they complied in oral or written registers. They under-

stood their genealogical ties as approximating the shape of a tree. At the top of 

the tree was Alash, the mythical ancestor from whom they claimed descent. Alash 

then had three sons, Bekarys, Akarys, and Zhanarys, each of whom founded one 

of the three Kazakh hordes. The offspring of these sons then formed tribes within 

their particular horde. As time went on and these tribes grew larger, their descen-

dants founded sections and subsections, as a way of identifying themselves and 

clarifying the exact way that they were related to their supposed founder, Alash. 68  

The smallest unit of a given lineage was an aul, and members of this group con-

sidered themselves to be part of the same kinship group. 

Kinship, however, was not just a source of identity. It also governed crucial eco-

nomic aspects of pastoral nomadic life. In a practice known as  ata qonïs , individ-

ual clans claimed grazing rights over particular pastures, and these privileges were 

then passed down along genealogical lines. When nomads’ migration routes were 

disrupted or pressure on pastures increased, such as during the Zunghar inva-

sion, the leaders of various clans would meet to reallocate the usage of pastures. 69  

Pastoral nomads also relied upon practices of mutual aid as protection against the 

effects of environmental instability. In  saün berü,  a Kazakh with large numbers of 

cattle might loan a poorer kin member a milk cow for the winter. This poorer kin 



  FIGURE 1.2 . Kazakh nomads in the Tekes valley, 1926. Morden and Clark 
Asiatic Expedition of 1926, American Museum of Natural History Library, Image 
#267742. 
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member would be responsible for pasturing and feeding the cow yet would gain 

the benefits of its milk and, potentially, its offspring. Such aid practices constituted 

a necessary survival strategy in a landscape where distinctions between “rich” and 

“poor” could shift rapidly over the course of a single season.  
 To varying extents, Kazakh nomads supplemented their practice of pastoral-

ism with activities such as agriculture, hunting, fishing, or trade. In 1833, the 

General Staff officer Aleksei Levshin, perhaps the most famous Russian impe-

rial chronicler of Kazakh life, published an account based on his experiences in 

Orenburg province. He noted that some Kazakhs, usually poorer Kazakhs who 

had lost their livestock, engaged in agriculture close to rivers and lakes. But he 

cautioned against equating the spread of agriculture with Kazakhs’ adoption of 

settled life: “However, agriculture does not make them settled. They nomadize 

close to their fields only until the time when the grain is ripe. After threshing it, 

they take what they need with them, bury the remainder in the ground until the 

next sowing, and then leave for another place.” 70  As Levshin’s account illustrates, 

Kazakhs adapted their practice of agriculture to suit their nomadic way of life 

and the steppe’s conditions. Nomads tended to cultivate grains that had a short 

growing season, such as millet, and store them in hollows in the ground ( ŭra ). 

Where irrigation was necessary, they constructed  aryk s, canals that funneled 

water across the steppe. 71  

 Settlement of the Kazakh Steppe 
 While the settlement of the Kazakh steppe was part of the larger migration of 

Slavic peoples to Siberia, the Russian Far East, and Central Asia during the late 

nineteenth century, it had several distinctive features. Unlike Siberia, the Kazakh 

steppe was used only infrequently as a place of exile during the period it was 

under Russian imperial rule. The writer Fyodor Dostoevsky, who spent time 

as a corporal at the Semipalatinsk garrison, is perhaps the most well-known 

figure to have been banished to the region. The steppe had a significant native 

population—by 1897, as much as three million—in contrast to the more dis-

persed and less numerous native populations of Siberia and the Far East. 72  The 

environment of the Kazakh steppe also presented particular challenges for the 

establishment of settled agriculture: when compared with lands farther north, 

the land received less annual rainfall and its soils were generally of poorer qual-

ity. Due to the steppe’s dry climate, spring wheat, the favored crop of settlers, 

was generally of high quality. But the frequent occurrence of droughts meant 

that these spring wheat harvests were unpredictable, and that yields varied 

greatly from year to year. 73  
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 Generally, there was a close relationship between peasant settlement and 

the ecological conditions of the steppe. By 1898, the area where most Kazakhs 

migrated was split into several different administrative regions. The Governor-

Generalship of the Steppe, which roughly corresponded to the northeast of the 

Kazakh steppe (the provinces of Akmolinsk and Semipalatinsk), the Governor-

Generalship of Turkestan (which included, among other parts of southern Cen-

tral Asia, the provinces of Semirech′e, Syr-Daria, and Transcaspia, all of which 

had large numbers of Kazakh nomads), and Turgai and Ural′sk provinces, which 

were not part of any administrative unit. 74 In the steppe provinces, peasant settle-

ment came to resemble a belt, which corresponded to the amount of annual 

rainfall that the land received. With its fertile soils, Akmolinsk province quickly 

became the favored destination for peasant settlers. Over time, the northern 

reaches of Turgai, Semipalatinsk, and Ural′sk provinces also became important 

sites of settlement. But due to the lack of rainfall, few settlers could be found fur-

ther south within these provinces, and the eight-inch annual precipitation line 

roughly marked the southern extent of peasant settlement. 75  

 Farther south in Russian Turkestan, the pattern of settlement in Kazakh lands 

was a bit different, but it was also closely linked to the region’s ecological condi-

tions. Fearing the potentially disruptive effects of large-scale peasant settlement 

in this region, administrators had closed Turkestan to settlement in 1896, adding 

Semirech′e to this list when it was returned to the auspices of the Governor-

Generalship of Turkestan in 1898. But unauthorized settlers continued to arrive 

and the pressure for new, fertile lands grew: In 1890–91, parts of European Russia 

experienced a devastating famine, and impoverished, starving peasants fled as far 

south as Turkestan in search of better lands. In 1910, as part of the far-reaching 

agrarian reforms spearheaded by Prime Minister Pyotr Stolypin, St. Petersburg 

permanently lifted the ban on settlement in Turkestan. 76  Settlers concentrated 

heavily in Semirech′e, with its abundant rainfall and good soils, and to a far lesser 

extent in the river valleys of Syr-Daria. Due to its aridity, extreme heat, and poor 

soils, few settlers colonized Transcaspia, and this province was largely untouched 

by the phenomenon of peasant settlement. 77  

 The peasants who settled in Turkestan or the lands of the steppe provinces 

came primarily from the Middle Volga, as well as the left bank and steppe of 

Ukraine. 78  But within these peasant communities, there were differences: those 

who had settled the steppe at the beginning of this migration tended to be known 

as the  starozhily  (old-timers) while more recent arrivals were often referred to 

 novosely  (new settlers). 79  In Semipalatinsk province, a group of peasants, includ-

ing many Old Believers, migrated to the Altai Mountains. They became known as 

the Altai peasants or the  kamenshchiki  (stone people), and over time they devel-

oped traditions distinct from other peasants in the region. 80  Kazakhs referred to 
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all these settlers by a number of nicknames, including  qarashekpendĭler  (“black 

coats,” a reference to peasants’ traditional dress) and, more snidely,  kelsĭmsekter  

(those who came without invitation). 81  

 The particular way that peasants found the land that they occupied varied. 

Some contracted with land scouts who would arrange for the rental of suitable 

land from Kazakh or Cossack communities prior to their arrival. After the legal-

ization of this practice, scouts could enroll migrants directly in government-

surveyed areas. 82  As part of an effort to solidify the Kazakh steppe’s new border with 

China, officials offered special subsidies to those who settled in the eastern parts 

of Semirech′e and Semipalatinsk provinces. 83  The most destitute arrivals simply 

poured into existing peasant settlements. Once there, they often appropriated 

“unused” pasturelands from nomads’ seasonal migration routes, and frequent 

conflicts over land, water, and livestock rights broke out. Due to these tensions, 

as well as fears about the peasants themselves, particularly their poverty and sup-

posedly uncivilized nature, regional officials pleaded, albeit unsuccessfully, with 

the Ministry of Internal Affairs to halt the flow of settlers. 84  The Kazakh saying 

 khalïq osedï, zher ospeidï —“people arrive, but the land does not move”—hints at 

the overcrowding that occurred on particularly fertile lands. 

On moving to the steppe, many new arrivals struggled to adapt to an unfamil-

iar climate. They bemoaned the insects, such as mosquitoes, gadflies, horseflies, 

and gnats, which appeared at the beginning of the summer, as well as the bur-

rowing effects of rodents, such as the jerboa, which could destroy crops. 85  In the 

treeless landscape, they struggled to find enough wood to light fires or construct 

shelters. 86  But they also fought against more severe problems, such as droughts, 

severe frosts, and plagues of locusts. In 1907, settlers in Semirech′e suffered from 

droughts and destitution so severe that officials in the region began to organize 

food aid. 87  That same year, a detachment of the Russian Society of the Red Cross, 

after surveying the steppe region, observed that there were people in every village 

suffering from scurvy due to a poor diet. 88  In 1911, part of the Kazakh steppe 

experienced a severe drought: officials in Omsk uezd estimated that the harvest 

of wheat and other grains was 80 percent less than the previous year. Due to these 

harvest failures, peasants were not able to collect enough seeds for the following 

year’s sowing or sufficient hay to feed their livestock. During the drought, the 

grass on the steppe perished, and peasants’ livestock sickened from eating it. 89  

 Due to these environmental challenges, as well as other factors, such as con-

flict with local officials and Kazakh nomads, large numbers of Slavic settlers—

some 20 percent—ultimately returned back to European Russia prior to 1917. 

Many of those who remained sought to diversify their activities, moving away 

from an exclusive focus on grain farming as a way to manage hazards such as 

drought: some peasant settlements in Turgai and Semipalatinsk provinces were 
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primarily or exclusively focused on livestock production rather than grain farm-

ing. 90  With the construction of the Trans-Siberian railroad and the introduction 

of ferry service along the Irtysh River in the 1880s, settlers began to import new 

technologies to the Kazakh steppe, including mechanized means of clearing hay 

( senokosilka ) and heavy iron plows that could break up the sod more effectively 

than wooden plows. 91  Settlers’ continuing ties with regions in European Russia, 

including the travel back and forth of family members, brought to the steppe new 

seeds, especially hardier varieties of wheat, the favored crop of settlers, as well as 

animal breeds, most notably the black sheep prized by Russians and Cossacks. 92  

 As peasant settlement continued, Kazakhs began to adapt their practice of 

pastoral nomadism to the changing circumstances of life on the steppe. Due to 

the demarcation of borders and the physical presence of areas of Slavic settle-

ment, Kazakh nomads could not use the land in the way that they had previously. 

In Akmolinsk and Semipalatinsk provinces, which roughly corresponded to the 

lands of the Middle Horde, nomads began to cultivate hay as a source of winter 

fodder, to compensate for the loss of some of their pasturelands. To protect these 

hay fields and their winter pastures from encroachment by peasants or other 

nomads, some Kazakhs began to spend nine months of the year on their winter 

pastures, migrating just a short distance to their summer pastures in the remain-

ing three months. 93  Some Little Horde Kazakhs, by contrast, increased the length 

of their seasonal migrations, as peasant settlement forced them to travel farther 

in search of reliable water sources and good pasturelands. 94  

 Due in part to this shift in land use practices, many pastoral nomads changed 

the composition of their herds. Those Kazakhs who had shortened their migra-

tions began to include animals suited to minimal migrations, such as cattle, fol-

lowed by sheep and then horses. Prior to the late eighteenth century, cattle had 

not formed a major part of Kazakhs’ herds. They were difficult animals to herd 

across long distances, and in comparison to sheep or horses, their grazing habits 

could be fickle: cows tended to subsist entirely on the top layer of grass rather 

than grazing more intensively. 95  But in a significant shift, cattle now constituted 

an important part of many Kazakh nomads’ herds. 96  By contrast, the numbers of 

camels in the steppe began to decline, as fewer nomads were able to carry out the 

long migrations needed to pasture them. 97  Though the steppe’s overall animal 

population was growing rapidly, the number of animals that a particular aul 

pastured was going down, as few auls were able to sustain the long migrations 

needed to pasture large herds. 98  

 In other cases, Kazakhs developed new strategies to cope with the challenge of 

Slavic colonization. In 1906, at a meeting of the Turgai provincial administration 

on the question of land apportionment, officials noted that Kazakh households 

in Kustanai and Aktiubinsk uezds had begun to plow up their pastures for grain, 
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an outcome that seemed to confirm the predictions of those who had heralded 

the end of nomadism. On closer inspection, however, they discovered that the 

Kazakhs in these uezds had secretly rented these lands to Russian settlers, who 

were farming them. They concluded, “In spite of the growth of agriculture, the 

Kirgiz [Kazakhs] in these uezds are a long way from giving up nomadism.” 99  

Though the rental of pasturelands was technically illegal—St. Petersburg claimed 

to own nomads’ pasturelands—nomads in areas of intense peasant settlement, 

such as the northern reaches of Turgai province, began to utilize it to supplement 

their practice of pastoralism. 

 In addition, Kazakhs increased their trade with Russia. This steppe trade was 

distinct from the caravan trade between Russia and Central Asia that passed 

through the Kazakh steppe, and it had grown in importance as the Russian 

empire advanced into the region. Kazakhs sold live animals, as well as animal 

products such as hides, butter, and wool, and they purchased items such as grain, 

tea, kerosene, matches, pottery, and Russian manufactured goods from traders, 

mostly Muslim merchants. These exchanges were conducted near areas of peas-

ant or Cossack settlement, at seasonal trade fairs or deep within the steppe itself 

at so-called “mobile markets,” where traders would travel with nomadic encamp-

ments. The biggest markets tended to take place at the end of the spring, just as 

the livestock was beginning to gain weight, and in the fall, so that Kazakhs did not 

have to pasture these animals over the winter. 100  By the late nineteenth century, 

Kazakhs became increasingly focused on raising animals for Russian markets 

They sold them directly to Slavic peasants or to traders, who, with the construc-

tion of the Trans-Siberian railroad, shipped them to consumers in European 

Russia. The railheads of Omsk and Petropavlovsk became centers for this trade. 

In 1908, the steppe provinces and parts of Semirech′e and Syr-Daria exported 

400,000 head of livestock, 6 million hides and skins, and nearly 6,000 tons of 

meat by rail to European Russia. 101  This trade almost certainly played a role in 

shifting the composition of Kazakhs’ herds, as cattle were more sought after by 

Russian consumers. 102  

 St. Petersburg had promoted the steppe trade as early as the rule of Cath-

erine the Great. It was profitable—Russian officials obtained livestock cheaply 

and offloaded grain that otherwise would have been difficult and expensive to 

transport back to Russia—and it was believed that the growth of the grain trade 

would help “civilize” Kazakhs, making them into loyal subjects of the empire. 103  

During the period of intense peasant settlement (1896–1916), officials continued 

to link the consumption of grain with the adoption of sedentary life. In 1907, as 

part of a survey of Kazakh land use practices in Akmolinsk province, the statis-

tician V. K. Kuznetsov proclaimed, “The mass of the population has gradually 

given up a purely nomadic way of life, relying on new means of existence and 
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at the same time adopting the habits of a more cultured way of life, particularly 

the consumption of grain.” 104  The “ancient Kazakh diet” ( starinnaia Kirgizskaia 

pishcha ) of meat and fermented mare’s milk ( qïmïz ), he predicted, would soon 

give way to a diet based primarily on grain and cow’s milk. 105  

 Previously, Kazakhs’ diet had been based on meat and milk products from 

sheep, horses, and, to a lesser degree, camels. Meat was the primary focus, and the 

consumption of meat depended on one’s social position, with better-off nomads 

consuming more meat. During the late fall, Kazakhs would slaughter a portion 

of their herds. This meat would then be preserved for use during the winter, a 

process known as  soghïm . During the warmer months (April to October), when 

their animals produced fresh milk, Kazakhs shifted their diet, relying to a greater 

extent on milk products. They consumed soured milks, such as qïmïz,  shŭbat  

(fermented camel’s milk), and  ayran  (fermented sheep’s milk), as well as a vari-

ety of cheese and butter products. Kazakh nomads supplemented this meat- and 

milk-based diet in various ways: some hunted or fished, while others consumed 

limited amounts of grain. 106  

 But there is evidence to suggest that Kazakhs’ diet began to change as eco-

nomic practices in the steppe shifted in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-

turies. After a series of food crises in the 1830s and then again after the disastrous 

1891 famine, the Russian state became increasingly interested in managing the 

food supply in the Russian countryside. In an effort to halt further outbreaks of 

famine, imperial officials began to discuss the relationship between food and 

health. By the 1880s, local government ( zemstvo) officials began to collect data on 

peasants’ food consumption habits to understand exactly how much food peas-

ants needed to survive. Armed with this data, these officials sought to develop a 

consumption model applicable to all of Russia, which would indicate what types 

of foods needed to be produced and how much of this food could be sold. 107  

 By contrast, nomadic nutrition was far less well understood. The Kazakh 

steppe, like many other non-Russian parts of the empire, did not have zemst-

vos. However, the various statistical expeditions tasked with understanding how 

much land nomads needed to survive also collected limited data on nomads’ 

consumption habits, which they sought to compare to those of “standard”—that 

is, settled—households. In 1907, Kuznetsov found that Kazakhs in Kokchetav 

uezd had begun to consume less food. Individual consumption of meat and milk 

had declined dramatically in comparison with 1896, while individual consump-

tion of grain had remained fairly stable. 108  Though Kuznetsov tried to explain 

these declines in meat and milk consumption by pointing to various inaccuracies 

in the data, he concluded, “the nourishment of nearly half of the Kirgiz [Kazakh] 

population does not reach an average level.” 109  Though Kuznetsov’s data is taken 

from an area of intense peasant settlement, Akmolinsk province, during a year 
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when parts of the Russian empire suffered from famine, it hints at the various 

ways that Kazakhs’ diet had begun to change. Overall, Kazakhs consumed less 

meat and milk, and as a result, grain had come to constitute an increasingly 

important part of their diet. Though some Kazakhs grew this grain themselves, 

most acquired it through trade with settled populations. Given the shift in the 

composition of Kazakhs’ diet (from meat to grain products), it also seems likely 

that Kazakhs had begun to consume fewer calories overall.  

 During the last decades of the Russian empire, the Kazakh steppe’s human 

and animal population grew dramatically. Over the course of twenty years 

(1896–1916), the number of people living in the steppe increased by over 

two million, with three-quarters of these new arrivals Slavic settlers. 110  In one 

decade, 1906–16, the number of livestock in the northern oblasts of the Kazakh 

steppe grew by nearly three million, an increase of 79 percent. In Akmolinsk 

province, the situation was particularly pronounced: livestock numbers in the 

province increased 135 percent during that same ten-year period. 111  Several 

factors help explain this tremendous human and animal growth, including the 

  FIGURE 1.3 . A Kazakh woman preparing  bauïrsaq , a dish made with fl our. Pavlodar 
province, before 1917. Republic of Kazakhstan Central State Archive of Film, 
Photo and Audio Documents, Image # 5-3511. 



THE STEPPE AND THE SOWN      41

influx of new peoples, Kazakhs’ growing involvement in the livestock trade, and 

the relative absence of warfare on the steppe in comparison with the eighteenth 

century. 112  

 This rapid human and animal growth placed greater stress on the steppe’s 

environment. With more livestock, pastures were being used far more frequently. 

Moreover, many settlers did not practice crop rotation. Once the fertility of a 

piece of land was depleted, they moved on to plow other areas, and soil exhaus-

tion became a problem in areas of heavy peasant settlement. 113  Kuznetsov argued 

that the steppe’s population increase had worsened the overall conditions of the 

region’s water supply: “Everywhere the woods are thinning out and with each 

year they are depleted more and more, threatening the deforestation of whole 

large areas and increasing the natural desiccation of bodies of water.” 114  As the 

steppe’s animal population grew and these herds came into close proximity to 

one another, epizootics, large-scale epidemic outbreaks of disease among ani-

mal populations, became more likely. In 1890, officials in Akmolinsk province 

reported that thousands of livestock had died from Siberian anthrax ( Sibirskaia 

iazva ) and the plague ( chuma ). 115  In 1911, a large epizootic led to the death 

of over a thousand head of cattle in Ust-Kamenogorsk, part of Semipalatinsk 

province. 116  

 By the early twentieth century, the most striking phenomenon was a trend 

toward the settlement of the Kazakhs. Russian imperial officials noted the appear-

ance of  dzhataki , poor Kazakhs without livestock. These Kazakhs could be found 

near areas of Russian settlement, where they worked as hired laborers. 117  In other 

cases, nomads began to maintain just two types of pastures, summer and winter, 

instead of a pasture for each season. With this decrease in mobility, pastoralists 

began to rely less on their yurts during the colder months. They constructed 

semipermanent adobe dwellings ( zimovki ), as well as shelters for their animal 

herds on their winter pastures. 118  

 In 1914, the Russian empire entered World War I, beginning a nearly ten-year 

period of economic and social crisis on the Kazakh steppe. During this period, 

two distinct famines afflicted areas where Kazakhs migrated. From 1917 to 1920 

a famine raged in Russian Turkestan, and from 1920–21 a famine hit the Volga 

and Ural River regions. 119  The latter famine was concentrated in European Rus-

sia, but it also came to encompass two Russian provinces with seasonal Kazakh 

populations, Orenburg and Astrakhan. Both of these famines were closely inter-

twined with the political turmoil of the period. In 1916, a massive revolt, sparked 

by an order to conscript the Muslim peoples of Central Asia for military labor 

battalions, broke out, and violence spread throughout Russian Turkestan and the 

steppe. 120  In February 1917, the Russian empire fell, and by 1918, the steppe was 

plunged into civil war. 
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 This turmoil upended economic relationships across the steppe. The begin-

ning of World War I disrupted Kazakhs’ livestock trade with European Russia, 

and the price for animals within the steppe began to fall. Brigades requisitioned 

Kazakhs’ horses for the use of the Russian army. Due to fighting associated with 

the 1916 revolt, the grain harvest for Semirech′e province in 1916 plummeted 

to half what it was in 1914. 121  Across Russian Turkestan, the effects of the revolt 

were then intensified by a massive zhŭt in the winter of 1916–17, which led to a 

20 percent reduction in Kazakhs’ herds, and a drought in the summer of 1917. 122  

During the last decades of the Russian empire, the cotton-growing areas of Rus-

sian Turkestan had become heavily dependent on shipments of grain from European 

Russia. But by 1918, the rail lines between Russian Turkestan and points north 

were blocked due to fighting, and much of the grain supply for Russian Turkestan 

was cut off. A newly formed Tashkent Soviet of Workers and Soldiers’ Deputies 

assumed control over the food supply in Russian Turkestan, wielding food, par-

ticularly grain, as a means of control over the local population. 

 The primary cause of both famines appears to have been forced grain requisi-

tions, which were carried out by armed detachments. In each case, the effects of 

this policy were intensified by environmental phenomena, the zhŭt and drought 

in Russian Turkestan, and a drought in the Volga region in 1920–21. And in both 

cases, patterns emerged that would repeat in some fashion during the Kazakh 

famine of 1930–33. Large numbers of refugees, both from the Volga and Ural 

famine and from the Turkestan famine, flooded the city of Tashkent, on the 

rumor that this city, which would become nicknamed “The City of Bread,” had 

food. Encampments of starving people filled the city’s streets. 123  Soon diseases, 

such as typhus and cholera, began to spread, and officials struggled to cope with 

this public health crisis. During the turmoil of the 1916 revolt, more than 300,000 

nomads (Kazakhs and Kirgiz) fled to China, many perishing as they escaped. 

 Both crises exacted a particularly heavy toll on the region’s economy. In 1931, 

Ĭzmŭkhan Kŭramïsov, then Kazakhstan’s deputy party secretary, estimated that 

the republic’s livestock numbers in 1923 were only 35 percent of their 1916 lev-

els, with its sown field area for 1923 just 52 percent of its 1916 level. 124  Though 

Kŭramïsov’s calculation is anachronistic—the borders of Soviet Central Asia 

were not drawn until 1924—it gives some sense of the devastation of these years. 

Due to famine, violence, and refugee flight, Russian Turkestan’s population 

dropped by more than two million people from 1916 to 1920. 125  The effects of 

this crisis on Russian Turkestan’s nomadic population, Kazakhs and Kirgiz, were 

particularly severe, as their herd numbers fell by 63 percent from 1917 to 1920. 126  

 The crisis of 1914–24, particularly the disruption to Kazakhs’ seasonal migra-

tion routes and the loss of their animal herds, caused some Kazakhs to settle 

and others to reduce their mobility. 127  More generally, it accelerated a process 



THE STEPPE AND THE SOWN      43

of Kazakh settlement first sparked during peasant colonization of the Kazakh 

steppe. 128  This reduction in mobility generally bore a close relationship to pat-

terns of peasant settlement. By the 1920s, nomads who migrated year-round 

could be found only in areas that had few settlers, such as Transcaspia, populated 

by Little Horde Kazakhs. A minority of Kazakhs, perhaps less than 10 percent, 

had settled. The vast majority of Kazakhs continued to rely on the practice of 

pastoral nomadism. However, they had begun to shorten their migrations and 

supplement their practice of pastoralism to a greater degree than before with 

other activities, such as trade and agriculture. 129  
   

 The last decades of Russian imperial rule led to important demographic, eco-

nomic, and environmental changes in the Kazakh steppe. On the most basic 

level, the Kazakh steppe, dominated by Muslim, Turkic-speaking peoples since 

the fifteenth century, gained a significant Slavic minority population. Though 

Slavic settlers continued to arrive and depart throughout the early Soviet period, 

the first Soviet census, tabulated in 1926, gives some idea of the enormity of 

the demographic shifts that occurred under Russian imperial rule: Kazakhs held 

a slim majority in their new republic (57.1 percent), with Russian (19.6) and 

Ukrainian (13.2) settlers constituting the bulk of the remainder. 130  Due to the 

delimitation of international borders, there was now also a significant Kazakh 

minority in Xinjiang (Chinese Turkestan). As new lands were brought under 

cultivation during this period of intense peasant settlement, observers noted 

important ecological shifts, including the drying up of water sources and the 

exhaustion of soils. These new settlers also found that it was challenging to make 

the Kazakh steppe into an agrarian region. In a pattern that would continue into 

the Soviet era, periodic droughts, frosts, and changes in the soil made it difficult 

to ensure that there would be a stable harvest from year to year. 

 Many Russian imperial observers had predicted that Kazakhs’ pastoral 

nomadic way of life would disappear due to their encounter with the Russian 

empire, but the vast majority of Kazakhs continued to practice some form of 

pastoral nomadism on the eve of Soviet rule. Historically, pastoral nomads in 

Central Eurasia had relied on various strategies to adapt to changing political 

or environmental conditions, and Kazakhs responded to the challenge of Slavic 

settlement by limiting their mobility, increasing the level of their trade with Rus-

sia, and renting out some of their pasturelands, among other shifts. Though this 

period marked a trend toward nomadic settlement, what Russian imperial offi-

cials referred to as “semi-nomadism,” the disappearance of nomadic life under 

Soviet rule was by no means preordained or inevitable. As the broader history of 

Central Eurasia reveals, forms of “semi-nomadism” in the steppe could be long 

lasting and stable. Though some ecological, social, and political factors might 
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cause groups to settle, others might cause groups to nomadize, with “semi-

nomads” or settled groups taking up nomadic life. 131  

 But in a crucial development, Kazakhs began to consume more grain, and they 

became increasingly tied to the networks of Russian traders that supplied this 

grain. It is also likely that they began to consume less food overall, making them 

more vulnerable to hunger. Many of these changes were magnified by the destruc-

tion of the period 1914–24, which saw Russia’s entrance into World War I, the fall 

of the Russian empire, and the onset of civil war. When the boundaries of what 

would become known as Soviet Kazakhstan were set in 1924, the region’s economy 

was in a state of crisis, with agricultural yields and livestock numbers well below 

their pre-World War I levels. It is clear that the Kazakh famine of 1930–33 would 

not have occurred without the Soviet regime’s radical interventions. But, as this 

chapter has shown, the legacies of Russian imperial rule must be considered an 

important contributing factor. This period set in motion crucial changes that 

would magnify the scale of the Soviet famine of 1930–33. When Moscow imposed 

heavy grain procurement requirements on the republic as part of the First Five-

Year Plan, these procurements severed the grain trade networks that had become 

so important to Kazakh nomads’ existence under Russian imperial rule. By the fall 

of 1930, parts of the Kazakh steppe began to suffer from famine. 
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 The new Soviet republic of Kazakhstan seemed an unlikely place for socialism to 

take root. It had been created from disparate parts in 1924 as part of a process 

known as the “national delimitation,” whereby Moscow sought to create national 

territorial units across the territory of the former Russian empire. The republic’s 

central region, the so-called Hungry Steppe, was arid and subject to frequent 

droughts, and it bore little resemblance to the more fertile landscapes of Euro-

pean Russia. The predominant economic activity in the republic was not fac-

tory work or settled agriculture. Rather, it was pastoral nomadism, and with the 

national delimitation, the republic had the Soviet Union’s largest group of pas-

toral nomads, far outweighing other neighboring republics with large nomadic 

populations, such as Turkmenistan and Kirgizia. In the last decades of Russian 

imperial rule, large numbers of Russian and Ukrainian peasant settlers had 

settled the republic’s northern and southeastern regions, transforming parts of 

the steppe into an agrarian landscape. But communications and road systems in 

the Kazakh steppe remained very poorly developed. The best way to reach remote 

parts of the republic was often an arduous trek by camel. Kazakh culture was 

primarily an oral rather than a literary culture, and illiteracy rates in the Kazakh 

aul remained above 90 percent. 

 For some, the idea of bringing socialism to this territory, a place dotted with 

camels and nomads, was absurd. A prominent Kazakh cadre Sŭltanbek Qozha-

nov went so far as to circulate a joke: “You can’t get to socialism by camel!” ( Tüye-

men sotsializmge zhete almaysïn !). 1  On one level, the joke was simply a humorous 
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dig at Moscow’s outsized ambitions or a sarcastic remark by a disgruntled cadre 

(in 1925, Qozhanov would be fired from his position as the republic’s second 

secretary). But on a deeper level, Qozhanov’s joke reveals that during 1921–28, a 

phase of Soviet rule generally known as the New Economic Policy (NEP), there 

were many unresolved questions about what the Communist Party’s transforma-

tion of the Kazakh steppe would look like. Could you get to socialism by camel? 

Was nomadism compatible with socialist-style modernity? Or, by contrast, was a 

nomadic way of life incompatible with socialism? 

 In much of the Soviet countryside, the period of NEP marked the beginning 

of a period of relative peace. Moscow ended its previous economic policy, War 

Communism, in favor of a kind of market socialism. In addition to many other 

market-oriented changes, NEP replaced the brutal forced requisitioning of War 

Communism with a tax in kind. Peasants were now permitted to keep their grain 

surplus and sell it on the free market. But many within the party believed that the 

policy was only a temporary concession. Ideologically, they saw the appearance of 

markets and private traders as phenomena incompatible with socialism. Remem-

bering the history of peasant rebellion during the Civil War, they continued to 

look with deep suspicion on the Soviet peasantry. If the Soviet Union were truly 

to become a workers’ state and overtake the West, the “capitalist practices” of NEP 

would need to be eliminated, and the peasantry shunted into collective farms. 

 The scholarly literature on the NEP era has concentrated on the “peasant 

question,” or the issue of how the regime might incorporate a recalcitrant peas-

antry into the framework of the state. 2 But the case of Kazakhstan reveals that the 

NEP era was not defined by the issue of the peasantry alone. In Kazakhstan, like 

other parts of the Soviet east, Moscow confronted alien social groups, ranging 

from pastoral nomads to hunters and gatherers to fisherman, who were clearly 

not peasant in their orientation. 3  If the Bolsheviks struggled to fit the peasantry 

into their Marxist-Leninist worldview, then it was even less apparent where these 

groups might be placed in the Marxist-Leninist timeline of history. If the primary 

resource to be extracted from the peasantry was grain, then it was less clear what 

these regions, parts of which were characterized by severe cold, poor soils, or arid 

conditions, might produce. 

During the NEP era, the fate of Kazakh nomads, like that of the Soviet Union’s 

peasantry more generally, lay undetermined, as experts and officials experi-

mented with different policies and debated how best to integrate them into the 

state. 4  Initially, Moscow took a contradictory approach to “the nomad question” 

in Kazakhstan. Some programs, such as the 1921–22 land reforms, weakened 

the economic basis of nomadic life by altering land tenure systems. 5  By contrast, 

other initiatives worked with, rather than against, Kazakhs’ mobile way of life. To 

improve their outreach to the republic’s remote corners, Soviet activists migrated 
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seasonally with nomadic encampments, and a series of rulings reaffirmed animal 

husbandry ( skotovodstvo ) as the major basis of Kazakhstan’s economy. 6  Within 

the republic’s Commissariat of Agriculture (Kaznarkomzem), experts, such as 

agronomists, ethnographers, and geographers, many of whom had non-Bolshevik 

backgrounds, maintained that pastoral nomadism was the most efficient use of 

the republic’s landscape, and they warned that any attempt to settle the Kazakh 

nomads would result in catastrophe. Kazakh cadres also weighed in on the ques-

tion of nomadism: Akhmet Baytŭrsïnov, a former member of Alash Orda, a 

Kazakh political party that had sided against the Bolsheviks during the Civil War, 

argued that Kazakhs already practiced communism in the aul. 

 By 1927–28, as economic policy across the Soviet Union began to harden, the 

idea that nomadism needed to be quickly eliminated throughout the republic 

began to gain the upper hand. Those specialists who had argued that nomad-

ism was the most productive use of arid parts of the republic’s landscape were 

thrown out of Kaznarkomzem and denounced as “bourgeois.” Baytŭrsïnov, like 

several other former Alash Orda members, was arrested in 1929. Experts now 

framed pastoralism as a fundamentally unstable means of production, pointing 

to the fluctuation in pastoral nomads’ herd numbers during droughts, zhŭts, or 

epizootics. Denouncing those who had predicted that arid portions of the steppe 

could not support settled life, officials proclaimed that a specifically socialist state 

could overcome the limits that the steppe’s arid environment appeared to place 

on human activity. 

In concert with this shift, experts began a rereading of Kazakh history through 

a Marxist-Leninist lens. They proclaimed the “backward” practice of nomadism 

to be at odds with the regime’s avowedly anti-imperial nationality policy, which 

pledged to support Kazakhs’ development as a national group. Nomadism, they 

argued, impeded Kazakhs’ development into a modern, Soviet nation. Fractur-

ing Kazakhs’ “petty bourgeois” consciousness required their sedentarization as a 

group. Experts began to harness the language of Soviet nation making to rein-

force the change in agricultural policy. Nomadism was denounced as both eco-

nomically inefficient and culturally backward. 

 By showing that alternate ideas about the fate of pastoral nomadism existed 

and at certain levels of the party-state even predominated prior to the 1928 confis-

cation campaign, this chapter reveals that Moscow’s assault on pastoral nomadic 

life was far from predetermined. The presence of this “pronomadism” strain 

within Soviet thought also stands in contrast to the policies of other states toward 

nomadic peoples during the same period: portraying nomadic life as unproduc-

tive, experts in these states argued that settling pastoralists would reduce envi-

ronmental degradation. 7  Nonetheless, this chapter finds that there were aspects 

of Kazakhs’ practice of pastoral nomadism, including its distance from markets 
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and tendency for frequent fluctuations in animal numbers, that brought this way 

of life into clear tension with the proposals for more rapid industrialization that 

began to circulate during the NEP era. The crackdown on heterodoxy that accom-

panied the shift away from NEP, in turn, made the ideas of the non-Bolshevik 

experts and members of the Kazakh intelligentsia who had supported pastoral 

nomadism much more vulnerable. By 1928, Moscow had disregarded their warn-

ings. The regime launched the “bai confiscation program,” which targeted elites in 

several nomadic societies, including Kazakhstan, Kirgizia, and Buriat-Mongolia. 

This campaign marked the beginning of the party’s assault on nomadism and the 

unraveling of the cultural and economic basis of nomadic life. 

 The chapter begins by examining the relationship between Kazakhs and the 

new Soviet state immediately after the end of the Civil War but prior to the cre-

ation of the republic in 1924. It then turns to an analysis of Soviet Kazakhstan 

after the national delimitation, examining the efforts of the republic’s newly 

installed party secretary Filipp Goloshchekin to transform Kazakh society 

through a program known as the Sovietization of the Kazakh Aul. If the NEP era 

saw relative stability in much of the Soviet countryside, this period in the Kazakh 

steppe was marked by turmoil, as Moscow struggled largely unsuccessfully to 

establish a firmer foothold in the region. 8  Finally, it analyzes the various debates 

and programs that led the party to conclude that pastoral nomadism had to be 

eliminated. 

 Kazakhs and the New Soviet State, 1921–25 
 In 1921, Red Army forces assumed a shaky hold over the Kazakh steppe. Soon 

after assuming control, Moscow faced two pressing questions, the issue of Soviet 

agricultural policy and the issue of Soviet nationality policy. Due to the disrup-

tion of the Civil War, the region was in the throes of an economic crisis, with 

livestock levels and sown field area well below their prerevolutionary levels. 

Kazakhs, who had seen their lands undergo intense peasant settlement during 

the last decades of the Russian empire, were particularly affected by this turmoil, 

and their animal herd numbers had plummeted. Not only did Moscow have to 

repair this agricultural crisis, a product both of the Civil War and intense peas-

ant settlement under Russian imperial rule, but it had to develop an agricultural 

policy suited for the steppe’s mixture of animal husbandry, practiced by nomadic 

Kazakhs, and settled agriculture, practiced by the peasants who had settled the 

Kazakh steppe during the last decades of Russian imperial rule. 

 Moscow also faced the question of how to put its avowedly anti-imperial 

nationality policy, which aimed to support and promote certain non-Russian 
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groups, into practice. Several considerations had led to the development of 

Moscow’s nationality policy. World War I was a critical moment in the spread 

and development of nationalism, as empires broke apart and activists wielded 

the language of national rights. During the Civil War, the Bolsheviks had uti-

lized the language of nationality to distinguish themselves from the Whites and 

win over non-Russian groups. Vladimir Lenin argued that the Bolsheviks would 

right the wrongs of their “colonial” predecessor, the Russian empire, placing 

non-Russian minorities on equal footing with Russians. Moreover, ideologically, 

Lenin and others believed that nationalism was a necessary stage, a phase that 

all groups had to pass through on their way to becoming socialist. If Kazakhs 

and other non-Russian groups were to become socialist, then it followed that 

Moscow had to “assist” these groups in first reaching and then passing through 

this historical stage. 

 With the national delimitation of Central Asia in 1924, Kazakhs and several 

other Central Asian “nations” would receive their own republics, and subse-

quent years would see efforts to develop national languages, cultures, and histo-

ries. 9  Members of these new nations were enlisted as active participants in this 

nation-making project. Under a program known as  korenizatsiia  (indigeniza-

tion), Moscow sought to diversify the ranks of each republic’s bureaucracy with 

large numbers of native cadres. But while Moscow sought to promote these 

new Soviet nations, it also sought to control them. Native elites deemed to be 

“bourgeois nationalists” could be attacked or expelled from the party. The “con-

tent” of national groups also had to fit within certain parameters. To advance 

on the Marxist-Leninist timeline of history, for instance, Soviet nations had to 

be economically “productive.” 10  As part of this nation-making project, alternate 

forms of identity, such as clans or allegiances to a hereditary elite, would come 

under assault. 

 In 1920–21, Moscow began one of the first attempts to put its nationality 

policy into practice in the Kazakh steppe, initiating a series of reforms aimed at 

returning key land and water rights to Kazakhs and other native peoples who had 

seen their lands undergo intense Slavic settlement under Russian imperial rule. 11  

In June 1920, the Politburo began the process of land reform, authorizing steps 

to address the “unequal relationship” between Slavic settlers and the native popu-

lation in the Turkestan ASSR. 12  This reform would lead to the forced expulsion 

of more than thirty thousand Slavic settlers, the imposition of a ban on further 

Slavic settlement in the region, and efforts to redistribute these confiscated lands 

to Kazakh and Kyrgyz nomads. 13  In 1921, farther north in the steppe, separate 

decrees authorized the seizure of lands previously held by Ural and Siberian Cos-

sacks in Semipalatinsk, Akmolinsk, Turgai, and Ural′sk provinces and awarded 

these lands to Kazakhs. 
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 Through this program of  zemleustroistvo , or land reorganization, planners 

sought to encourage Kazakhs to abandon nomadism for a settled way of life. As 

well, Moscow anticipated that a sweeping reorganization of land use patterns 

would eradicate the influence of “wealthy” clan leaders, giving the regime a fur-

ther foothold in the region. 14 In practice, however, efforts at land reform did little 

to address these goals. A plenipotentiary assigned to oversee land apportionment 

work in Semipalatinsk province observed, “The specialists sitting in land appor-

tionment bureaus thought about these decrees in their own ways; some even were 

determined not to carry them out.” 15  Meanwhile, he noted, Kazakhs, peasants, 

and  samovol′tsy  (illegal settlers), hearing rumors of the coming reforms, quickly 

moved to seize good lands before the state could redistribute them. Despite a ban 

on further colonization of the Kazakh steppe, tens of thousands of samovol′tsy 

continued to arrive, and officials with Kaznarkomzem struggled to halt the flow 

of illegal settlers. 

 There were even more severe problems in Dzhetisu (Semirech′e) province in 

the Turkestan ASSR, a fertile region that had been the focus of intense peasant 

settlement and frequent outbreaks of ethnic conflict under Russian imperial rule, 

most notably during the 1916 revolt. In Dzhetisu, attempts to seize settlers’ lands 

aggravated existing ethnic tensions, and violence between nomads and Slavic set-

tlers erupted. In 1924, the All-Russian Central Executive Committee (VTsIK) in 

Moscow created a committee to regulate land reform in Russian Turkestan. Due 

to the severity of ethnic conflict in the region, the committee began to investigate 

the possibility of forming four Slavic  okrugi  composed of Russian and Ukrainian 

settlers within Kazakhstan and placing these Slavic okrugi under the direct con-

trol of Moscow, rather than subordinating them to Kazakhstan. 16  

 Though the plan to create Slavic okrugi was later abandoned, Dzhetisu’s 

economy was in ruins after the land reforms. From 1915 to 1920, the sown field 

area for Dzhetisu fell by more than 50 percent and livestock numbers declined 

by 70 percent. Both of these precipitous declines continued in 1921. 17  Mikhail 

Serafimov, the head of this Moscow-based committee, blamed these shortfalls on 

Kazakhs’ failure to adopt settled life, rather than the reforms themselves: “Arable 

land, taken from the peasants and given to the native population, is empty, weeds 

are growing, as the native population is not used to agriculture and with their 

primitive methods they cannot farm a field of any significance.” 18  A later report 

by Kazakhstan’s Party Committee cited “immense mistakes” in the execution of 

the land reforms in Dzhetisu and noted that prices for grain in the region sky-

rocketed due to the reforms. Though Dzhetisu had previously been a grain sur-

plus region, it now could not even feed its own population. 19  

 These failed land reform efforts were an early indication of the difficulties 

that Moscow would encounter in transforming this multiethnic region. They 
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exposed clear tensions between the objectives of Soviet nationality policy and 

Soviet agricultural policy. Efforts to return lands to Kazakhs and address the 

wrongs of Russian imperial rule had served to deepen the region’s economic cri-

sis and aggravate ethnic conflict between Kazakhs and Slavic settlers. Moreover, 

efforts at land reform had not transformed Kazakhs in the manner that Moscow 

had originally hoped. Rather than abandoning nomadism for settled life, many 

Kazakhs had rented out the lands that they had been given to Slavic settlers, 

a long-standing practice by nomads during the Russian imperial era. Far from 

eradicating clans, a key feature of nomadic life, the land reform had appeared to 

have strengthened them. 20  

 “The Sovietization of the Kazakh Aul” 
 In 1925, Goloshchekin, the republic’s party secretary and leader, arrived in 

the republic’s capital, Kzyl-Orda (Red Horde), a small frontier town of about 

twenty thousand people located in the southwest of the steppe, on the Orenburg-

Tashkent railway line. 21  The appointment of a figure of Goloshchekin’s stat-

ure was a sign of Moscow’s increasing focus on Kazakhstan given the potential 

role that this immense, sparsely populated republic could play in supplying 

an emerging Union-wide economic system. But it was also an indication 

of just how daunting Moscow considered this prospect to be: as the struggles 

over land reform had illustrated, there were challenges to implementing Soviet 

nationality policy in a republic with a recent history of intense Slavic peasant 

settlement, as efforts to promote Kazakhs invariably inflamed ethnic tensions. 

Moreover, the 1920–21 land reforms had highlighted that Moscow’s hold over 

the region was tenuous at best. 

 Goloshchekin’s arrival in Kzyl-Orda was an event for those who worked there. 

A Ukrainian, Mikhail Riadnin, who would work closely with Goloshchekin as 

his personal secretary, remembered, “We only knew a little bit about F. I. Golosh-

chekin then, but that which we knew instilled in us a special respect for him.” 

They had heard, he continued, of Goloshchekin’s participation in the 1905 revo-

lution, his relationship with famous revolutionaries such as Yakov Sverdlov and 

Stalin, and his role in the death of Tsar Nicholas II and his family. Of Golosh-

chekin himself, Riadnin observed: “He was a rather strongly built gray-haired 

man of about fifty, lively and unusually active; his blue, expressive eyes seemed to 

follow everything and observe everything. While thinking, he would stroke his 

pointed beard with his left hand from time to time.” 22   

 When he arrived in Kzyl-Orda, Goloshchekin came with an impressive resume 

of revolutionary credentials. He had joined the Russian Social Democratic Labor 
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Party (RSDLP) in 1903. During the split of the RSDLP, he sided with the Bol-

sheviks, signing up when they were a tiny underground organization with pipe 

dreams of revolution. Following the Bolsheviks’ dramatic seizure of power in 

October 1917, the party’s rank and file grew dramatically, as opportunists and 

idealists alike joined up. Old Bolsheviks, or those with prerevolutionary ties such 

as Goloshchekin, became a tiny group within the party, but they were widely 

revered for their early commitment to the revolutionary cause. 

 Goloshchekin had completed a degree in dentistry but left this profession to 

join the Bolsheviks in 1903. He had a colorful early career as a revolutionary: he 

participated in the revolution of 1905, and in 1909, he was arrested and exiled to 

Narymsk krai (territory). Goloshchekin fled his place of exile, returning to Mos-

cow. In January 1912, Goloshchekin traveled abroad to the Prague Party Con-

ference, where he was named to the Central Committee of the Bolshevik Party. 

On his return to Russia, he was again arrested and exiled, this time to Tobol′sk 

guberniia. Again, in 1913, he managed to escape his imprisonment. He was then 

arrested and exiled a third time, this time to Turukhansk territory, whereupon 

good fortune smiled upon him: in February 1917, the Romanov dynasty fell, and 

Goloshchekin was released. 

 Goloshchekin’s time in exile strengthened his connections to radical circles. 

He was exiled to Narymsk with several other Bolsheviks, including Sverdlov and 

Berta Perel′man. Goloshchekin fell in love with Perel′man, a seamstress who, 

like Goloshchekin, had joined the Bolsheviks in 1903. They married, remaining 

together until Perel′man’s death in 1918. 23 Goloshchekin also became close friends 

with Sverdlov, who would become one of the leading architects of the Bolshe-

viks’ surprising seizure of power in October 1917. But it was during the Civil 

War that Goloshchekin would cement his legacy within the party: in June 1918, 

Lenin ordered the killing of Tsar Nicholas II and his family. Goloshchekin, then 

commissar of the Urals military district, traveled to Moscow to collect their death 

warrants. Goloshchekin returned to Yekaterinburg, where he, Sverdlov and oth-

ers are rumored to have been in the small circle of party cadres who carried out 

Lenin’s orders to execute the tsar and his family. 24  After the end of the Civil War, 

Goloshchekin continued to serve in a number of important roles for the party, 

becoming a member of the party commission charged with overseeing Turkestan 

(1919–21) and chairman of the Samara regional soviet (1922–25). 

 Goloshchekin found his new posting a challenging one, and he highlighted 

these difficulties in a 1926 letter to Politburo member Vyacheslav Molotov in 

Moscow. He wrote that ethnic Kazakh “exploiters,” known as  bai , held the real 

power in the republic: “The soviets are fictitious. Real power is in the hands of 

the elders and the personal representatives of the soviet, who are the agents and 

protégés of the bai. The bai reigns and subjugates all down to the Communists in 



  FIGURE 2.1.  Filipp Goloshchekin. Republic of Kazakhstan Central State Archive 
of Film, Photo, and Audio Documents, Image #2-91443. 
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the aul; by the way, the connections of the bai spread further to the regional-level 

party workers and even to the republic-level workers.” Throughout the republic, 

there had been little attempt to enforce Soviet rule, Goloshchekin concluded, 

“Lawlessness, arbitrary rule ( proizvol ), bribery, theft, and concealment, especially 

in the southern regions, reign above all.” The Russian sector of the population, 

except for its propensity for “chauvinism” toward the local Kazakh population, 

might be deemed no worse than in the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Repub-

lic (RSFSR), he argued, although the situation was very different in the Kazakh 

nomadic encampment, the aul: “As a rule, there are no party workers. The aul 

Communist is technically and politically illiterate. Kazakhs are grouped by the 

clan principle and most of all listen to the bai and to the main group; no one edu-

cates them, no one organizes them.” 25  In Goloshchekin’s assessment, the party 

had barely penetrated nomadic life, and the socialist development of Kazakhs 

compared unfavorably with the republic’s Russian minority. 

 At the republic’s fifth party congress of republic officials, only months before 

this revealing confession to Molotov, Goloshchekin had unveiled new programs 

and slogans that aimed to transform Kazakhstan. Under a policy known as 

 ocherednost′ , Kazakhs, as the republic’s titular nationality, would receive first pri-

ority in the distribution of land. Other nationalities would receive land accord-

ing to when they had arrived in the steppe, with priority given to those who had 

arrived prior to 1918. In an effort to halt illegal colonization, settlers who arrived 

after 1925 would not be given land. 26  Famously declaring that “October passed 

by the aul” ( Oktiabr′ minoval aul ), or that the republic’s nomads had yet to even 

experience the October revolution Goloshchekin proclaimed “The Sovietization 

of the Aul!” ( Sovetizatsiia aula! ). 27  This campaign would focus on initiatives to 

insert the party into the very fabric of nomadic life. It provided for the creation of 

local-level institutions, such as soviets, police forces, and district courts, and the 

organization of auls into population points, which would be known as “admin-

istrative auls.” It also authorized further ethnographic studies of the Kazakh aul, 

including investigations of land use patterns and clan relationships. 

 A major goal of the Sovietization of the Aul campaign was the elimination of 

“backwardness,” which encompassed everything from the introduction of West-

ern medical practices to efforts to reduce the influence of clans. At the republic’s 

sixth party congress, Goloshchekin had argued that the party needed to bring 

spoons, knives, and forks to the aul, to which other party members added the 

need for pieces of soap, stools, and chairs. 28  Through measures such as land 

reform, the taxation of wealthy clan leaders and the introduction of laws punish-

ing those who incited clan warfare, the party sought to weaken powerful clans. 

The campaign also called for efforts to assist the representatives of “weaker” 

clans. 29  Though the long-term goal remained the eradication of kinship, the 
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regime sought to regulate clans through this system of “tribal parity,” bringing 

kinship allegiances more firmly under the party’s control. 30   

 Though some elements of the Sovietization of the Aul campaign, such as land 

reform, sought to weaken the social and economic basis of nomadic life, other 

facets of the campaign, paradoxically, worked with nomads’ mobile way of life. 

Under Goloshchekin’s leadership, the party developed so-called mobile schools 

( shkoly-peredvizhki ), where teachers migrated seasonally with their pupils. The 

party also deployed Red Yurts and Red Caravans. While traveling with nomadic 

encampments, activists with these programs disseminated party propaganda and 

educated nomads in Western medical practices. They also worked with nomads 

to raise the productivity of livestock breeding. Statisticians, meanwhile, went to 

enormous efforts to count the republic’s nomads and accurately represent their 

locations on a population map for the first time. 

 In its broad outlines, Kazakhstan’s Sovietization of the Aul resembled the Face 

to the Village campaign that Moscow had launched among the peasantry in the 

RSFSR in 1924. 31  Through extending the watchful eye of the state into the coun-

tryside, Moscow sought to minimize the threat of rebellion and disorder that 

groups such as peasants or nomads posed. Through these intrusions, the regime 

  FIGURE 2.2 . Report of Goloshchekin at the Sixth All-Kazakh Congress of Soviets. 
The President’s Archive of the Republic of Kazakhstan, f. 896, op. 1, d. 1609. 
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also sought to gather information about the groups that it governed, and it sent 

ethnographers and agronomists out into the countryside to study them. A series 

of poor harvests had heightened anxieties about the food supply, and Moscow 

sought to assess how goods such as grain or meat might reliably be extracted 

from nomads or peasants. 32  

 As part of the Sovietization of the Aul campaign, the 1920s saw a flurry of 

new studies of the Kazakh aul. Statisticians with the republic’s central statistical 

department worked to develop a population map of the republic. 33  Ethnogra-

phers collected updated information on clan distributions and lineages. 34  Dur-

ing the winter of 1925–26, many of these same officials helped tally the first 

Soviet census. Some of the questions that these ethnographers sought to answer 

were not new—some of these experts, such as V. G. Sokolovskii, had worked on 

Russian imperial ethnographic studies of the Kazakh steppe—but officials now 

critiqued these studies as outdated. Nomadic life had changed dramatically dur-

ing the revolutionary period, and the party now needed answers to a far broader 

array of questions. 35  

 But these ethnographers confronted a problem: nomads did not readily adhere 

to the categories or units of analysis that these experts used when studying the 

sedentary world. They began to debate the utility of applying these categories to 

nomadic life, as well as how the various features of nomadic life might be fruit-

fully measured and translated into statistics in a way that would be intelligible to 

planners like Goloshchekin. To begin the redistribution of nomads’ pasturelands, 

for instance, a key component of the Sovietization of the Aul, officials needed to 

understand how much land a nomad used. Similarly, ethnographers began to 

debate the issue of “optimum herd size,” or exactly how many animals a given 

nomadic encampment needed to survive. 

 As these scholars discovered, none of these questions had clear answers. 

Nomads undertook migrations rather than settling on a specific tract of land 

that might be readily measured through conventional units, such as hectares. 

The size of nomads’ herds might vary widely, depending on the type of land that 

they migrated across and the occurrence of disasters, such as drought or zhŭt. 

Finally, there was also wide variation in the composition of nomads’ herds: some 

auls might pasture cattle and sheep, while others pastured camels. Scholars now 

sought to understand if auls should be given different allowances based on the 

types of animals that they pastured. 36  In most areas of the Soviet Union, scholars 

calculated, there was a roughly 1:1 ratio of cows to people. In Kazakhstan, how-

ever, that figure was 1.61 cows per person. 37  Did nomads really “need” all those 

animals? Could nomadic life be made more efficient? 

 V. G. Sokolovskii, the head of the republic’s Central Statistical Department, 

began to critique the categories that his colleagues used to categorize Kazakhs, 
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such as “nomadic,” “semi-nomadic,” or “settled.” Nomadic life had changed dra-

matically during the preceding decades, he argued, and many Kazakhs’ practices 

did not fit easily into one of these three categories. Though ethnographers relied 

on certain metrics to decide who was “settled” or who was “nomadic,” such as 

the type of economic activity practiced (grain cultivation vs. animal herding) or 

the distance of seasonal migration, these metrics rarely reflected the intricacies 

of steppe lifestyles, he concluded. A “nomad” who raised cattle might migrate 

every summer to a pasture only five to ten versts away from his  zimovka , or win-

ter dwelling, whereas a “settled” farmer practicing grain cultivation might travel 

twenty-five to thirty versts each year to his summer pasture. 38  

 Statisticians working to count the number of nomads in the republic for the 

first Soviet census also encountered methodological problems. In European 

Russia, statisticians had frequently relied on a technique known as “percent cal-

culations,” whereby census takers, rather than visiting every household, relied 

on local knowledge or the assertion by a regional official that, say, one hundred 

households lived within a given region. Statisticians working in Kazakhstan, 

however, alleged that this methodology—which they termed derisively a kind of 

“census by correspondence”—was too unreliable, given wide variation in the size 

of nomadic households and a propensity for clan leaders fearful of further taxa-

tion to understate the size of their communities. Instead, statisticians proposed 

the selection of a handful of representative regions in the republic, which would 

provide a basis for calculating the republic’s overall population. 39  

 These statisticians proposed to use this information to create the republic’s 

first comprehensive population map. According to the head of Kazakhstan’s sta-

tistical commission Sokolovskii, there were only two existing maps that encom-

passed the republic’s territory and population: the first, a forty-verst army topo-

graphic map dated from the 1860s, while the second, a schematic forty-verst map 

had been drafted by the state planning agency (Gosplan). Neither took account 

of the tremendous population movement and settlement in the region during 

the revolutionary period. 40  More important, neither map gave any accounting of 

the location of the republic’s nomads, an indictment that Sokolovskii leveled in 

dramatic fashion before a crowd of assembled top party officials in Kzyl-Orda. 

Displaying the most current map of the region of Kzyl-Orda to his audience, 

he noted that were it not for the railroad line and the capital city of Kzyl-Orda, 

onlookers would have the “full impression of a steppe without human life.” 41  

 In the map that Sokolovskii triumphantly displayed to his audience, some 

80 percent of the region’s population was missing. The region’s population appeared 

to be exclusively settled and overwhelmingly from European Russia. But in real-

ity, Sokolovskii interjected, some fifteen to twenty thousand Kazakh households 

resided in the province of Kzyl-Orda, far outnumbering the population of the 
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town by the same name. The total and utter absence of the republic’s Kazakh 

population from maps was compounded by the fact that officials had no names 

for auls or groupings of auls, as they did for traditionally recognized units of 

settlement, such as towns and villages. To remedy this situation, Sokolovskii and 

other statisticians detailed plans to research and assemble a new ten-verst map, 

which would include the republic’s nomadic populations on a map for the very 

first time. 

 The difficulty in mapping nomadic populations, Sokolovskii charged, came 

from combining understandings of nomadism with Western ethnographic 

methods for defining a population point ( naselennyi punkt ). 42  Within the district 

of Kzyl-Orda, there were 158 “administrative auls,” a category of administration 

that was neither a small town ( poselok ) nor what ethnographers might define as 

a true “population point.” Rather, an “administrative aul” consisted of several 

different auls located apart from one another; the radius, as well as location, of a 

particular “administrative aul” was dependent on seasonal patterns of nomadic 

migration. In the absence of names, Soviet officials referred to administrative 

auls as well as auls numerically—for example, aul no. 1, located in administra-

tive aul no. 2 of such-and-such district ( raion ). Eight, ten, or even fifty auls might 

make up an “administrative aul,” while an individual aul might have, on average, 

five to fifteen households, each of which had a movable yurt or semi-permanent 

winter dwelling. Each aul (sometimes referred to by party planners as a khozaul) 

was deemed to constitute a population point, although even within an aul the 

distance between individual yurts might be as much as five to ten kilometers. 

 On the ground, the regime struggled mightily to implement elements of the 

Sovietization of the Aul campaign. Many of its components, such as the organiza-

tion of aul soviets, or councils, were difficult to implement in a mobile, dispersed 

population. Among the peasantry, village soviets were supposed to serve as the 

crux of local-level party activism. In addition to fulfilling critical administrative 

functions for the party—the chairman of a village soviet frequently assisted in 

the collection of state grain or meat procurements, for instance—they also served 

to channel enthusiasm and educate new recruits about the party. But in an aul 

soviet, party members might pasture many kilometers apart across a howling 

expanse of wind and snow. Several kilometers might separate households even 

within a particular aul, and these auls might be located many more kilometers 

from the administrative aul center, where the soviet would be held. Thus, simply 

spreading information about the party, let alone assembling an aul soviet was a 

difficult prospect. 43  

 Activists soon found that the geographic distances that separated communi-

ties within a given administrative aul were not the only barriers to the formation 

of aul soviets. Communication, both among far-flung aul soviet members and 
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with regional and central-level officials, presented a challenge. Earnest republic-

level activists studied how to improve party communication with aul soviets, yet 

central expectations for technical development in the aul often hovered on the 

absurd. Questionnaires sent out to aul soviets (How many radios do you have in 

the aul?), were returned in some cases with an entirely unexpected answer: “With 

regard to the question of radios, we don't have those sorts of people in the aul!” 44  

 Activists with the Red Yurt program encountered many obstacles. Few of 

them spoke Kazakh, while only a handful of aul members spoke Russian. One 

female activist from Moscow wrote of her disillusionment with the Red Yurt 

program, citing the republic’s vast distances: “In the severe cold of winter, during 

these winters, to go across the barren steppe on foot for twenty to thirty versts is 

completely impossible. And by the way, at five versts, not everyone will venture 

to come. Winter then ended, spring came, and we again advertised the day of the 

delegates’ meeting and again no one came.” 45  She concluded that the party was 

“largely without strength” among the Kazakh nomads. 46  Strategies for activism in 

the RSFSR proved largely useless in the steppe, she concluded, and work among 

the nomads called for very different tactics and knowledge: “All the Kazakhs are 

so backward and uneducated that in this entire valley you will find only two to 

three literate people. Almost no one among them reads a newspaper, they have 

a very weak impression of the real face of Soviet power—but there is this—they 

have heard of Lenin.” 47  

 In 1926, at a closed session of the republic’s party committee, officials dis-

cussed the difficulties that they had encountered in their efforts to sovietize the 

aul. One speaker noted, “The pre-election campaign showed that there was no 

party influence at the moment of the elections in any aul or in any Kazakh can-

ton.” The attempt to organize elections to the Communist Party, he concluded, 

revealed that “bais and kulaks” were far better organized than the party’s own 

workers. 48  Efforts to redistribute nomads’ pasturelands had also been problem-

atic: activists had debated how they should measure the parcels of land (using 

the steps of a person or a horse or a piece of string?) and how to account for 

variations in land quality. Frequently, activists returned the next spring only to 

find that nomadic land use patterns had reverted to what they were prior to the 

redistribution, and the same clans retained control of the land. 49  

 The failures of the Sovietization of the Aul campaign highlighted the diffi-

culties that the party faced in penetrating the fabric of nomadic life. The party 

had tried to encourage nomadic settlement by offering tax reductions to those 

Kazakhs who settled, but few adopted settled life. These categories, “settled” 

and “nomadic,” were themselves ambiguous, and party members themselves 

could not agree on what settled Kazakh life should look like. 50  The land redis-

tribution campaign had not eliminated the influence of clans. By contrast, it 
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appeared to have strengthened them. At the 1926 meeting of the republic’s 

party committee, Goloshchekin expressed frustration with the results of the 

campaign. He warned that the party needed to take further steps to undermine 

the economic basis of kinship: “Unless we get rid of the economic conditions 

of these clans, then these clans have their own interests . . . which will reveal 

themselves in some way.” 51  

 The Future of Nomadism 
 During the first few years of Soviet rule, most experts associated with Kaznar-

komzem maintained that nomadism was the best way of making use of arid 

regions of Kazakhstan. Like its parent institution, the RSFSR Narkomzem, the 

members of Kaznarkomzem tended to have “suspicious” prerevolutionary ties. 

With the Bolshevik seizure of power in October 1917 and the development of a 

one-party state, state institutions such as RSFSR Narkomzem and Kazakhstan’s 

Narkomzem became arenas where these specialists, now exiled from influential 

party posts, could influence agrarian policy. Faced with a severe shortage of edu-

cated personnel in their first years after taking power, the Bolsheviks were forced 

to rely on the expertise of these specialists even though they tended to see them 

as untrustworthy and “bourgeois.” 52  

 Within Kaznarkomzem, the economist and ethnographer Sergei Shvetsov 

became one of the leading proponents of the preservation of nomadism. Shvetsov 

had a long revolutionary pedigree: a former populist and zemstvo worker, he had 

been arrested and exiled to Siberia in 1878 for his involvement in revolutionary 

movements. Sometime after his release, he joined the Socialist Revolutionaries 

(SRs). After the October revolution, Shvetsov, by then a member of the Right 

SRs, or anti-Bolshevik faction of the SRs, had tried to call the first meeting of 

the Constituent Assembly to order in 1918, but he was pushed away from the 

podium by Bolsheviks and Left SRs. 53  Shvetsov soon left politics for scientific 

work, and he became one of the leading experts on the Kazakh steppe, heading a 

major scientific expedition to study the Kazakh aul in 1926. 

In his major work,  The Kazakh Economy in Its Natural-Historical and Everyday 

Conditions,  published by Kaznarkomzem in 1926, Shvetsov argued that nomad-

ism was just as advanced as settled agriculture: “The contemporary Kazakh econ-

omy should be seen as the most adaptable to the surrounding nature, as the most 

productive under the current conditions.” 54  Rather than seeking to eliminate 

nomadism, the party should work to make it more productive, he contended. 

Offering an eerily prescient warning, he noted, “The destruction of the nomadic 

way of life in Kazakhstan would represent not only the death of steppe livestock 
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raising and the Kazakh economy but the transformation of the dry steppe into 

an unpopulated desert.” 55  

 Shvetsov and other experts grouped around Kaznarkomzem critiqued the 

idea that the far-reaching changes to nomadic life that had occurred under 

Russian imperial rule were part of a “natural” historical process, as nomadism 

“evolved” into settled agriculture. The scholar Evgenii Shemiot-Polochanskii 

challenged those who saw these changes, including a trend toward settlement 

and the emergence of markets, as the beginning of “class differentiation” among 

Kazakh nomads. What these specialists observed, he charged, was not class differ-

entiation but rather the “degradation” of Kazakh households, as destitute nomads 

were forced to settle after colonists had seized their lands: “In those places where 

sedentarization has taken place, the poor [ bedniaki ] have not improved their 

position and the productive power of the country has not grown from this.” 56  

The party, he argued, needed to focus its efforts on repairing the wrongs of Rus-

sian imperial rule by building up animal husbandry, a practice that he deemed to 

be the best use of the republic’s landscape. 57  

 These scholars offered several suggestions as to how the party might assist 

nomads. The huge herd losses that nomads regularly incurred during zhŭts and 

droughts were of particular concern, and some experts proposed that the party 

take preventive measures, such as the organization of regional feed reserves. 58  

Others suggested attempts to encourage nomads to move their winter pasture 

areas to more fertile lands or the construction of better winter dwellings for 

nomads and their livestock. 59  V. I. Skorospeshkin proposed introducing breed-

ing programs to improve the quality of nomads’ animal herds and deploying 

mobile units of veterinarians and zoologists who would migrate seasonally with 

nomadic encampments. 60  He staunchly defended the importance of livestock 

raising to Kazakhstan, “One can talk about strengthening this branch [livestock 

raising], about creating a durable feed base, one can talk about the reorganization 

of agriculture in the aul, but it is incorrect to pose the question of reducing the 

proportion of livestock raising in the aul and in the economy of Kazakhstan.” 61  

 In a 1928 article on livestock production in central Kazakhstan, another 

leading figure within Kaznarkomzem, the economic geographer A. A. Rybnikov 

noted that the dry climate of several US states, including Idaho, Wyoming, and 

Montana, was similar to the climate of central Kazakhstan. 62  Rybnikov, who 

had been active in populist movements in the prerevolutionary period and had 

been briefly arrested for “anti-Soviet activities” in 1922, noted that Americans 

had developed large-scale livestock ranches in these Midwestern states, and he 

suggested that these US ranches offered a useful model for the development of 

livestock production in Kazakhstan. 63 Through innovations such as the develop-

ment of large-scale ranches, the regulation of seasonal pasture and water usage, 
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the procurement of winter fodder for livestock, as well as the construction of 

winter stables, he argued, Americans had increased and stabilized livestock pro-

duction in a dry, cold climate. These techniques, he contended, made the practice 

of animal husbandry in the United States far less susceptible to the effects of 

droughts or cold snaps, phenomena that continued to provoke sharp fluctua-

tions in livestock levels in Kazakhstan. 64  

 Others, such as M. G. Sirius, in a 1928 article “On the Question of a More 

Rational Direction of Agriculture in Northern Kazakhstan,” used the example 

of the United States to warn of the dangers of extending the agrarian frontier 

farther south into the steppe. 65  The climate of the American Midwest resembled 

that of Kazakhstan, he contended. But he noted that farmers in the United States 

had battled a devastating series of droughts in recent years, and efforts to develop 

farming in these drylands had been much more costly and far less successful 

than American planners had originally anticipated. Sirius critiqued those who 

claimed that there was an enormous amount of free land suitable for agriculture 

in Kazakhstan: “one cannot speak or dream of colossal reserves of free, virgin land 

which is ideally suited for growing wheat. This is a completely unrealistic dream. 

The natural-historical conditions of the economy of northern Kazakhstan are so 

severe, that without an intense fight, without detailed study of every dot of land, 

it is completely inadvisable to develop new land for farming households.” 66  

 Resuming a debate that had preoccupied members of the Kazakh intelli-

gentsia during the last decades of Russian imperial rule, leading figures within 

Kazakh society also began to consider the future of nomadism. 67  In a 1919 article, 

“The Kirgiz [Kazakhs] and Revolution,” Akhmet Baytŭrsïnov, who would become 

the head of the republic’s Commissariat of Education, took an aggressive stance 

against those who would portray the Kazakh aul as backward. Kazakhs had no 

need to build communism, he argued. Due to the lack of class differentiation or 

private property in the Kazakh nomadic encampment, he maintained, Kazakhs 

already practiced their “own distinctive form of communism” within the aul. 68  

 Other Kazakhs offered different perspectives. In a speech before the first 

congress of the republic’s teachers, Smaghŭl Säduaqasov, a young Kazakh from 

Akmolinsk province with links to several former Alash Orda members includ-

ing Baytŭrsïnov, argued that the sedentarization of the Kazakhs was ultimately 

the correct course. But he cautioned against carrying out nomadic settlement 

quickly, arguing that the process should take several decades. Settlement, he pro-

posed, should begin in the republic’s north, where conditions for settled agricul-

ture were more favorable, before gradually proceeding to the republic’s south. In 

these settlements, Kazakhs, he argued, could continue to practice animal hus-

bandry, and Säduaqasov hastened to correct the idea that only agriculture could 

be linked to a cultured way of life. 69  
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 But by 1927, the tenor of the discussions surrounding pastoral nomadism 

began to shift. After a few years of initial success, NEP had begun to show signs 

of weakness. Livestock production had begun to decline, and grain produc-

tion remained below its prewar levels, despite 2–3 percent annual growth in the 

Soviet Union’s population. 70  Additionally, there were two developments specific 

to Kazakhstan that had renewed debates about nomadism’s future. The first 

was the beginning of construction of the Turkestan-Siberia (Turksib) railroad 

in December 1926. Previously, the only direct rail linkage between Central Asia 

and Russia had been the Orenburg-Tashkent railway line, which cut through the 

western edge of the Kazakh steppe. Other cities within Kazakhstan were discon-

nected both from the RSFSR and from points farther south in Central Asia. Alter-

nate methods of transportation were arduous: the 1,400-kilometer trip between 

Semipalatinsk, a city in Kazakhstan’s northeastern corner, and Frunze in Kirgizia 

could take up to seventy days by camel caravan. 71 The republic had few dirt roads 

or cars, and, during the spring mud and winter snow, these roads could quickly 

become impassable, a condition known as  bezdorozh′e . 

 Moscow heralded the construction of the Turksib railroad as a way of alle-

viating the regime’s dependency on foreign cotton. Once completed, the rail-

road would link the cotton-growing regions of southern Central Asia to markets 

in Russia and abroad. It would also cheaply transport grain from agricultural 

regions in Siberia and northern Kazakhstan to the cotton-growing regions of 

southern Central Asia. 72  But the prospect of connecting this once-distant region 

to other markets raised the question of what goods other parts of the steppe 

should produce and how these products might be reliably extracted by rail. As 

Goloshchekin himself noted in a letter to Gleb Krzhizhanovskii, the head of Gos-

plan: “The republic’s potential in the area of natural resources and agriculture 

has now captured the attention of all the [Soviet] Union’s organs, as they decide 

the importance of agricultural tasks.” 73  

 The second major development, which was interconnected with the first, was 

a revival of the question of peasant settlement. In 1927, VTsIK formed another 

commission, with the backing of the Central Committee, to examine land politics 

in the Kazakh steppe. This committee was charged with investigating the question 

of peasant settlement, the setting of “land norms,” or how much land particular 

households would receive, and the issue of ocherednost′, or Kazakh priority in 

acquiring land. The All-Union Resettlement Committee had proposed reopening 

settlement in Kustanai okrug and four gubernii (Ural′sk, Aktiubinsk, Akmolinsk, 

and Semipalatinsk), as well as southern regions close to the Turksib, then already 

under construction. Through peasant settlement, the committee predicted that 

the sown field area would more than double in farming areas of the republic and 

increase sixteenfold in “semifarming” ( poluzemledel′cheskie ) regions. 74  
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 Increasingly, officials began to frame settled agriculture as more productive 

than pastoral nomadism. In a 1927 speech before Zemplan (the planning divi-

sion of the RSFSR Commissariat of Agriculture), the agronomist and economist 

A. N. Chelintsev declared, “It must be said that there is a colossal underutiliza-

tion of natural resources in Kazakhstan, which is the result of a deficit of human 

energy [ vsledstvie nedostatka chelovecheskoi energii ].” An influx of settlers to 

Kazakhstan, he concluded, would dramatically increase the republic’s productiv-

ity. 75  Chelintsev allowed that nomadism was the most effective use of the land-

scape in those areas that received less than two hundred millimeters of annual 

rainfall, but he argued that free land for settlers could be found in other regions 

of the republic, such as Ural′sk province. 76  By 1928, under pressure from this 

VTsIK commission, Kazakhstan voted to repeal both ocherednost′ and the previ-

ous ban on immigration. 77  

 In an atmosphere of tightening ideological correctness, the non-Bolshevik 

background of many of the experts and members of the Kazakh intelligentsia 

who had supported pastoral nomadism made their ideas more vulnerable. At 

the republic’s sixth party congress in 1927, those experts who had been in favor 

of developing nomadism, such as Shvetsov, Rybnikov, and Sirius, were thrown 

out of the republic’s Commissariat of Agriculture and accused of allying with 

Kazakh “nationalists,” such as Baytŭrsïnov, who had been expelled from the party 

in 1921. 78  When Sirius’s article was published in the republic’s main agricultural 

journal  Narodnoe khoziaistvo Kazakstana  in 1928, the editors included a note 

critiquing Sirius for “ignoring the clear and concrete directives of the party.” They 

argued that future agricultural development in Kazakhstan should adhere to 

three principles: “(1) the progressive transition from a livestock-raising economy 

toward a more intensive form; (2) the vigorous development of the grain econ-

omy; [and] (3) the incorporation of technical culture [cotton].” 79  Though this 

note did not call explicitly for the elimination of pastoral nomadism, it hinted at 

it, and it signaled a shift away from a focus on livestock rearing toward a focus 

on grain production. 

 Rybnikov, Shvetsov, Sirius, and other specialists who had advocated for the 

preservation of nomadism were now denounced for their “capitalist” approach 

to agriculture, and they were linked to the “bourgeois” policies of leading RSFSR 

Narkomzem experts such as Alexander Chaianov and Nikolai Kondrat′ev. 80  Che-

lintsev was also arrested and linked to a fictitious counterrevolutionary party. 81  

Though Shvetsov appears to have died of natural causes in 1930, Rybnikov and 

Chaianov became defendants in an elaborate show trial that took place in Mos-

cow in the winter of 1930. After “confessing” to anti-Soviet activities, Rybnikov 

suffered a nervous collapse while in prison. He was eventually freed, but then was 

arrested again in 1937 and shot in 1938. 82  After being expelled from the party, 
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Baytŭrsïnov was tracked closely by the Soviet secret police—the authors of one 

secret police report described him as like a “mosquito,” biting the consciousness 

of the Kazakh people—and identified as one of the “leaders” of the Kazakh bais. 83  

In 1929, he was arrested along with several other Alash Orda members before 

eventually being released. In 1937, he was also shot during the purges. 84  We will 

return to the story of Säduaqasov in the next chapter, but he, too, would eventu-

ally be jettisoned for his non-Bolshevik connections and “antiparty” views. 

 By 1930, Kaznarkomzem had been transformed by the expulsion of many 

of its leading members. An all-Union Narkomzem commission devoted to the 

question of livestock raising in Kazakhstan now found it to be one of the most 

backward areas of Kazakhstan’s economy. The committee critiqued nomadism 

for its “primitive methods,” its vulnerability to disasters, such as droughts, zhŭts, 

and epidemics, as well as its “entirely unorganized feed base and feed supply.” The 

committee concluded that “it [nomadism] is an unstable branch of the econ-

omy, which fluctuates dramatically in size and has a low quality of production.” 85  

Other scholars reached similar conclusions, declaring zhŭt to be a “fundamental 

attribute of the nomadic economy,” and they critiqued nomads for their failure 

to prepare feed reserves for their livestock during the winter. 86  

 As the tide began to turn against nomadism, experts scrambled to produce 

ideologically correct studies, which would provide the “scientific” backing neces-

sary for the party’s assault on nomadism. A 1930 study, “Reasons for the Organi-

zation of the Settlement of Kazakh Nomadic and Semi-Nomadic Households,” 

developed for the republic’s Central State Executive Committee, explicitly com-

pared the profitability ( dokhodnost′ ) of Russian and Kazakh households, finding 

that Kazakhs produced less profit from one hectare of land than Russians did. 87  

Another study produced in 1930 for the republic’s state executive committee 

divided Russian and Kazakh households into three groups, according to the cost 

of the materials that these groups used for their work ( sredstva proizvodstva ). 

In every category, the study found that a Kazakh household was less productive 

than a Russian household. 88  Neither of these studies indicated how the authors 

calculated the metrics, such as gross output ( valovaia produktsia ) and profitabil-

ity, but they illustrate how nomadic life was increasingly becoming framed as 

economically unproductive. 

 Experts now belittled the assertion that the environment might place cer-

tain limits on human activity. They announced a battle to reclaim the desert. 

Declaring a “fight for the agricultural development of millions of hectares of 

desert and semiarid land,” these scholars critiqued earlier assertions that regions 

with an annual rainfall under 250 millimeters would be incapable of supporting 

settled agriculture. 89  Under socialism, I. A. Zveriakov argued, swamps might be 

emptied, entire deserts irrigated, and even the lowest-quality soil brought under 
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cultivation. The ability of a specifically socialist state to conquer the environment 

demonstrates what little regard “contemporary man has for the ‘unconquerable’ 

powers of nature,” he concluded. 90  

 Scholars now declared nomadism to be a culturally backward way of life, 

one incompatible with Kazakhs’ transformation into a Soviet nation. The eth-

nographer Aleksandr Donich proclaimed, “The debate is not about whether the 

nomadic economy is backward or not backward according to natural-historical 

conditions, and it is also not about how long the nomadic economy will continue 

to exist, nor is it even about how the nomadic economy should evolve according 

to our wishes, rather it is that the adaptation of contemporary culture to nomad-

ism cannot be done.” Donich declared a mobile way of life to be incompatible 

with the development of various features of “contemporary culture,” such as 

schools, libraries, museums, telephones, telegraphs, electrification, a postal ser-

vice, and the development of industry. If the party wanted to modernize Kazakh-

stan, he concluded, the Kazakhs would need to be settled. 91  

 Experts began a rereading of Kazakh history, analyzing how pastoral nomad-

ism might fit into a Marxist-Leninist understanding of the world. For Soviet 

scholars, existing Marxist-Leninist theory provided little guidance on how revo-

lution might occur among pastoral nomads. Karl Marx had originally proposed 

that revolution might occur in industrial societies, and Lenin, radically modify-

ing many of Marx’s ideas, had argued that revolution could occur among another 

more “backward” social group, Russia’s peasantry. But neither Marx nor Lenin 

had given any indication about how and if a socialist-style revolution might pro-

ceed among an entirely different social group, pastoral nomads, and applying 

the tenets of Marxist-Leninist theory to pastoral nomads involved yet another 

radical modification of Marx’s original ideas. 

 Now party experts scrutinized Kazakhs through the lens of Marxist-Leninist 

theory, and they debated where nomads might fit into an eschatological time-

line (primitive communism, slave-owning society, feudalism, capitalism, social-

ism) developed for use with settled societies. In this atmosphere of increased 

ideological correctness, this categorization of Kazakhs, whether it be “capitalist,” 

“feudal,” or something else, was crucial information. Only once Soviet experts 

had “correctly” identified pastoral nomads’ proper Marxist developmental state 

could they identify the types of programs needed to modernize them, as well as 

the speed at which these programs might be implemented. 

 While much earlier ethnographic work on the Kazakh steppe had seen 

nomadism as a kind of primitive social order, a society without classes, experts 

now began to claim that Kazakh nomads might be labeled as “patriarchal-feudal,” 

a kind of intermediary state between a kin-based patriarchal society and a feu-

dal society. 92  In an early stage of development, clan-based societies such as the 
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Kazakhs might well exist without distinction between rich or poor, but in the last 

phase of a clan system, clan-based conflict would increase and a society based on 

class distinctions would appear, these scholars maintained. 

 In “The Kazakh Colonial Aul” (Kazakhskii kolonial′nyi aul), Ghabbas Togh-

zhanov argued that Kazakhs had entered feudalism during the fifteenth century, 

after the Mongol invasion and the domination of the Golden Horde had destroyed 

the foundations of a previous clan society without classes. Toghzhanov, a Kazakh 

philologist who had studied in Moscow at the Institute for the National Economy 

named after Georgii Plekhanov, noted that feudalism among nomads was quite 

different from feudalism in Europe. 93  Toghzhanov described the dominance of 

“feudal sultans,” a largely hereditary group, and “feudal clan leaders” among the 

Kazakhs. Moreover, he concluded, feudalism among nomads was largely based 

on a monopoly of cattle rather than a monopoly of land. Toghzhanov’s findings 

were a key conclusion, as they provided an ideologically acceptable explanation 

for why efforts at land reform had failed to break up the influence of various 

Kazakh clans. This was the type of “answer” that Goloshchekin had sought: to 

break up the influence of powerful clans, the party needed to strip “wealthy” 

nomads of their livestock rather than their land. This ideological justification 

would prove critical to the regime’s campaign against rural elites in 1928. 

 Toghzhanov argued that the Russian conquest of the steppe in the nine-

teenth century had substantially changed existing patterns of feudalism among 

the Kazakh nomads. Noting the growth of seasonal markets where nomads and 

settled populations traded and, particularly the arrival in the steppe of cattle, an 

animal previously foreign to nomadic existence, he suggested that capitalism had 

begun to penetrate feudal life and that Kazakhs had progressed to an intermedi-

ate stage, which he deemed “patriarchal-feudal.” Though Toghzhanov acknowl-

edged that the advancement of the “patriarchal-feudal” stage varied regionally 

across the steppe, he cited evidence that even pastoralists that undertook long 

seasonal migrations, such as the Adai on the Mangyshlak Peninsula, engaged in 

practices that might classify them as capitalists, such as trading. 94  

 Yet over the course of this intermediate stage of “patriarchal-feudalism,” 

Toghzhanov concluded, “The Kazakh bai has for decades striven to represent 

his class interests as if they were the interests of his clan, lineage, or aul and 

through all methods and means convince the Kazakh working class that he is not 

an exploiter but a benefactor, a protector of the rights and interests of the entire 

clan.” 95  Toghzhanov and others thus sought to identify the nomadic equivalent 

of processes deemed exploitative in settled societies: mutual aid practices among 

Kazakhs, for instance, were labeled as the nomadic parallel of  barshchina, a system 

of coerced, unpaid labor among the peasantry. 96  Recalling Stalin’s formulation of 

Soviet national cultures as “national in form, socialist in content,” Toghzhanov 
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declared Kazakh society to be “clan in form, class in content.” 97  Kazakhs might 

evolve into a people who were “national in form” only through the destruction 

of clan-based forms of affiliation, he argued. 

 But if a class system had existed among the nomads since at least the fifteenth 

century, why had these populations not progressed farther along the Marxist tra-

jectory of history? The answer, scholars concluded, was nomadism itself, which 

isolated Kazakhs and reinforced the exploitation of the bai. 98  Nomadic life inher-

ently fostered clan-based relationships, which in turn, led to abusive figures such 

as the bai. The further socialist evolution of Kazakhs thus required a twofold 

process: first, the removal of the bai; and second, the settlement of the republic’s 

entire nomadic population. Labeling sedentarization the “sharpest weapon in the 

class war in Kazakhstan,” scholars pushed for an acceleration of party-sponsored 

efforts to settle the Kazakh nomads, predicting that settlement would help frac-

ture the “petty bourgeois” consciousness of Kazakhs and result “in the death of 

bais as a class.” 99  
   

 Can you get to socialism by camel? This was the question that Goloshchekin, 

Kazakh cadres, ethnographers, and agronomists considered in the period 

1921–28. They weighed how and whether nomadism might fit into socialist-

style modernity. At issue were the region’s particular environmental profile and 

the future direction of Soviet nationality and agricultural policies. The seeming 

foreignness of nomadic life came to invite and demand input and interpretation 

from a wide array of actors. This was a landscape and a population that did not 

have clear parallels in the Marxist-Leninist categories that the party imported 

from European Russia. 

 Initially, the party pursued a contradictory approach to nomadic life in 

Kazakhstan. Some programs, such as efforts at land reform, aimed to weaken the 

economic basis of nomadic life, while other initiatives, such as mobile veterinary 

programs, sought to engage pastoral nomads and strengthen their practice of 

animal husbandry. At the level of policy, most experts within Kaznarkomzem 

maintained that pastoral nomadism was the best use of the republic’s landscape, 

while some Kazakh cadres, such as Baytŭrsïnov, critiqued the idea that nomad-

ism was backwards, arguing that Kazakhs already practiced their own distinctive 

form of communism in the aul. Like its predecessor, the Russian empire, the new 

Soviet state struggled to transform nomadic life in the manner that it wished, and 

Kazakhs made various adaptations, including the rental of their pasturelands, to 

maintain their nomadic way of life. 

 But as NEP began to disintegrate across the Soviet Union, those experts who 

had argued for rapid, rather than gradual, industrialization, began to gain the 

upper hand. Various features of Kazakhs’ practice of pastoralism, including its 
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distance from markets and the inevitable fluctuation in animal numbers, were in 

tension with plans for rapid industrialization. The idea that pastoral nomadism 

should be supported and intensified under socialism began to lose favor. The 

non-Bolshevik background of many of the experts who had originally promoted 

pastoral nomadism made their ideas doubly vulnerable, and they were thrown 

out of Kaznarkomzem and denounced as bourgeois. Baytŭrsïnov was expelled 

from the party and later arrested. In a pattern that would continue during the 

coming confiscation campaign and through collectivization, policy makers and 

other experts appropriated the language of Soviet nation making to back up and 

reinforce the regime’s economic objectives: nomadism was declared a backward 

way of life, something incompatible with Kazakhs’ development into a socialist 

nation. In 1928, the regime launched a campaign against rural elites in Kazakh-

stan and several other nomadic regions, marking the beginning of the party’s 

assault on nomadic life. 

 But this period of fluidity in the 1920s does reveal that Moscow received clear 

warnings about the environmental challenges of the steppe: before they were 

expelled from Kaznarkomzem, Shvetsov and others clearly articulated the risks 

of nomadic settlement in this drought-prone region. Contemporary Kazakhstani 

scholars have argued that the regime’s failure to account for the environment was 

one of the primary reasons for the Kazakh famine. 100  But given Shvetsov’s and 

others’ warnings, as well as the broader history of the Russian empire’s troubled 

efforts to make the steppe into an agrarian region, which saw agricultural set-

tlers endure ruinous droughts, frosts, and hunger, it seems clear that Moscow’s 

approach to developing the steppe was more than just a failure to account for 

environmental factors. As the chapters that follow will show, Stalin and others on 

the Central Committee accepted the risk of catastrophe, knowing that Kazakhs 

might pay the heaviest price. 

  



 In 1928, a group of twenty-six Kazakhs living in Semipalatinsk province sent an 

urgent telegram to Stalin. They wrote that their district, once a major livestock-

raising area, had become an empty desert devoid of animals: “the growth and 

further management of our [nomadic] economy has become impossible,” they 

concluded, noting that the devastation of their herds was a “source of unending 

hardship and suffering.” 1  As the sorrow of these families suggests, every aspect 

of Kazakhs’ lives as pastoral nomads changed as animal numbers plummeted 

in 1928. For Kazakhs, animals were an important source of food and a crucial 

means of transportation, used to ferry goods and people across the steppe. They 

relied heavily on animal products in the course of their seasonal migrations, 

using sheep’s wool to form the felt sides of yurts, sheepskin to make heavy winter 

coats to withstand the steppe’s bitter winters, and animal dung to fuel cooking 

fires. The exchange of animals was crucial to numerous social customs in Kazakh 

society, such as the payment of fines to another clan, the formation of political 

alliances between clans, and the payment of a “bride price” ( qalïm ), made by the 

groom to the bride’s family before marriage. 2  

 In Kazakhstan, 1928 was known as the year of the Little October. That fall, the 

party launched the bai confiscation campaign, a program to appropriate live-

stock and property from “wealthy” Kazakh elites who were supposedly exploit-

ing their kin members. The campaign targeted seven hundred of the richest and 

most influential bais. These individuals and their families would be sent to dis-

tant regions of the republic or exiled from Kazakhstan altogether. The republic’s 
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party secretary, Filipp Goloshchekin, argued that the Kazakh aul, in contrast to 

the Russian village, had yet to experience the October 1917 revolution. This cam-

paign would finally bring about a Little October, or an October-style revolution, 

expediting the process of class differentiation in the Kazakh aul and inserting the 

party into the very fabric of Kazakh life. 3  

 The bai confiscation campaign was part of the party’s war on “cultural back-

wardness,” a project that had intensified across the Soviet Union by the late 1920s. 

This effort to transform culture had particular resonance in Central Asia, where 

everyday life and practices were very different from those in European Russia.  4  

In its very design, the bai confiscation campaign was an assault on the cultural 

and economic foundations of nomadic life. It impoverished not only bais, the 

ostensible targets, but the many kin members who depended on their patronage 

and protection. With less livestock, it became far more difficult for Kazakhs to 

carry out their seasonal migrations, eat, find shelter, light fires, or make warm 

clothing. Even events such as marriage were fundamentally altered: Mukhamet 

Shayakhmetov, a famine survivor, recalls his sister Zhamba’s fear and shame as 

she and her fiancée were forced to get married under the cover of darkness with-

out a proper marriage ceremony or the payment of bride price. 5  Many of those 

named as bais belonged to the hereditary elite, and their expulsion from Kazakh 

communities led to a profound rearrangement of social hierarchies. 

 In the preceding decades, Kazakh nomads had endured massive peasant colo-

nization of the steppe, civil war, famine, and the imposition of Soviet rule. These 

events had made Kazakhs more vulnerable to hunger: In early 1928, a report by 

the republic’s party committee concluded that while agriculture had recovered 

from the devastation of the Civil War, production among nomadic households 

still remained 10–15 percent below prewar levels. 6  However, in all these cases, 

Kazakhs had found a way to adapt their pastoral nomadic practices to altered 

political, ecological, and social circumstances. But the bai confiscation campaign 

delivered a far more damaging blow to nomadic life, devastating herd numbers 

and ripping Kazakh society apart. By the end of 1928, Kazakhs’ descent into hun-

ger and, eventually, famine had begun. 

 Many historians have implied that Moscow’s assaults on particular ethnic 

groups were carried out largely by outsiders, such as “Russians” or “officials sent 

from Moscow.” 7  But as this chapter shows, the peculiarly destructive nature of 

the confiscation campaign was due to the fact that it was primarily carried out 

by  insiders , rather than by outsiders. 8  In a strategy purposely designed to shatter 

old allegiances and sow violent conflict in the aul, Moscow empowered Kazakhs 

themselves to make some of the most crucial choices, such as who should be 

considered a bai and how much property to take from him. This design, which 

invested local bureaucrats and communities with considerable decision-making 
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authority, would closely resemble later campaigns against the “kulak,” or peasant 

class exploiter, elsewhere in the Soviet Union. Ultimately, the program would 

bring more than a thousand new Kazakh recruits into the bureaucracy, and it 

marked a massive escalation of the party’s intrusion into Kazakh life. According 

to the new Kazakh leadership, in nine provinces of the republic, 3,488 meetings 

about the campaign were carried out, with a total of 290,796 participants. 9  

The decision to rely heavily on Kazakh involvement was born of both practical 

and ideological necessity. On a practical level, the regime simply did not have the 

resources to transform this vast territory without considerable assistance from 

locals, a point that the failures of the earlier Sovietization of the Aul campaign 

had underscored. Moscow needed information that only Kazakhs could provide, 

such as who was a member of the hereditary elite and who was not. The assertion 

that Moscow relied primarily on “outsiders” to carry out attacks against Kazakhs 

rests in part on the assumption that the regime had a fully formed party-state 

apparatus in the republic, a claim that the archival record for Kazakhstan in the 

1920s simply does not bear out. 

 On an ideological level, Soviet nation making, or Kazakhs’ transformation 

into a “modern” Soviet nation, was supposed to be participatory. Not only was 

Kazakh participation crucial to such tasks as the standardization of a national 

language or the creation of a national culture, but it was essential to moments 

of profound socioeconomic “national” transformation, such as the bai confisca-

tion campaign. Only by mobilizing Kazakhs, rather than making them into pas-

sive agents of their transformation, could Moscow move Kazakhs forward into 

socialist-style modernity. As the extreme brutality of the confiscation campaign 

illustrates, the use of terror against national groups did not necessarily signal a 

turn away from the regime’s nation-making policy. Rather, terror could serve 

as a way of consolidating national groups: through the confiscation campaign, 

Moscow sought both to eliminate potential “enemies” in Kazakh society and to 

engage other Kazakhs more fully in the project of socialist construction. 10  

 The bai confiscation campaign did fulfill elements of the regime’s “nation-

building” objectives. It brought large numbers of native cadres into the lower-

level bureaucracy. The campaign forced Kazakhs to engage with the regime’s 

terminology, and they began to wield class categories imported from European 

Russia, such as  bedniak  (a poor peasant) and  seredniak  (a peasant of modest 

means). But at the same time, the campaign did not succeed in transforming 

Kazakh society entirely in the manner that Moscow wished. Many native cad-

res used the considerable flexibility given to them by the regime to manipulate 

the campaign in accordance with their own interests. On hearing rumors of the 

impending confiscation campaign, some Kazakhs slaughtered their livestock 

herds or sold their animals to prevent them from being confiscated. Though 
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the regime had developed a new system of borders (internal, republic-level, 

and international), the confiscation campaign highlighted what little ability the 

regime had to enforce them, as Kazakh nomads fled to neighboring provinces, 

other republics, and to China, for fear of expropriation. 

 This chapter begins by examining several questions: How did Moscow con-

ceive of a bai? What kinds of characteristics did this figure have? And what resem-

blance, if any, did this portrait of the bai’s system of exploitation bear to the 

actual cleavages in Kazakh society? It then turns to how the program of confisca-

tion was developed, looking at how two leading Kazakh cadres, Smaghŭl Sädu-

aqasov and Oraz Zhandosov, responded to this assault on their own society. It 

then examines early efforts to implement confiscation in Semipalatinsk province, 

an episode that became known as the Semipalatinsk affair, before turning to the 

confiscation campaign itself. 

 The Figure of the Bai 
 Soviet scholars argued that the exploitative practices of bais or  bai-polufeodaly  

(literally, “bai-semifeudals”), as they were sometimes known, had prevented 

Kazakhs from adopting settled life. Examining the history of the Kazakhs under 

Russian imperial rule, they claimed that Kazakhs had suffered from a system of 

“double oppression.” The “colonial” policies of the Russian empire had repressed 

the Kazakh “nation,” while the exploitative actions of “bais,” many of whom 

worked for the Russian imperial state, had served to perpetuate nomadic life and 

the “backward” influence of Kazakhs’ clans. 11  Kazakh society, these scholars con-

cluded, had reached a state of historical development that might be character-

ized as “patriarchal-feudal,” midway between feudalism and capitalism. To “help” 

the Kazakh aul “catch up” to the Russian village, reach capitalism and eventually 

socialism, party activists needed to remove the most wealthy and powerful bais, 

thereby allowing the bedniak and the seredniak to assume the central roles in 

the aul. 

The Russian term “bai” was derived from the Kazakh word for wealthy (“bay”), 

and this figure, as imagined by Soviet scholars, had certain general characteris-

tics. A bai, like his counterpart in the Russian village, the kulak, was well-to-do. 

This wealth was primarily held in livestock: by one estimate, bais constituted 6 

percent of the Kazakh population, but they controlled 50 percent of the republic’s 

livestock. 12  To tend their herds, bais relied on unpaid labor from a vast network 

of relatives. These relatives performed chores necessary to the maintenance of 

nomadic life, such as pasturing the bai’s animals or milking his horses and cam-

els. They did not perform these chores willingly, scholars argued. Rather, these 
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relatives were coerced into doing so by a system of kinship ties that facilitated and 

strengthened the bai’s economic oppression. Many bais were believed to be the 

leaders of particular clans or members of the Kazakh aristocracy. 13  A bai might 

also associate with mullahs, or Islamic clerics, and read the Koran. However, a 

willingness to exploit others, both economically and through ties of kinship, and 

a firm opposition to Soviet power were seen as more crucial to a bai’s identity 

than his religious beliefs. 14  

 While the figure of the bai was associated with these general characteristics, 

the label of bai, like the label of kulak, was ambiguous, shifting, and frequently 

contested. 15  It meant different things to different people at different times. The 

question of who was a bai and who was not a bai depended on who was being 

asked to judge. Ultimately, the category of a bai could include almost anyone 

who was Kazakh, and over the course of the collectivization campaign, the list 

of those identified as bais would come to include clan leaders, former Russian 

imperial officials, members of the hereditary elite, poor Kazakhs who had lost 

their livestock, and a number of Soviet officials. The uncertainty surrounding the 

exact definition of the term was purposeful, and it contributed to the fraying of 

the fabric of Kazakh society. 

 However, the portrayal of Kazakh nomadic life as embodied in the figure 

of the bai grossly misrepresented Kazakhs’ everyday existence. Kinship under-

lay social and political functions crucial to nomadic life. Typically, each Kazakh 

knew his or her ancestry back at least seven generations and, on meeting another 

Kazakh for the first time, would recite this genealogy. These exchanges offered 

a window onto a stranger’s biography and history, and they served as a kind of 

passport that structured relations between individuals on the steppe. 16  Kazakhs 

practiced a form of exogamy, and genealogical ties also played a role in adjudicat-

ing marriage practices: if a man and a woman shared a common male ancestor 

within seven generations, they were not supposed to marry. 17 Kinship also served 

important economic functions: using kinship, various lineages claimed the right 

to graze certain pastures at particular times of the year. In other cases, members 

of a given descent group were obligated to help a kin member in need of assis-

tance, such as providing animals after a particularly severe winter. 

Within Kazakh society, distinctions in status were usually based on factors such 

as descent, age, or intellect rather than economic wealth. 18  Clan elders were gener-

ally selected due to their leadership ability, military skill, or legal acumen, and they 

played an important role in mediating disputes between clans and resolving dif-

ferences within their own communities. A  biy  served as a kind of nomadic judge, 

the administrator of customary law, known as adat, while an  aqsaqal  (literally, 

“white beard”) selected routes and dates for Kazakhs’ seasonal migrations and 

oversaw the pasturelands. Both were chosen from the “black bone” ( qara süiek ), or 
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commoner, strata of Kazakh society, and the positions that they held were not nec-

essarily hereditary. 19  Kazakhs also had allegiances to a separate aristocratic stra-

tum known as “white bone” ( aq süiek ). 20  Members of this noble estate included 

the khans, the leaders of the hordes; the sultans, sons of khans; and a group known 

as töre, the descendants of the sultans. By the nineteenth century, many töre had 

become the rulers of individual clans. All three of these groups were Chinggi-

sids, or populations that claimed descent from Chinggis Khan. They had rules 

of descent and kinship distinct from commoners, and unlike the clan elders, 

membership in this noble estate was hereditary. 21  Finally, a separate caste of elites, 

known as  qozhas , served as important religious figures and mediators in Kazakh 

society. Qozhas claimed descent from the family of the prophet Muhammad. Like 

the Chinggisids, the qozhas adopted laws of descent distinct from commoners. 

Within Kazakh communities, qozhas oversaw a number of religious functions, 

including conducting Islamic rituals and overseeing Islamic education. 22  

 Russian imperial rule did provoke important changes in this system of social 

stratification. Under a form of indirect rule, many Chinggisids retained their 

privileged position, becoming intermediaries for the Russian empire. But their 

influence in Kazakh society began to wane. Traditionally, the khans had legiti-

mated the elite status of other Chinggisids, but as the steppe came under Russian 

imperial rule, St. Petersburg eliminated the position of the khans. Chinggisid 

status in Kazakh society was also challenged by the emergence of commoners. 

Taking advantage of opportunities for trade with the Russian empire, they began 

to control large amounts of land and livestock. By the end of the nineteenth cen-

tury, resources were becoming increasingly concentrated in the hands of these 

individuals, and the factors that determined social status in Kazakh communities 

began to shift, with economic position competing alongside background and 

social status. 23  

 Soviet scholars pointed to these “wealthy” individuals as proof of the arrival 

of capitalism in nomadic society, but the position of these stock holders was not 

quite so straightforward. They did not own the livestock that they pastured, nor 

did they ordinarily seek to accumulate wealth. Rather, they held this livestock 

communally, serving as the patron and protector of their relatives. Their ani-

mals, which were marked with the brand of their clan ( tamgha ), were regularly 

redistributed and reallocated among kin members. During times of crisis, kin 

members would turn to each other for assistance, such as the loan of animals. 

Livestock numbers could be highly volatile—due to drought, disease, zhŭt, or 

raids by neighboring clans, herd numbers could fluctuate dramatically over the 

course of a single season, quickly transforming a “wealthy” Kazakh into a poor 

one—and these mutual aid practices represented an important adaptation to the 

challenges of life on the steppe. 24   
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 Divisions within Kazakh Cadres 
on the Future of the Kazakhs  
 Perhaps no group within the top levels of the republic’s bureaucracy understood 

the destruction that the confiscation campaign would wreak on Kazakh soci-

ety better than Kazakh cadres themselves. 25  Although most Kazakhs remained 

nomadic on the eve of the confiscation campaign, a small number had settled 

and entered institutions of higher education. Most had graduated from what 

were known as “Russian-native” schools. First founded in the Kazakh steppe 

beginning in the 1840s, these institutions offered education in Russian, as well as 

instruction in Kazakh using a modified Cyrillic script. A far smaller number of 

Kazakhs attended Muslim schools, where they received a traditional Muslim con-

fessional education. Most members of this educated Kazakh elite came from the 

Middle Horde, and a number of them had studied in Semipalatinsk, Kazakhstan’s 

largest city, located in the northeastern corner of the steppe. 26  

 To fill the ranks of the republic’s bureaucracy, Moscow drew from this edu-

cated Kazakh elite. But due in part to the scarcity of literate cadres, the number 

of Kazakh cadres had remained small, particularly at the republic level. In 1926, 

  FIGURE 3.1 . A Kazakh nomad, Pavlodar province, 1920s. Republic of Kazakhstan 
Central State Archive of Film, Photo and Audio Documents, Image #5-3497. 
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the Communist Party in Kazakhstan had 31,910 members, with 11,634, or 

36.5 percent, of these members being Kazakhs. 27 At the republic level, only 158, or 

roughly 16 percent, of the 1,036 nomenklatura, or high-ranking positions, were 

occupied by Kazakh speakers. 28  The dearth of native cadres, particularly at the 

republic level, meant that many of the officials making crucial decisions about 

the republic’s future did not always have detailed knowledge of nomadic life. It 

also meant that the regime, at least initially, had to forge an uneasy alliance with 

some Kazakhs who had once held decidedly anti-Bolshevik views. 

 The partnership between the Bolsheviks and the members of a native politi-

cal party, Alash Orda (Horde of Alash), which had sided against the Bolsheviks 

during the Civil War, was one of the most prominent examples of this pattern. 

Alash Orda had been formed after the October 1917 revolution when a group of 

secular, Russophone Kazakhs, many of whom had originally sympathized with 

the liberal Constitution Democratic (Kadet) Party, declared an autonomous 

Kazakh state. The party’s political platform included greater Kazakh autonomy, 

the extension of universal voting rights and the separation of church and state. As 

civil war enveloped the steppe, members of Alash Orda initially partnered with 

the Whites against Bolshevik forces. But by 1919, they surrendered to the Bol-

sheviks, and many of their supporters, including Älikhan Bökeykhanov (a töre 

and the grandson of Bökey Khan) and Akhmet Baytŭrsïnov assumed important 

roles within the Bolshevik Party. 29  Though younger, more radical Kazakh cadres 

opposed to Alash Orda bitterly decried their incorporation into the party, Mos-

cow initially tolerated the presence of many Alash Orda members. 

 Prerevolutionary allegiances, such as ties to Alash Orda, and kinship played a 

role in determining the particular fault lines among native cadres, but ideological 

differences, particularly the question of how to promote “national” goals within 

a socialist context, also divided the small group of Kazakhs in the upper circles of 

the republic’s bureaucracy. 30  Smaghŭl Säduaqasov, a young Kazakh who was mar-

ried to Bökeykhanov’s daughter Elizabeta, became one of the most vocal and elo-

quent critics of the regime’s approach to promoting Kazakhs. Though Säduaqasov 

maintained close ties to Alash Orda—he also worked closely with Baytŭrsïnov 

during Baytŭrsïnov’s time at the Commissariat of Education—he engaged deeply 

with Marxist-Leninist theory. He wrote several articles on cooperatives, and he 

critiqued the regime for its continuing reliance on Kazakhstan as a source of raw 

materials and its failure to build factories in the republic. He rose quickly through 

the ranks of the party, becoming the republic’s commissar of enlightenment, the 

editor of the republic’s major Kazakh-language newspaper,  Enbekshĭ Qazaq  (The 

Kazakh Worker), and even meeting with Stalin in March 1926. 31  

 In a strident 1922 article, “What the Kazakh People Need,” Säduaqasov out-

lined his view of what Soviet nationality policy should mean. He argued for 
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further representation of Kazakhs in the Soviet bureaucracy: “Non-Kazakhs 

[ basqa zhŭrt ] can’t do our work for us. This isn’t because they wish us ill, but 

because they don’t know our language and traditions.” 32  He critiqued those who 

would see his ideas as insufficiently “Communist.” Rather, Säduaqasov argued, 

his fight to secure equal rights for Kazakhs fit neatly within Communist ideals: 

“Striving for equality is not nationalism [ tendĭkke tïrïsu—ŭltshïldïq emes ]. . . . 

Rather, striving for equality is the natural characteristic of those who are desti-

tute.” 33  Becoming a Communist, Säduaqasov contended, should not mean for-

getting one’s national traditions, and he critiqued the appearance of Commu-

nists in “sheep’s clothing.” 34   

 But Säduaqasov’s vocal critique of the regime’s failure to assist Kazakhs, as 

well as his connections to Alash Orda, made him vulnerable to attack. In a 1924 

article, “I Am Forced to Respond” (Erĭksĭz zhaüap), Säduaqasov struck back at 

those Kazakh cadres who would label him a “nationalist” ( ŭltshïl ). Calling him 

a nationalist, Säduaqasov concluded, was simply a way for these native cadres 

to prove themselves as more “Communist” than others. 35  Other Kazakh cadres, 

such as Älĭbi Zhankekdĭ, who in 1915 became the first Kazakh to join the Bolshe-

viks, chose other methods of ensuring their own survival. Zhankekdĭ regularly 

wrote to Stalin to update him on the activities of Säduaqasov and the intricacies 

  FIGURE 3.2 . Smaghŭl Säduaqasov (left) and Mŭkhtar Äuezov in Semipalatinsk in 
1921. The President’s Archive of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Image #2-122944. 
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of various divisions among Kazakh cadres, a method perhaps of ensuring that 

Zhankekdĭ himself remained above reproach. 36  

 The exact fault lines among Kazakh cadres depended on who was being asked 

to define them. It was not exactly clear what labels such as “right” or “left,” which 

were used to indicate differences in ideological approaches among cadres in the 

Soviet Union’s west, would mean in the Kazakh context. Leon Trotsky, who spent 

time in exile in Alma-Ata in the 1920s, noted that the regime regularly sought to 

manipulate factions among native cadres, through cleavages that were both real 

and imagined. 37  The project of sowing these divisions, he concluded, was made 

easier by the relatively recent arrival of Communism to the steppe: “In general, 

it seems that because of the low level of social differentiation in the milieu itself, 

the ideological groupings among the Communists must be inevitably fluid and 

unstable in character. This makes it easier than ever to label someone a member 

of a ‘right’ or ‘left’ faction.” Administrators who sought to shore up their leftist 

reputation, Trotsky noted, would discover “pro-kulak” deviations in backward 

regions. 38  

On his arrival in Kazakhstan in 1925, Goloshchekin identified three major fac-

tions of Kazakh cadres: the first was led by Seytqali Mendeshev, the chairman of 

Kazakhstan’s Central Executive Committee, the second by Sŭltanbek Qozhanov, 

a former editor of Alash Orda’s newspaper who had risen to become Kazakh-

stan’s second secretary whom we met in the previous chapter, and the third by 

Säduaqasov. 39  Goloshchekin referred to these divisions as  gruppirovka , or fac-

tionalism, which he defined in the following way: “In many places it means that 

there is not a committee that leads but a ‘leader.’ Affairs are conducted accord-

ing to this leader, not according to the directives of the party committee.” 40  The 

national delimitation of 1924 had played an important part in creating these 

factions, Goloshchekin argued, as the Kazakh regions in the former Turkestan 

ASSR, previously the base of support for Qozhanov, had been added to the steppe 

region. Qozhanov and Säduaqasov, “bourgeois nationalists” on the “right,” were 

now engaged in a bitter power struggle, he concluded. 41  

At the republic’s fifth party congress in December 1925, Goloshchekin accused 

a number of high-ranking Kazakh cadres of creating a bloc, what he termed the 

“August alliance,” which supposedly opposed his leadership of the republic and 

sought to block his every move. 42 He began a radical rearrangement of the hierar-

chy, firing two influential Kazakh cadres, Qozhanov and Mendeshev. Qozhanov 

and Mendeshev were exiled to posts in Moscow. Several officials were brought 

in from the RSFSR, including Nikolai Ezhov, who took Qozhanov’s place as the 

republic’s second secretary. The addition of Ezhov to the republic’s ruling circle 

brought crucial revolutionary experience: Ezhov, like Goloshchekin, had joined 

the Bolsheviks prior to 1917, and he had previously served as the party secretary 
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of Semipalatinsk province in the republic’s north. While his tenure in Kzyl-Orda 

would be brief—Ezhov moved to Moscow in February 1926—he would support 

Goloshchekin’s efforts to bring the republic more firmly under Moscow’s con-

trol. 43  Some years later, Ezhov would later rise to a position of great prominence, 

becoming the head of the secret police during the height of Stalin’s Great Terror 

(1936–38). 

 Though tensions over the republic’s course continued to erupt—most notably, 

at a November 1926 Moscow meeting of non-Russian delegates to the sessions of 

the Russian and All-Union Central Executive Committees, where Qozhanov and 

the chairman of the republic’s Central Executive Committee, Zhalau Mïngbaev, 

critiqued the slow pace of indigenization and industrialization in the republic—

Goloshchekin was able to push through a resolution condemning Qozhanov’s 

and Mïngbaev’s actions at the krai committee plenum. 44  In December 1926, 

Goloshchekin wrote to Stalin, Molotov, and Stanislav Kosior in the Central 

Committee to update them on the progress of integrating Kazakh cadres into 

the party. He noted that more than twenty Kazakh cadres had made speeches to 

condemn Qozhanov, Säduaqasov, and Mïngbaev at the plenum. These speeches, 

he suggested, were not simply the actions of one group fighting against another. 

Rather, they revealed the “growth” of Kazakh cadres, “their desire to move on 

from factionalism, their closeness to the party and assimilation [ assimilirovanie ] 

into it.” 45  

 Mikhail Riadnin, Goloshchekin’s personal secretary, noted that Goloshchekin 

approached his duties in Kazakhstan with considerable intensity: “Goloshchekin 

was demanding, sufficiently stern, and brusque.” 46  He was quick to lose his tem-

per, Riadnin observed, and he might interrupt meetings with a shout. Golosh-

chekin worked long hours, and he expected the same from those he supervised. 

Riadnin recalled that he might just get home from work when the phone would 

ring: “This meant that F. I. Goloshchekin had gotten some sort of idea and I 

would be given a new task.” Inevitably, Riadnin would have to return to the krai-

kom headquarters or Goloshchekin’s apartment for further work that evening. 47  

Occasionally, Goloshchekin would soften, encouraging Riadnin to go see a movie 

with his wife or take a vacation at the sanatorium. But even then the republic’s 

party secretary was apt to forget his promises, leaving Riadnin’s wife alone at the 

movie theater and Riadnin, with some resignation, to return to the office. 48  

 But while Goloshchekin could be demanding, there is no evidence that he 

held a specific animus against Kazakh cadres, as some Kazakhstani scholars have 

claimed. 49  Goloshchekin sought to jettison those native cadres who appeared 

to challenge his authority, such as Qozhanov, Mendeshev, and, eventually, both 

Mïngbaev and Säduaqasov, but he also worked to cultivate close contacts with 

others who could assist him in enforcing the party’s rule, such as Oraz Isaev, who 
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would serve as the chairman of the republic’s Council of People’s Commissars 

from 1929 to 1938, and Ĭzmŭkhan Kŭramïsov, who would serve as the republic’s 

second secretary from 1929 to 1931. As Goloshchekin himself argued during a 

speech at the republic’s fifth party congress, there was a danger in becoming too 

close to the Kazakh intelligentsia, but also a danger in dismissing them entirely: 

“To adopt a purely negative attitude to the Kazakh intelligentsia is incorrect. We 

need to attract them to professional work . . . but this does not rule out a fight 

with bourgeois-nationalist ideology.” 50  

 Though Säduaqasov remained in the party, his conflict with Goloshchekin 

and other Kazakh cadres would come to a head over the bai confiscation cam-

paign. At the republic’s sixth party congress, which took place in Kzyl-Orda in 

November 1927, Goloshchekin began a discussion of expropriation from wealthy 

Kazakh elites. After Goloshchekin had spoken for more than seven hours, Sädu-

aqasov, a man more than two decades Goloshchekin’s junior, came to the podium. 

“I personally am not in agreement with the opinion of Comrade Goloshchekin,” 

Säduaqasov declared, noting that he objected to Goloshchekin’s assertion that 

social relations in the aul had remained unchanged since the 1917 revolution. 

Goloshchekin, Säduaqasov argued, had unfairly singled out the Kazakh aul alone 

for expropriation: “In short, our class politics in the village and in the aul should 

be the same. It is incorrect to carry out one type of politics in the Kazakh aul and 

in the Russian village carry out another. We should try to dominate [ osedlat′ ] not 

only the Kazakh bai but also the Russian kulak.” 51  In January 1928, immediately 

following the republic’s sixth party congress, Säduaqasov published a widely cir-

culated article, “On Nationalities and Nations,” in the Soviet Union’s major party 

journal,  Bolshevik , which openly criticized Goloshchekin and detailed the party’s 

failures in dealing with the national question in Kazakhstan. In Säduaqasov’s 

opinion, continued resistance within the party apparatus itself rather than the 

supposed backwardness of eastern republics such as Kazakhstan explained the 

slow pace of indigenization. 52  

 Other Kazakh cadres, such as Oraz Zhandosov, offered an entirely different 

view of confiscation. Born in the Almaty region, Zhandosov was one of the few 

Elder Horde Kazakhs in the party during its early years. He had been opposed 

to Alash Orda, and he became a Bolshevik party member in 1918. Educated in 

Moscow at an agricultural academy, Zhandosov moved easily between Russian 

and Kazakh circles. He was perfectly bilingual in Russian and Kazakh, and he was 

renowned for his skills as an orator. He was married to a non-Kazakh, Fatima 

Zhandosova (Sutiusheva), a Tatar from Tashkent. 53  In a May 1928 article, “A New 

Stage in the Resolution of the National Question,” in  Sovetskaia step′  (Soviet 

Steppe), the republic’s major Russian-language newspaper, Zhandosov argued 

that major strides had been made in addressing national inequalities, or Kazakhs’ 
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position as an “oppressed” nation. Kazakhs, he concluded, now needed to turn 

their attention to a more urgent question of national transformation, that of the 

“fight for liberation from social oppression.” The economic might of the bai was 

so strong, he concluded, that the aul poor ( bednota ) remained in a position of 

semislavery that preserved “patriarchal-clan” ties. He called for efforts to liqui-

date this “semifeudal” relationship. 54  

 On the conclusion of the republic’s sixth party congress in November 1927, 

Goloshchekin pushed through a resolution calling for a confiscation campaign 

against wealthy Kazakh elites over the objections of Säduaqasov and several 

other Kazakh cadres. In May 1928, the presidium of the republic’s party com-

mittee passed a resolution that declared Säduaqasov, Qozhanov, and Mïngbaev 

to be part of an antiparty deviation. The resolution critiqued Säduaqasov and 

other members of the group for their opposition to confiscation, their “incorrect 

understanding and mechanical application of korenizatsiia,” and for bringing aul 

leaders under their sway. 55  Party literature linked the theories of Säduaqasov to 

those of Baytŭrsïnov, who had been denounced for his contention that Kazakhs 

already practiced their own form of communism in the aul. 56  

 A series of purges, first in 1928 and then again in 1930, removed dozens of 

prominent native cadres, many of them former Alash Orda members, from 

positions of authority. Though these purges did not target Kazakh cadres exclu-

sively, they affected them disproportionately, particularly as the number of 

high-ranking Kazakh cadres was so small. 57  In this atmosphere of heightened 

suspicion, the criteria for the advancement of native cadres began to shift. Riad-

nin, Goloshchekin’s personal secretary, recalled that Eltai Ernazarov, a Kazakh 

from Syr-Daria province who replaced Mïngbaev as the chairman of the repub-

lic’s Central Executive Committee, obtained his new position as chairman not 

through any particular skill, but rather due to the fact that he appeared not to be 

allied with one group or another: “His qualification was that he was not part of 

one gruppirovka, that he didn’t belong to any of the gruppirovkas. And at this 

time this was very rare among Kazakh workers.” 58  

 As for Zhandosov and Säduaqasov, their careers went in opposite directions 

after the republic’s sixth party congress, a sign of how Soviet nationality policy 

was shifting by 1927–28. After Säduaqasov’s censure, Zhandosov assumed Sädu-

aqasov’s position as the commissar of enlightenment. He took on a leading role 

in the confiscation campaign, publishing articles explaining expropriation in the 

Kazakh-language press. 59 Zhandosov served on the party committee that oversaw 

confiscation and acted as a plenipotentiary ( upolnomochennyi ) for confiscation 

in the Dzhetisu (Semirech′e) region. 60  Later, he would go on to help found some 

of the first Kazakh universities. He also became the first director of Kazakhstan’s 

national library. In 1938, he was killed in the purges. 
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 Säduaqasov, by contrast, lost his post both as the commissar of enlighten-

ment and as the editor of the republic’s main Kazakh-language newspaper. He 

was sent out of the republic in late 1927 to a posting as the rector of the Kazakh 

Pedagogical Institute in Tashkent, Uzbekistan. He was fired from this post in 

Tashkent after just a few months and sent to Moscow, where he became a student 

at the Moscow Institute of Railroad Engineers. 61  In the fall of 1933, while work-

ing on the construction of the Moscow-Donbass railroad, Säduaqasov fell ill. He 

died in a Moscow hospital at the age of thirty-two or thirty-three in December 

of that same year. 62  

 Both men sought to play a major role in the shaping of a specifically Soviet 

Kazakh identity, but they understood the means by which Kazakh society should 

be developed and the direction that this should take quite differently. 63  Zhan-

dosov’s view, which now gained favor, called on Kazakhs themselves, guided by 

Moscow, to initiate a radical socioeconomic restructuring of their own society. 

Only this type of intervention, Zhandosov concluded, would allow Kazakhs to 

“catch up” to the Russian village. Säduaqasov, by contrast, rejected such violent 

means of developing Kazakh society from within, particularly when the Russian 

village was not treated similarly. He pushed for further development of coop-

eratives as a more gradual means of transforming economic relations in both 

the aul and the village. In his view, some of the greatest impediments to the 

promotion of Kazakhs as a group were institutional—lingering resistance within 

the bureaucracy to indigenization, as well as insufficient financial support from 

Moscow—rather than within Kazakh society itself. 

 The Semipalatinsk Affair 
 While Säduaqasov, Zhandosov, Goloshchekin, and others debated the regime’s 

campaign against the bai, the economic crisis in the republic—and across the 

Soviet Union more generally—was deepening. Bad weather had resulted in a 

smaller than expected grain harvest, and economic planning magnified these 

initial crop failures. Through a misguided state pricing policy, peasants began to 

hoard relatively underpriced grain and sell more lucrative animal products and 

so-called “technical crops,” such as sugar beets, cotton, and sunflowers, to the 

state, and the supply of grain available for state purchase began to fall short of 

the urban population’s needs. Fears of war and “capitalist encirclement” added to 

the overall sense of emergency and appeared to give credence to Moscow’s claims 

that enemies lurked within. 

 In January 1928, Stalin traveled to southern Siberia, one of the Soviet Union’s 

major grain-producing regions, and called for coercive measures to resolve 
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the grain crisis. On January 20, while in Novosibirsk, Stalin sent a telegram to 

Goloshchekin in which he angrily condemned the dramatic rise in grain prices in 

northern Kazakhstan and adjacent Siberian regions, arguing that it threatened to 

further undermine state procurements. 64  Within the republic, Goloshchekin and 

Nikolai Kubiak, who would shortly become the people’s commissar of agricul-

ture of the RSFSR, toured crucial northern grain regions and began to organize 

“troikas,” which would oversee grain procurements. 65  

 In the northern grain regions that Goloshchekin and Kubiak had toured, 

as well as in southern Kazakhstan, the situation was worsening due to a series 

of droughts and zhŭts in 1927–28. In January 1928, the secretary of the south-

ern Dzhetisu province wrote to the Central Committee to detail the province’s 

disastrous economic position. Information from just three districts indicated 

that more than 10,649 head of livestock had died that January, and he detailed 

efforts to pasture some of the region’s livestock in neighboring Kirgizia, where 

the grasses had not suffered as much from drought. A number of districts in 

the Dzharkent region, he continued, had begun to “literally starve.” 66  There were 

also reports of drought and zhŭt in Syr-Daria province. As Kazakhs in Syr-Daria 

flooded regional markets with livestock that they could no longer pasture, the 

prices for animals plummeted, while the price of grain skyrocketed. 67  In the 

northern province of Semipalatinsk, there were widespread instances of starva-

tion and pillaging, as well a “massive” drop in livestock levels due to a zhŭt. 68  

 Though he was aware of the drought and zhŭt, Stalin introduced “temporary 

measures,” articles 107 and 62 of the Soviet legal code, to arrest those deemed to 

be hoarding grain, an approach that would later come to be known as the Ural-

Siberian method. 69  These measures were applied with particular force in Siberia, 

Kazakhstan, and other “grain-surplus” regions in an attempt to resolve the grain 

crisis and funnel grain to cities and work sites. As Moscow began to privilege the 

city over the countryside, the pressure for grain intensified across Kazakhstan. In 

Akmolinsk province, many households saw their taxation rates rise several fold, 

as plenipotentiaries levied taxes without any regard for the means of the house-

hold to pay them. 70  In Dzhetisu province, where districts were already suffering 

from hunger due to drought and zhŭt, the grain procurement plan was raised 

from 200,000 to 300,000 poods, an increase of 50 percent; additional party cadres 

were deployed to strengthen grain procurements in the regions. 71  

 The intense pressure for grain provoked other eruptions of violence. Though 

the confiscation campaign would not officially begin until August 1928, local 

officials in Semipalatinsk province, operating under the orders of the Politburo, 

anticipated its start and began to requisition livestock, grain, and other goods 

from Kazakhs using threats, beatings, and coercion. The choice of Semipalatinsk 

province for a violent assault on Kazakh society was not accidental. Located on 
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the territory of the Middle Horde, Semipalatinsk province was an important 

region for Moscow, both strategically and economically. Under Russian imperial 

rule, Russian and Ukrainian peasants had flooded the province, transforming it 

into a major grain-producing region. The province also shared a long, porous 

border with Xinjiang, the region of China to the east. By the early Soviet period, 

Xinjiang had become an important trading partner, and Moscow introduced 

regular ferry service along the Irtysh River, which connected Semipalatinsk with 

Xinjiang. 72  The province’s major city, also known as Semipalatinsk, played a sig-

nificant role in Kazakh culture. Under Russian imperial rule, it became known as 

a major center of Islamic learning within the Russian empire, one that was rivaled 

in importance only by the cities of Kazan and Orenburg. 73  A number of leading 

Kazakh literary figures, including the poet and philosopher Abay Qŭnanbaev and 

the novelist and playwright Mŭkhtar Äuezov, had studied in the city. 

 By the Soviet period, the region had become known for rebellion, as well as 

outbreaks of lawlessness and disorder. During the Civil War, the province had 

been the primary power base of Alash Orda. In the 1920s, members of various 

guerilla networks, known as  basmachi , set up encampments in Semipalatinsk 

province and other border regions, using their proximity to China to cultivate 

connections with Turkic-speaking groups in Xinjiang. The province also became 

one of the focal points for construction of the Turksib railroad. Thousands of 

unskilled laborers from Russia, many of whom came illegally, moved to the city 

of Semipalatinsk in search of work, and the arrival of this new, rootless popula-

tion sparked tensions with the city’s existing communities. As the region’s eco-

nomic position worsened, violence broke out: in May 1928, thousands of these 

workers gathered in the city square to loot cooperatives and state stores. 74  In 

another incident, Russian laborers engaged in a mass beating of thousands of 

Kazakhs employed as laborers on the Turksib railroad. 75  

 In the spring of 1928, after receiving more than three thousand complaints 

from Kazakhs affected by grain and livestock requisitions, the Politburo initiated 

an investigation into the brutality, which had become known as the Semipalatinsk 

affair. This investigation, which was headed by Aleksei Kiselev, secretary of the 

Central Executive Committee of the RSFSR, found that this “outrage” had spe-

cifically affected the Kazakh aul, not the Russian village. 76  Bureaucrats deployed 

arbitrary methods of levying fines and deciding whose grain and livestock would 

be confiscated: “A plenipotentiary comes to the aul, assembles the village soviet, 

and decides who has what amount of livestock . . . they do not bother to count. 

We received complaints that Kazakhs living two hundred versts away had their 

livestock counted in this manner.” 77  Among the lower levels of the party, there 

was “the impression that one could impose as many fines as one wished and not 

be punished for this.” 78  
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 The population had been “terrorized,” the commission found. Approximately 

423 households with 22,000 head of livestock had fled across the province’s 

borders to China. 79  Overall, the commission estimated that 8,592 households 

in the province had been affected by the violence. 80  The report concluded, “In 

a word, the province, as we observed it over the course of several months, has 

been destroyed from all points of view—economically, politically, all sorts of 

economic relationships between the countryside and the city [ smychka ] have 

been destroyed.” 81 Though Kiselev chastised the republic’s party committee, find-

ing that some of its members had encouraged the early start of the confiscation 

campaign, the primary blame for the affair was placed on the province’s party 

committee, particularly the province’s party secretary Isaak Bekker, who was 

fired from his job. 82  Grievance committees began work to return property and 

livestock to those affected by the violence, but these efforts proceeded haltingly. 83  

 The dynamics of violence in the Semipalatinsk affair eerily foreshadowed 

the official confiscation campaign. In Semipalatinsk province, the regime sent 

out ethnic Kazakh plenipotentiaries into various regions and districts to con-

duct confiscation. There these plenipotentiaries worked in coordination with 

aul soviets, or meetings of party members from a given aul, to determine who 

would be named a bai. These plenipotentiaries were under intense pressure from 

the province’s party committee to collect grain and livestock. Kiselev concluded, 

“Plenipotentiaries in the localities were given directorial mandates, which could 

not help but create the impression among local cadres that confiscation needed 

to take place at all costs and under any conditions.” 84  But while the province’s 

party committee insisted that these plenipotentiaries collect large amounts of 

grain and livestock, the exact instructions for how to conduct confiscation were 

kept vague. A later report on confiscation in the Chingistaiskii district observed: 

“There are no exact figures for the year in which the district underwent confis-

cation. Reports on confiscation were not filed, were not examined because with 

regards to confiscation there were no limits.” 85  

 Thus, in its very design, this campaign in Semipalatinsk, like the coming offi-

cial confiscation campaign, anticipated and implicitly sanctioned “excesses.” It 

also allowed and encouraged Kazakhs themselves to make crucial determinations, 

such as who would be considered a bai and who would not, as well as how much 

property and livestock to confiscate from a given individual. 86  In some cases, this 

meant that plenipotentiaries banded together with the communities whose sup-

plies they were supposed to confiscate against the incursions of the regime. In 

Karkaralinsk region, the region’s party committee reported that both aul Com-

munists and district workers had come under the influence of the Akaev clan, 

which organized efforts to hide livestock. In a telegram to the province’s party 

committee, they wrote, “We ask that the Akaevs be sent out of the boundaries of 
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the region as a socially dangerous element.” 87  Semipalatinsk province officials 

responded by calling the region’s measures “insufficient.” They ordered the cre-

ation of a temporary  piaterka  (a five-person committee) to oversee confiscation, 

with several “strong” party workers from the regional level, and they instructed 

the region’s party committee to redouble its efforts to bring members of the poor, 

preferably of the Akaev clan, into the party. 88  

 In other cases, officials reported that communities eagerly embraced the 

campaign against the bai, as well as the categories provided to them. But while 

party experts had predicted that an attack on the bai would weaken clan ties, the 

campaigns often served to maintain or even strengthen the salience of kinship. 

A plenipotentiary reported on confiscation in Aiaguzsk district, which had two 

rival clans, the Baigubak, controlled by Nurakhmet Maldybaev, the son of an 

influential clan leader Berikbol Maldybaev, and the Barlybai, a clan that, although 

it was more populous than the Baigubak, lacked the resources of the Baigubak. 

Members of the Barlybai clan had voted unanimously for the exile of Maldybaev, 

the plenipotentiary noted. He observed: 

 In this way, the poor are active when they can see a real gain from Soviet 

power. For example, when there is not an influential representative from 

a particular clan among the poor . . . , then these poor expropriate a 

member of that clan. The poor are not only against bais from another 

clan, but they are against bais of their own clan. For example, in a meet-

ing . . . where the population comes from the Barlybai clan, they voted 

for the exile of their bai in the presence of this very bai. 89  

 Though some Kazakhs eagerly adopted the regime’s categories, it was a different 

matter to get them to forge new linkages, such as class bonds with members 

of the poor from different clans. The plenipotentiary continued: “The down side 

of all this activity is that the active poor do not want to get help from the poor of 

another clan. In this instance, clan pride takes first place.” 90  

 The confiscation campaign interacted with and at times strengthened exist-

ing relationships, such as kinship. But it also created new fissures within Kazakh 

society, as when some accused others of violating Kazakh customs, such as  bereke , 

a tradition of harmony in the aul. The plenipotentiary for the Aiaguzsk district 

detailed such a case: 

 The bedniak Khuzani from Malo-Aiaguzskoi aul said that the poor from 

Sredno-Aiagyzskoi aul are already not Muslim or they wouldn’t have 

handed over such a person as Maldybaev. But the Malo-Aiguzskoi aul 

Kazakhs are still Kazakh. They didn’t break the Kazakh bereke and they 

decided not to hand over one bai. Furthermore, the active members of 
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the poor cannot get on with the passive members of the poor and there-

fore, in the meeting, a passive bedniak, falling under the influence of a 

bai, begins to defend one or another bai, but the activist bedniak begins 

to prove that it is absolutely necessary that this or that bai be exiled. A 

debate begins, the debate turns into a fight, and the fight begins to take 

on a clan character. 91  

 As the plenipotentiary’s account reveals, the campaign itself had begun to drive a 

wedge into the heart of Kazakh society, opening up a debate about what it meant 

to be “Muslim” or “Kazakh.” 

 The orders to start the campaign against the bai in Semipalatinsk early came 

directly from the Politburo. As Stalin later noted in sly fashion, “In the Politburo 

we decided to confiscate the bai just a little bit [ malen′ko ] for the sake of the 

bedniak and seredniak herder.” 92  An investigation into the violence was begun 

only once the effects of the campaign, particularly the flight of large numbers of 

people to China and the precipitous drop in the province’s livestock numbers, 

threatened to undermine the regime’s long-term economic interests. 93  Indeed, 

some of the very same tactics that drew the Kiselev committee’s ire during the 

Semipalatinsk affair, such as beatings, coercion, and excessive fines, would be 

redeployed on a far larger scale during the official confiscation campaign later 

that same year. This time, there would be no official investigation from Moscow 

and little promise of restitution to those affected. 94  

 Moscow sought to utilize the Semipalatinsk affair to achieve several goals: to 

collect grain to resolve the grain crisis, to neutralize the resistance of grain grow-

ers, as in other grain-growing regions of the Soviet Union, and to strike a blow 

against those members of the Kazakh intelligentsia who posed a political “threat.” 

Bekker, for instance, corresponded with party secretaries in the regions about the 

progress of efforts to arrest particularly influential individuals. 95  Though mem-

bers of the Kiselev commission protested the “outrages” that had taken place in 

Semipalatinsk, the actual steps that the commission took to address the wrongs 

of the campaign were half-hearted. Bekker, the affair’s “villain,” was fired from his 

posting, but his supposed punishment was light. From 1928 to 1930, he enrolled 

in the Communist Academy in Moscow, where he took courses in Marxism-

Leninism. In 1932, he returned to Kazakhstan, becoming party secretary of 

Karaganda province during the height of the famine. He was then promoted to 

important posts in Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, before he died of an unknown ill-

ness in a Moscow hospital in 1937. 96  

 The Semipalatinsk affair foreshadowed many of the features of the fam-

ine itself. Due to the enormous pressure for grain, local cadres forced Kazakh 

nomads, a population that consumed grain but did not ordinarily grow it, to 
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meet onerous grain requisition requirements. 97  To fulfill these requisitions, 

Kazakhs flooded markets with their livestock. 98  The effects of drought and zhŭt, 

which destroyed much of the province’s feed base, further propelled the sale of 

livestock, as Kazakhs sought to offload animals that they could no longer feed. 

In a feature characteristic of pastoral famines, the terms of trade for livestock 

worsened: grain became very expensive, while animals were relatively cheap. 99  

With the start of the official confiscation campaign later that same year, the crisis 

in Kazakh society would continue to deepen. 

 The Official Confiscation Campaign 
 In the fall of 1928, the official confiscation campaign began. 100  The confiscation 

decree targeted those stock holders from the native population whose “social or 

economic influence hindered the Sovietization of the aul” and who relied on a 

“semifeudal, patriarchal, or clan relationship to perpetuate their rule.” 101  Limited 

areas of the republic were excluded from the confiscation campaign, including 

areas where land reforms were still ongoing (the cotton-raising districts of Kara-

Kalpakia and Syr-Daria province), as well as the remote Adai province due to the 

“specific conditions of its household development.” 102  Characterizing Semipala-

tinsk province as “riddled with bais, who have considerable ties to party workers 

in Kazakhstan and in Moscow,” Goloshchekin successfully argued for the prov-

ince, which was still struggling to recover from the destruction of the Semipala-

tinsk affair, to be included on the official confiscation list. 103  Thus, even as the 

Kiselev commission was investigating how to offer restitution to those affected, 

Moscow was preparing to hit the province with a second devastating blow. 

 The Central Committee in Moscow set the broad outlines of the campaign, 

authorizing an assault on no more than seven hundred of the republic’s most 

“malicious” ( zlostnyi ) bais. 104  The secret police then calculated the number of 

bais that would be “found” in each province. Two different types of bai house-

holds would be pursued during the campaign, “large livestock holders” ( krupnye 

skotovody ) and “semifeudals” ( polufeodaly ), with a target of six hundred house-

holds set for the former category and a target of one hundred households for the 

latter category. 105  The category of “semifeudal” encompassed those individuals 

who had “belonged to previously privileged groups,” such as the descendants 

of sultans and khans (Chinggisids), and former Russian imperial officials. The 

primary criterion for the other category, “large livestock holders,” was “wealth,” as 

measured by the number of livestock a bai household owned. Under a new classi-

fication scheme, which was developed to facilitate and strengthen the party’s hold 

over the steppe, all of the republic’s majority Kazakh districts were categorized 
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as either “nomadic,” “semi-nomadic,” or “settled.” 106  The criteria for determining 

a “large livestock holder” differed by district type, with members of nomadic 

districts allowed to have the most animals before they were categorized as a bai 

household. A household in a sedentary district, for example, could have up to 150 

animals before it was declared a “bai household”; a household in a semi-nomadic 

district 300; and a household in a nomadic district up to 400. 107  

 The process of determining exactly who was a bai involved many different lev-

els of the party-state apparatus and sectors of Kazakh society. Plenipotentiaries 

with the secret police assembled profiles of potential candidates for confiscation, 

listing their activities, affiliations, and economic assets. Using these materials, the 

republic’s party committee compiled a list of individuals who would be targeted. 

This list was forwarded on to provincial party committees, who proposed addi-

tions or subtractions to the list to the republic’s party committee. 108  Once the list 

was drawn up, more than one thousand plenipotentiaries, all of them Kazakhs, 

were sent out into the districts to oversee the confiscation campaign. There they 

worked closely with district-level confiscation committees, as well as committees 

composed of members of the “poor,” to conduct expropriation. Once named as a 

bai, an individual and his family members would be stripped of the vast major-

ity of their livestock and property, with these goods earmarked for distribution 

to members of the poor and collective farms. Seventy-five bais and their family 

members were slated to be exiled outside the republic, while the remaining bais 

and family members would be sent to provinces within Kazakhstan far from their 

place of origin, a strategy that ensured that these families would be cut off from 

the networks of kin members who could assist them. 109  

 Though this classification scheme and chain of command gave the campaign 

an appearance of legality, the bai confiscation campaign, even in its very design, 

invited disagreement, discord, and “excesses.” The republic’s Council of People’s 

Commissars reserved the right to confiscate particular households as “large live-

stock holders” even if they did not meet the threshold for their particular type of 

district. 110  At the district level, plenipotentiaries and committees operated with 

little oversight, and they regularly took property and livestock from households 

that were not on the official confiscation list. 111  Due to the sheer number of state 

and party agencies at every level of the bureaucracy involved in confiscation, 

many of them with differing agendas, disagreements frequently surfaced. It was 

not uncommon for the fate of a particular bai to be the subject of a lengthy tug 

of war among regional, provincial, and republic-level officials. 112  

 The black lists for confiscation changed frequently, as various sectors of 

Kazakh society sought to influence the campaign. 113  After reviewing the list for 

Semipalatinsk province, the chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars, 

Nïghmet Nŭrmaqov, insisted that two more names, Musatai Maldabaev, “known 
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in all quarters,” and Kabdii Beisekeev, “a prominent bai who has a large house-

hold both in the steppe and in the city,” be added. 114  A secret police report sent to 

Goloshchekin noted that a “whole group” of relatives of the “right wing” of the 

party had ended up on the list, including the relations of Ghabbas Toghzhanov, 

who had replaced Säduaqasov as the editor of  Enbekshĭ Qazaq,  and Bekaydar 

Aralbaev, the former secretary of the republic’s Central Executive Committee. 

These party workers were working furiously to halt the exile of their relatives, at 

the same time as the “left” wing of the party, led by Säken Seyfullin, was maneu-

vering to keep these names on the list in order to “pick up the political prestige 

of their opponents.” 115  

 It was also not exactly clear what some of the campaign’s key terms, such 

as “household” ( khoziaistvo ), would mean when applied to Kazakh society. In 

their daily life, pastoral nomads relied on an extended network of relatives, one 

much larger than the nuclear family. Should all these relatives be considered 

part of the same “household”? Such designations were crucial, as the addition 

of several relatives and their livestock to a household could cause that house-

hold to become classified as a “bai household.” In a letter to a party commission, 

Ĭzmŭkhan Kŭramïsov argued that bais utilized the labor and resources of a wide 

range of family members, such as “stepmothers,” “grownup sons,” “stepchildren,” 

“nephews,” “adopted children,” and “stepbrothers.” All these family members, 

he argued, needed to be considered part of the same “household.” 116  Similarly, 

Zhanaydar Säduaqasov, the plenipotentiary for confiscation in Syr-Daria prov-

ince, urged a party commission charged with reviewing petitions from individu-

als who felt that they had been wrongly categorized as a bai to keep in mind that 

“the number of people in a [Kazakh] family exceeds standard norms.” 117  In an 

effort to address the practice of “falsely” putting together people and calling them 

a household, the chairman of the republic’s Council of People’s Commissars, 

Nïghmet Nŭrmaqov, sent around a telegram to provincial committees. He wrote, 

“There have been instances, where due to this approach forty-five to sixty people 

have been combined into one family, even though they have never met in their 

lives.” 118  But despite Nŭrmaqov’s warning, exactly what constituted a “house-

hold” was never clearly defined at either the republic, provincial, or district levels, 

a situation that gave local bureaucrats latitude to implement the campaign in the 

manner that they wished. 

 The question of how to define a household had significant implications not 

only for the individual accused of being a bai but also for the many family mem-

bers who faced impoverishment and exile. In a telegram sent to the provinces, 

Ernazarov, the chairman of the republic’s Central Executive Committee, ruled 

that women who sought a divorce from their bai husbands and the daughters of 

bais who wished to get married would not be exiled. Instead, they might remain 
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where they lived, and these ex-wives would receive a portion of the bai’s prop-

erty. 119 This strategy was designed to tear Kazakh families apart, and indeed many 

families faced heartbreaking choices: in Syr-Daria province, Zhanaydar Sädu-

aqasov found that the phenomenon of “fictive” divorces had taken on a “mass 

character” in Syr-Daria province, as these women (and in many cases the bais 

themselves) sought to find a way to ensure the safety of their family members. 120  

 The confiscation campaign, as well as a military draft of Kazakhs that same 

year, served to reduce the number of men in the aul. Those accused of being 

bais were almost exclusively men, and in the absence of their husbands (or 

ex-husbands, as the case may be), many women assumed a leading role in efforts to 

defend bais. 121  Shayakhmetov, the famine survivor, remembers how the court-

rooms were filled exclusively with female defendants, including his mother, who 

had been summoned to court to respond to charges that her husband was a bai. 

His mother, like the other defendants, was sentenced to two years’ house arrest, 

with little semblance of a trial. 122  With many of the adult men in Kazakh society 

under arrest or in exile, women were also often the only people left to chronicle 

the sheer terror of life in the republic during the fall of 1928. In a petition sent 

to Moscow, Zeineb Mametova sought the release of her husband, a former Alash 

Orda member, Soviet official, and school classmate of Oraz Zhandosov. She also 

described the violent expropriation of another man, Sadyk Zherdektabkanov, 

who lived in the same district. “The members of the committee undressed him 

until he was nearly naked,” she wrote. “They bound up his mouth and pressed 

a revolver to his chest, demanding that he tell them where he had livestock and 

whether it had been hidden willingly and so on.” When it was clear that Zher-

dektabkanov had no more livestock than what had already been confiscated from 

him, she continued, they beat his naked back with a whip and he began to bleed. 

His pregnant wife, arriving on the scene and seeing the pools of blood, died of a 

heart attack. 123  

 The archives are full of letters of protest to Stalin, members of the Central 

Executive Committee of the RSFSR, or republic-level officials from those indi-

viduals arrested as bais and their relatives. Though it is unclear if any of these 

protests were ever successful, these letters illustrate how Kazakhs had begun to 

use the categories that the regime had provided. 124  In her petition, Mametova 

is careful to highlight her husband’s lower-class origins, proclaiming him to be 

the son of an “ordinary Kazakh-bedniak.” She also noted her husband’s ancestry, 

in an attempt to illustrate that her husband was not from a powerful clan: “My 

husband comes from an impoverished clan, ‘Shue,’ from the tribe ‘Naiman.’” 125  In 

another case, an individual in Semipalatinsk province detailed his Tatar ancestry 

in an unsuccessful attempt to prove that he was not Kazakh and thus should 

not be subject to confiscation. 126  Turaghul Ibragimov, the son of the well-known 
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Kazakh writer Abay Qŭnanbaev, went to elaborate lengths to downplay his fam-

ily’s noble origins. Though Abay Qŭnanbaev was the son of a sultan, Qŭnanbai, 

Ibragimov argued that a sultan was simply an “ordinary official.” The confisca-

tion decree, he contended, applied only to the “descendants of khans” and “aga-

sultans,” a group he claimed functioned as the khan’s officials. 127  

 These letters also testify to the extreme hardship that these individuals and 

their families faced in exile: elderly relatives of those named as bais, including 

eighty-five-year-old grandparents, faced deportation. 128  In a petition, Ibragim 

Mamanov wrote that he and his family had no livestock or farm equipment in 

their place of exile. No one would employ them because they were known as 

“deportees.” He predicted, “Here we, with our small children, are practically 

doomed to a hungry death.” 129 Ibragimov detailed similar destitution, noting that 

he had been sent nearly six thousand kilometers from his home, Semipalatinsk 

province, to Syr-Daria province. In Syr-Daria, he had no means to support him-

self or his family. Ibragimov’s case was never reviewed, and in 1934, he died in 

Chimkent, his place of exile. 130  

 Party documents from the period detail a way of life that was unraveling 

as activists plundered families. In a series of telegrams, Nŭrmaqov and Ernaz-

arov noted many instances where “everyday household items,” such as “carpets,” 

“dresses,” and “linens,” had been confiscated. 131  In an indication of the cam-

paign’s effect on members of the Kazakh hereditary elite, officials ruled that 

items such as “ancient Arabic or Persian manuscripts,” “clan charts,” and “gold 

and silver dishes,” should be confiscated and given to the republic’s Central State 

Museum. 132  Though much of the expropriated livestock was designated for col-

lective farms, many activists simply appropriated the best animals for themselves. 

In other cases, Shayakhmetov recalled, activists rounded up livestock and herded 

them into pens. They were left there, largely forgotten, without any shelter or 

food. As winter began, these animals, the very basis of Kazakhs’ way of existence 

as nomads, began to perish in massive numbers, and officials conscripted locals 

to bury the rotting carcasses before epidemics broke out. 133  

 Seeking a way to evade confiscation, some Kazakhs fought back. They redis-

tributed their livestock among their relatives or sold or slaughtered their animals. 

In some cases, the relatives or supporters of those who were confiscated exacted 

revenge, and those activists who had “discovered” bais paid for this action with 

their lives. 134  But the most common response to confiscation was flight, a strategy 

that pastoral nomads often used in case of unfavorable political or environmen-

tal conditions. Kazakhs fled to Kirgizia, Siberia, or across the border to China. 135  

Moscow had set up a new system of internal borders in the republic in late 1927, 

creating village soviets, districts, and provinces ( okrugi ). But the regime had little 

ability to enforce these borders, and Kazakhs regularly fled from one province 
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to another to evade confiscation. 136  Even after their arrest, many of those named 

as bais took flight, disappearing into the sands around Lake Balkhash as officials 

attempted to escort them through the steppe to their place of exile. 137  

 In a letter to the Central Committee on conclusion of the confiscation cam-

paign, Goloshchekin argued that the “seredniak has become the central figure 

in the aul.” 138  The party heralded the confiscation campaign as a fundamental 

moment in the shaping of the Kazakh bureaucracy: “The weight of the work for 

confiscation fell primarily on the shoulders of the Kazakh part of the organiza-

tion. Plenipotentiaries [and] commission agitators were recruited wholly from 

Kazakh Communists.” 139  Goloshchekin, however, acknowledged that there were 

shortcomings to the campaign, particularly the failure to reach the confiscation 

targets for livestock: “The object of confiscation—livestock—is easy to move 

around, easily dispersed, and easily sold in bazaars and markets.” 140  He detailed 

that the party had confiscated 144,474 head of livestock, fulfilling the plan of 

225,972 animals by only 64 percent. 141  

 Party documents offer some insight into the types of people who were 

arrested as bais. Of the 696 bais who were expropriated, 73 percent were clas-

sified as “semi-nomadic,” while roughly 18 percent were “settled” and 8 percent 

“nomadic.” 142  Of the twelve provinces that underwent confiscation, the largest 

number of bais were uncovered in Syr-Daria province (106), followed by Alma-

Ata province (82) and Ural′sk province (66). 143  According to official statistics, 

the bais that were arrested fell into the following categories: Russian imperial 

officials and the descendants of khans (245), aqsaqals and biys (76), mullahs and 

religious officials (8), and former Alash Orda members and functionaries (44). 

The remaining bais (323) were classified as “large stock holders,” who were “anti-

Soviet elements in the aul.” 144  

 These statistics illustrate how the composition of Kazakh society began to 

change in the aftermath of the confiscation campaign. Though Alash Orda had 

drawn support from a number of Kazakh tribes, its position was the strongest 

among educated Kazakhs from the Arghïn tribe of the Middle Horde. 145  The 

attack on Alash Orda therefore dramatically reduced the number of Arghïns in 

the upper levels of the party. Most of the individuals in the category of “Russian 

imperial officials and the descendants of khans” likely belonged to the hereditary 

white bone elite, and the campaign struck a particularly devastating blow against 

this sector of Kazakh society. By contrast, very few people from the religious elite, 

only eight, appear to have been arrested in the course of this particular cam-

paign. The single largest category was that of “large stock holder bai.” That fact, 

as well as the sheer number of livestock confiscated (given as 144,474), hint at the 

broader repercussions of the campaign on Kazakhs’ pastoral nomadic way of life. 

Given the number of bais identified during the confiscation campaign (696), the 
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total number of those deported (which included bais and other members of their 

“household”) may have exceeded 10,000. 

 But it is important to note that several people who belonged to the groups 

that the regime claimed to target were not arrested. Sanzhar Asfendiarov, a töre, 

continued in his work as the rector of Kazakh State University (KazGU) and 

the Kazakh Pedagogical Institute. 146  Mŭkhtar Äuezov, who would become Soviet 

Kazakhstan’s most famous writer, was not imprisoned until 1930, despite the fact 

that he had been a participant in the Alash movement and was, by many accounts, 

a qozha. 147  In a letter to Goloshchekin written after Äuezov’s arrest in 1930, secret 

police officials argued that Äuezov, who had once “clearly expressed bourgeois-

nationalist positions,” had begun to abandon them. Based on this shift, as well as 

the “lack of Kazakh literary cadres,” Äuezov, they contended, should be released 

from prison and permitted to study at the V. I. Lenin Central Asian State Univer-

sity (SAGU) in Tashkent. 148  By 1932, Äuezov was released, and he would embark 

on a distinguished literary career. 149  

 In other cases, those who carried out the campaign were themselves members 

of the groups that the campaign claimed to target. Though Kärĭm Toqtabaev 

had been a part of the leadership committee for Alash Orda in Turgai province, 

he became a member of the kraikom commission for bai confiscation, which 

oversaw the parameters of the campaign and mediated disputes over the fate of 

particular individuals. He also served as the kraikom plenipotentiary for confis-

cation in Semipalatinsk province, where the party’s major assault on Alash Orda 

took place. According to secret police reports, as a plenipotentiary in Semipala-

tinsk, Toqtabaev played a role in shielding a particular clan, the Tabuktinsy, from 

confiscation. 150 In subsequent years, Toqtabaev continued to serve in crucial roles 

in the republic’s bureaucracy: From 1929 to 1931, he was the republic’s com-

missar for agriculture and, from 1931 to 1933, he was the republic’s representa-

tive before the All-Union Central Executive Committee in Moscow. In the fall 

of 1933, he was arrested, and he died in exile in the city of Voronezh in 1936. 151  

As the cases of Toqtabaev, Äuezov, and Asfendiarov illustrate, the category of a 

bai might be broadened to suit the regime’s needs, but it also could be narrowed 

when politically necessary. 152  
   

In his influential book,  Seeing Like a State, the scholar James C. Scott examined the 

failures of several state-sponsored social engineering projects, including collec-

tivization in the RSFSR. His work emphasized that local, practical skills, or  savoir 

faire , could serve as a corrective to the failures of authoritarian state planning, 

what he calls “high modernism.” 153  But the case of Kazakhstan’s Little October 

would seem at odds with Scott’s conclusions about authoritarian state planning. 

In its very design, this state-sponsored social engineering project invited and 
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encouraged local involvement, instead of excluding it. The Central Committee 

and the secret police set the broad outlines of the program (the overall num-

ber of bai households to confiscate and their distribution in each province), but 

Kazakhs themselves were entrusted with carrying out its crucial features. As this 

chapter has shown, Kazakhs’ involvement ultimately shaped both the character of 

the campaign (who was ultimately targeted and who was not) and the scale of the 

violence. In this case local knowhow did not serve as a corrective to the failures of 

authoritarian state planning. Rather, it made it worse, and the confiscation cam-

paign began to unravel Kazakh society from within. 

 For Moscow, many elements of the Little October were a success. The cam-

paign achieved a partial social revolution in Kazakh society, neutralizing the 

resistance of “enemies” such as Alash Orda and members of the white-bone aris-

tocracy, such as khans, sultans and töre. The ranks of the Soviet bureaucracy 

began to fill with black-bone commoners, a marked shift from Russian impe-

rial rule, when Kazakh interlocutors with the Russian imperial state generally 

belonged to the white-bone strata. The participation of Kazakh plenipotentia-

ries in the confiscation campaign gave them a role and a stake in the regime’s 

programs. Through the confiscation campaign, Moscow began the first steps to 

assemble the local-level party and state bureaucracy that would be needed to 

carry out collectivization. 

 But there were several unanticipated consequences of the bai confiscation 

campaign that would foreshadow some of the problems of collectivization itself. 

In many areas of the republic, there was almost no local-level bureaucracy, and 

Alma-Ata struggled to direct the campaign or even obtain accurate informa-

tion about the course of events. To evade confiscation, large numbers of Kazakhs 

entered into flight. Rather than serving as the first step in sedentarizing Kazakh 

society, the confiscation campaign actually served to increase, rather than 

decrease, population movement throughout the republic. Due to the disruption 

of the campaign, livestock levels began to plummet, beginning a decline that 

would only accelerate during the collectivization campaign that would begin in 

the winter of 1929–30. 
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 In late 1929, the Central Committee authorized the launch of a pivotal element 

of the First Five-Year Plan, forced collectivization. In 1927–28, a severe short-

age of grain on state markets had highlighted long-standing tensions within 

the regime’s economic policy, the New Economic Policy (NEP), which relied on 

individual peasants to market their grain to the state. By the close of 1929, a 

confluence of other factors, including economic choices, international develop-

ments, domestic politics, and ideological considerations, had finally tipped the 

scales in favor of forced collectivization. 1  Stalin abandoned NEP and introduced 

the First Five-Year Plan, a far-reaching program to transform the Soviet state. 

Industry would be built on the back of agriculture. Through collectivization, the 

Soviet state sought to assume control of the food supply and boost its produc-

tion: grain would be sold abroad for hard currency, which would finance the 

massive industrial projects considered to be a hallmark of socialism. Both meat 

and grain would be funneled from the countryside to feed the growing ranks of 

hungry urban workers. 

 The transformation proposed for Kazakhstan was to be one of the most dra-

matic: the settlement of the Kazakhs, the Soviet Union’s largest group of pasto-

ral nomads and the republic’s titular nationality. Continuing and accelerating the 

assault on nomadic life begun with the campaign against Kazakh elites in 1928, 

Moscow proposed to settle and collectivize Kazakh nomads simultaneously, what 

the republic’s party committee referred as “sedentarization on the basis of full 

collectivization” ( osedanie na baze sploshnoi kollektivizatsii ). 2  Kazakhstan was to 
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become a “pioneer,” the first area of the Soviet Union with a large nomadic popula-

tion to undergo widespread sedentarization. 3  Nomadic settlement, it was believed, 

would “free up” additional lands for grain cultivation, enabling a dramatic expan-

sion of the republic’s sown field area, and Moscow began to send thousands of 

additional agricultural settlers to the republic. 4  Paralleling a global shift toward 

producing meat for the “market,” Moscow proposed to “collectivize” (i.e., con-

fiscate) Kazakhs’ animal herds and shunt them into immense state farms, which 

would cover a total area of more than forty-five million hectares. 5  Giant combines 

located near Kazakh railheads would process the livestock that these state farms 

produced, enabling goods such as meat, hides, wool, and dairy products to shipped 

easily by rail to other parts of the Soviet Union. 6  Kazakhstan, party experts main-

tained, would become a meat-packing center to rival Chicago. 

 Officials argued that the settlement of the Kazakhs would have immense eco-

nomic benefits. Grigorii Grin′ko, the deputy people’s commissar for agriculture, 

claimed, “The transition of the Kazakh population to a settled way of life will 

automatically free up large land surpluses [ izlishki ], which could be used par-

tially for resettlement [ pereselenie ] but mainly for state farm [ sovkhoz ] construc-

tion.” 7  The republic’s party committee predicted that the republic’s sown field 

area would jump from four million to sixteen million hectares over the course of 

the First Five-Year Plan. 8  The language of Soviet nationality policy, which sought 

to consolidate groups such as the Kazakhs into modern, socialist “nations,” 

served to further legitimize and reinforce the importance of this economic shift. 

Ĭzmŭkhan Kŭramïsov, a Kazakh who served as Goloshchekin’s deputy, argued 

that the settlement of the Kazakhs—what he euphemistically referred to as “the 

reconstruction of the Kazakh aul”—was not in opposition to the republic’s eco-

nomic development. Rather, he urged party members to remember that “one 

flows from the other.” 9  

 But as the First Five-Year Plan began, the orderly, enlightened sedentarization 

promised under the auspices of the republic’s newly formed Committee for the 

Sedentarization of the Nomadic and Semi-Nomadic Kazakh Population (Osed-

kom) quickly foundered. Instead, Moscow pursued Kazakhs’ impoverishment, 

the loss of their animal herds and status as nomads, and their incorporation into 

the state. Activists began to collectivize nomadic regions, levying dizzying grain 

and meat procurements on these areas. At the same time, the republic’s party 

committee began to pursue denomadization through other routes, criminalizing 

a range of practices essential to the maintenance of nomadic life, such as Kazakhs’ 

slaughter of animals during the wintertime or their ability to migrate across bor-

ders to seasonal pastures. 

 In the winter of 1931–32, areas of the Soviet Union with large peasant 

populations, most notably Ukraine and the Volga, Don, and Kuban regions, 
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experienced terrifying famines due to collectivization. But in Kazakhstan, fam-

ine assumed a different pattern, striking several parts of the republic by the sum-

mer of 1930. This chapter traces the steps that provoked the outbreak of famine 

and then its escalation into a regional crisis by the end of 1931. As this chapter 

shows, there was not one single cause of the outbreak of famine in Kazakhstan. 

Though collectivization was the most important factor, this assault hit a soci-

ety weakened, first, by massive peasant settlement of the Kazakh steppe under 

Russian imperial rule and, second, by the seizure of livestock from rural elites 

during the 1928 confiscation campaign. In the summer of 1931, a drought in the 

steppe worsened the disastrous effects of collectivization, deepening Kazakhs’ 

descent into hunger. 

 There is no evidence to indicate that Stalin sought to deliberately starve the 

Kazakhs. But in Kazakhstan, as elsewhere, Stalin anticipated that some loss of life 

during collectivization would further the regime’s larger political and economic 

goals. Disregarding the history of the Russian empire’s troubled efforts to make 

the steppe into an agrarian region, as well as the repeated warnings of experts 

about the risks of agriculture in the drought-prone environment, the Central 

Committee pushed forward with nomadic settlement in the hopes of achieving 

fantastical grain yields. As disaster began, the production of grain, not the pres-

ervation of the republic’s livestock herds, became the clear priority, and Central 

Committee members accepted the idea that Kazakhs might suffer the most from 

this choice. The Central Committee received news of Kazakh suffering at several 

key points throughout 1930 and 1931, but several factors, including the stereo-

type that Kazakhs, as nomads, had an abundance of livestock, meant that the 

pressure on the republic for grain and meat remained largely unabated through-

out 1930 and 1931. In an act of extreme cruelty, Moscow began to send additional 

groups, including “special settlers” (internally exiled peasants) and Gulag prison-

ers, into the republic as famine broke out. Kazakhs were expelled from their land 

to make room for these new arrivals, and the presence of these additional groups 

increased the overall pressure on the republic’s food supply. 

 Though Moscow anticipated that nomadic settlement would provoke hunger, 

the regime did not foresee the sweeping scope of the crisis. The Central Com-

mittee launched the project of collectivization in the republic with a bureau-

cracy insufficiently developed to supervise the process. Rather than serving to 

consolidate the party’s hold over the steppe, collectivization exposed and, in 

some cases, exacerbated the fragility of the party’s hold over parts of the steppe. 10  

Though bent on eradicating nomads’ practice of long-distance animal herding, 

Moscow struggled to develop a system of animal husbandry that could take pas-

toral nomadism’s place, and massive herd losses, which imperiled the republic’s 

status as the Soviet Union’s major livestock base, quickly mounted throughout 
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1930 and 1931. By the winter of 1931–32, with their livestock numbers in ruins, 

Kazakh nomads entered into desperate flight, and the famine began a new phase, 

as Moscow sought to halt the exodus of the republic’s population. 

 The Outlines of the Campaign 
 Kazakhstan’s status as a mixed economic zone, a region where both peasants and 

pastoral nomads lived, was reflected in its position in the Soviet Union’s overall 

collectivization drive. A large section of the republic, primarily northern grain-

growing areas that had significant populations of Russian and Ukrainian peas-

ants, was part of the first group of regions in the Soviet Union to undergo “full,” 

or complete, collectivization. 11  This initial group, the Soviet Union’s declared 

“grain-surplus” regions, was slated to complete collectivization by the spring 

of 1931. 12  The remainder of the republic, which included most of its nomadic 

regions, was scheduled to be collectivized at a slower pace, and this area would 

complete the transition to collective farming only at the end of 1933. 

 Officially, the project of sedentarization, like collectivization, was to unfold 

in stages. The first Kazakh nomads to be settled would be those who lived in 

the “grain-surplus” regions at the forefront of the republic’s collectivization 

drive. In 1930, 84,340 households in these areas, approximately 20 percent of the 

republic’s nomadic population, were scheduled to be settled and collectivized. 13  

Following the principle of “sedentarization on the basis of full collectivization,” 

Kazakh nomads in other regions of the republic would be sedentarized as the col-

lectivization drive advanced in subsequent years. 14  Once settled, Kazakhs would 

be employed on collective farms or redistributed to work on various industrial 

projects. 

 But these elaborate plans for the republic’s transformation were hastily devel-

oped. Under pressure from Moscow to proceed quickly with collectivization, 

the republic’s party committee placed certain districts in the first wave of col-

lectivization despite the fact that members of this committee openly admitted 

that they knew nothing about the conditions for agriculture in these districts. 

Only  after  the completion of the first collectivization drive did Oraz Isaev, the 

chairman of the republic’s Council of People’s Commissars, raise the question 

of studying the environmental profile of the republic’s constituent districts. 15  

Similarly, though there was a general sense that grain, alongside with meat and 

dairy products, constituted an important part of many Kazakh herders’ diets, 

there was no concerted effort to understand this shift or to ensure that it was 

reflected in state planning for the First Five-Year Plan. 16  In 1928, an official in 

Petropavlovsk okrug had sounded an alarm. He wrote that the republic’s state 
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statistical commission was underestimating the amount of grain that Kazakhs 

now consumed: 

 To say the least, we have gone blindfolded past the socioeconomic 

processes that have taken place in the aul in recent years. Out of seven 

Kazakh districts in Petropavlovsk okrug, there are no longer any purely 

nomadic districts; only one district remains semi-nomadic. From this 

we can determine that the [grain consumption] norms for the Kazakh 

population should, on an annual basis, begin to coincide more closely 

with that of the settled population. 17  

 But there is no evidence to indicate that this official’s calls for change were ever 

heeded. Under pressure from the Central Committee to move forward quickly, 

the republic plunged headlong into collectivization. 

 Finally, the Central Committee itself received yet another warning about the 

risks of developing the republic’s drought-prone environment just before col-

lectivization began. In 1928, Moisei Frumkin, then the deputy director of the 

Soviet Union’s Commissariat of Finance (Narkomfin SSSR), alerted the Central 

Committee to the dangers of constructing state farms in areas such as Kazakhstan 

that had variable rainfall patterns and periodic hot, dry winds: “The production 

of grain in these conditions can give excellent results, but in individual years one 

should expect the ruin of a significant portion of the harvest.” 18  But the Central 

Committee paid no heed to Frumkin’s prediction, accepting that the rewards of 

a few years of good harvests in these lands were worth the risk of a disastrous 

year. When drought struck, as it did in the summer of 1931, Kazakhs would have 

to make up the grain shortfall, a development that would accelerate their descent 

into hunger. 

 The First Collectivization Drive 
 In theory, the massive collectivization drive launched in Kazakhstan in the winter 

of 1929–30 would draw and build on the republic’s limited network of existing 

collective farms while dramatically intensifying the battle to “liquidate” the bai 

and the kulak. Prior to the 1929–30 drive, the most common type of collective 

farm in the republic was a TOZ (Association for the Joint Cultivation of the 

Land). In a TOZ, the simplest type of collective farm, members carried out agri-

cultural labor jointly, while retaining the ownership of farm animals and most 

tools. But many of these “collective farms” existed only on paper, and previous 

efforts at collectivization had proceeded almost exclusively among the Slavic 

peasantry rather than among the republic’s Kazakh population. 19  
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 In some respects, the 1929–30 collectivization campaign in Kazakhstan fol-

lowed the pattern of collectivization common to most of European Russia, as 

massive numbers of peasants, often far above the targets set, were violently forced 

into collective farms in the winter of 1929, only to rapidly exit them by the spring 

of 1930. As elsewhere in the Soviet Union, activists in Kazakhstan had been given 

almost no instructions on how collectivization should proceed, and work pro-

ceeded chaotically. Some peasants were thrust into massive, unsustainable col-

lective farms ( kolkhoz-gigant ), while others found themselves in an  artel , a type 

of collective farm where work animals and tools were confiscated and owned 

“collectively.” 20  Some twenty thousand kulak households in regions of full col-

lectivization were targeted for deportation to remote regions of the republic. 21  By 

March 7, 1930, officials with RSFSR Narkomzem claimed that 40 percent of all 

households in Kazakhstan had been collectivized, a dramatic overfulfillment of 

plans for collectivization in the republic by more than 150 percent. 22  

 Meanwhile, the project of sedentarization, which the republic’s party com-

mittee heralded as the “main project of socialist construction in Kazakhstan,” 

quickly foundered. 23 The major committee entrusted with carrying out the work, 

Osedkom, which had been created in January 1930, had a complicated structure: 

It coordinated the work of a dizzying array of republic-level state agencies, from 

the People’s Commissariat of Agriculture to the People’s Commissariat of Health 

to the People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment, which were to carry out the 

elements of a planned sedentarization, including identifying suitable land and 

building roads, wells, housing, schools, and hospitals for newly settled groups. 

Though officials had estimated that this work would cost a princely sum—more 

than 318 million rubles—organizers allotted less than 12 million rubles in state 

budget funds to the project of sedentarization. Instead, they declared that sed-

entarization would be financed largely through the resources of the population 

itself ( sredstva naseleniia ), a particularly ironic turn of events given that many 

party experts had emphasized the poverty and indigence of nomadic life as a 

reason for settlement. 24  

 Without financial or organizational muscle, the project of planned sedenta-

rization languished. As of May 1931, Osedkom still did not have any data on the 

progress of sedentarization from thirty out of the sixty-five districts where it 

was supposed to take place. Nïghmet Sïrghabekov, the vice chairman of Osed-

kom, concluded, “Partial investigations have shown that almost no work goes on 

there.” 25  In Gur′ev district, the district sedentarization committee failed to com-

plete any work in 1930. When work was finally begun in April 1931, most of the 

nomads slated to be sedentarized had fled, and out of five hundred households 

only sixty-nine could be found to be settled. 26 In a 1931 letter to Isaev, Sïrghabekov 

complained bitterly about the lack of progress. “Questions of sedentarization are 
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not given serious attention,” he wrote. “Not one of these organizations actually 

knows how work for sedentarization in the regions is going.” 27  

 When efforts at nomadic settlement began, they quickly exposed the chal-

lenges of extending the agrarian frontier into remote regions of the republic. 

Previously, many nomads had drunk from streams or wells as they migrated. 

But settled life demanded that a supply of fresh water be located nearby. To settle 

the Kazakh nomads, Moscow needed to construct a vast network of wells in 

the republic’s arid regions. Yet irrigation projects were woefully underfinanced: 

Kärĭm Toqtabaev, the head of the republic’s Commissariat of Agriculture, esti-

mated that it would cost 4.48 million rubles just to construct the wells needed 

to supply newly settled groups, while the all-Union Narkomzem had allocated 

only 1.17 million rubles for irrigation projects in Kazakhstan in 1931 more gen-

erally. 28  In other cases, district sedentarization committees, under pressure from 

Alma-Ata to move forward quickly, did not even survey the lands that they had 

designated as settlement points, a practice that Sïrghabekov lambasted as “the 

‘drafting’ of socialist ‘cities’ in the sand.” 29  Frequently, Kazakhs found that their 

new homes were located in swamps, in ravines, or on solonchak soils unsuitable 

for cultivation. 

The meager financing allotted to the project of sedentarization and Osedkom’s 

complicated structure encouraged interinstitutional spats. In the republic’s news-

papers, authors denounced various commissariats for their self-interested behav-

ior ( vedomstvennost′) and failure to move forward with the project of settlement. 30  

Officials with Osedkom critiqued commissariats for understanding nomadic set-

tlement only in its most “simplified form,” as the construction of a home or the 

apportionment of land: “as a result they don’t understand the stakes in order of 

priority, that sedentarization is a complex of socioeconomic events for the fun-

damental reconstruction of nomadic households.” 31  Furthermore, Osedkom offi-

cials found, no one seemed to understand what they should do with these house-

holds once they were settled: “Not one commissariat, krai, or provincial organiza-

tion has a clear impression of what they will do in connection with the transfer to 

settled life of nearly ninety thousand Kazakh households.” 32  

 But while Osedkom was struggling to begin work, a different type of seden-

tarization was taking place, the rapid collectivization of nomadic regions and 

the plundering of nomads’ animal herds. Despite the directive to collectivize in 

stages, many of the republic’s nomadic regions were collectivized just as quickly 

as settled areas. Though this was not the planned sedentarization that that the 

party had touted, it served the same purposes: the creation of “surplus” land and 

the funneling of resources, such as labor and animals, to the state. The slogan, 

“sedentarization on the basis of full collectivization,” which emphasized speed at 

all costs, underpinned and legitimized this assault on nomadic life. In Chelkarsk 
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district, a majority Kazakh region that did not have a single collective farm as of 

February 1930, the provincial party committee decided to collectivize 55 percent 

of the district and create seven large state farms. An official in Chelkarsk detailed 

a chaotic scene, as nomads’ animal herds were rounded up: 

 It should be noted that on the question of collectivization in nomadic 

regions workers do not have any instructions. District and even provin-

cial workers do not know how to approach collectivization in livestock-

raising districts on a practical level. The plenipotentiaries working in 

the auls, who, by the way, are very poorly instructed, know only that 

everything needs to be collectivized, that they should collect the live-

stock, but as to what else to do—no one can answer this question.” 33  

 In Syr-Daria province, the orders given to district activists were so staggering—

the creation of four state farms with eighty thousand head of sheep each in Sary-

Suisk district and four state farms with a hundred thousand head of sheep each 

in Talass district—that a later investigation led by the secretary of the republic’s 

Central Executive Committee Abdolla Asïlbekov found that “these plans, these 

numbers, were constructed without any consideration of whether they could be 

fulfilled.” Noting the total absence of any housing for the collective farm mem-

bers or any shelter for the sheep, Asïlbekov remarked dryly, “It is difficult even to 

say that these numbers were taken from the air [ vziaty s potolka ], because when 

you take numbers from the air you at least think about it and wonder whether 

the numbers fit.” 34  

 In Ukraine, the RSFSR, and other grain-growing regions, experienced party 

members and workers from Moscow and other industrial centers, known as 

25,000ers ( dvadtsatipiatitysiachniki ) after a Central Committee decree calling 

for twenty-five thousand workers to be sent out to supervise collectivization, 

assumed a leading role in the process, working to train local cadres. 35  Kazakhstan 

received twelve hundred of these urban activists, but few, if any of them, appear 

to have conducted collectivization in the republic’s nomadic regions. 36  Instead, 

collectivization in nomadic districts was overseen by plenipotentiaries selected 

by provincial party committees. In his investigation, Asïlbekov signaled out 

Comrade Safonov, a plenipotentiary sent to organize collectivization in Talass 

district, as a fairly typical example of this group. He was “a poor Kazakh [ batrak ], 

who had only just been promoted prior to his departure for Talass; he was semi-

literate and on his arrival in the district he warned that he was a new recruit [ vyd-

vizhenets ] who understood very little about the question of collectivization.” 37  

 Service as a plenipotentiary became a path to advancement for many young, 

upwardly mobile Kazakhs of modest means. One of the most famous Kazakhs 

to serve as a plenipotentiary was Shapïq Shokin, who later became president 
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of Kazakhstan’s Academy of Sciences. During much of his childhood, Shokin’s 

family lived in poverty, surviving off the income from just one dairy cow. His 

father died from pneumonia when Shokin was just six years old. 38  In 1930, when 

Shokin was still a teenager, a provincial party committee selected him to become 

a plenipotentiary in the confiscation campaign that accompanied collectiviza-

tion. Shokin recalled, “Like many others, I reacted with delight to ‘the sign of the 

party’s trust,’ when I was chosen for the brigade of plenipotentiaries.” 39  Shokin 

was assigned to conduct confiscation in Chubartausk district, an area far from 

his birthplace of Baianaul′sk district. This disorientation was purposeful, Shokin 

remembers: “They sent us that far away, apparently, because in these places, 

which were unknown to many of us, we did not have relatives, friends, or even 

acquaintances.” 40  Shokin’s service as a plenipotentiary earned him high praise 

from his superiors: he was offered a post as the party secretary of Chubartausk 

district but declined it, enrolling instead in the V. I. Lenin Central Asian State 

University in Tashkent, Uzbekistan. 41  

 Plenipotentiaries and other local officials were encouraged to conduct col-

lectivization as rapidly as possible, a strategy that encouraged lawlessness and 

excesses. Ghalym Akhmedov, a famine survivor, recalled that the behavior of 

many activists ( belsendĭler ) followed the principle of a Kazakh proverb, “If 

you give someone your hair to cut, then they will take off your head instead” 

( shash alsa dese, bas aladï ). Activists overfulfilled procurement plans, whip-

ping and beating populations into submission. 42  In Aksuisk district, a pro-

vincial official found, local cadres ruled arbitrarily. “[They] chatter, they ride 

around from aul to aul, it seems to me, occupied mostly with shady deal-

ings (they steal meat, help others slaughter livestock).” The situation with the 

district’s activists was not better: “In their words, they are for the kolkhoz, 

but in their deeds they corrupt it. None of these 150 activists carry out any 

work.” 43  In Karkaralinsk district, an official with a state inspectorate commis-

sion observed, “On entering the kolkhoz, an ordinary collective farm member 

gives over everything, and he is only left the right to work steadily and starve.” 

The activists in the collective farm distributed livestock and grain without 

any supervision, and they might beat or shoot a collective farm member sim-

ply “because they didn’t like the looks of him.” In one aul, kolkhoz activists 

threw dozens of people out of the collective farm. Half-dressed (the activists 

had taken their shoes) and left without shelter in the middle of winter, those 

expelled from the farm lost their toes due to frostbite. 44  The trauma of collec-

tivization was particularly hard on elderly Kazakhs. Mukhamet Shayakhme-

tov, a famine survivor, remembered that activists lifted his sick grandmother 

out of bed, seizing her mattress, bed coverings and shawl. Two days later, she 

died from the shock. 45  
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 Very often, plenipotentiaries found that there was no party bureaucracy in 

the nomadic regions that they had been instructed to collectivize. The problem 

was particularly acute at the aul level, and some plenipotentiaries improvised, 

making the bureaucracy up themselves: “In the worst case, [the plenipotentiary] 

himself gathers together several people, calls them “activists’ and during the 

meeting these activists put together a plan of action.” 46  In other cases, an aul 

bureaucracy existed, but it bore little resemblance to a “workers’ state.” Speaking 

of the fifteenth aul in Iliisk district, the chairman of the republic’s Central Execu-

tive Committee E. Ernazarov found that the wife of a mullah had been brought 

into the party and made chairman of the collective farm. The chairman of the 

aul soviet operated on the basis of “arbitrary administrative rule,” bringing to 

justice anyone who dared file complaints about his leadership. “The party cells 

exist officially,” Ernazarov concluded, “but for all practical purposes they don’t 

carry out any work.” 47   

 When new Kazakh collective farms were formed, some looked quite different 

from what Moscow might have envisaged. Officials had urged the creation of 

“international,” or multiethnic, collective farms, arguing that new settlers from 

  FIGURE 4.1 . Threshing on a Kazakh collective farm, Pavlodar province, 1930s. 
Republic of Kazakhstan Central State Archive of Film, Photo, and Audio Docu-
ments, Image #5-3660. 
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European Russia could help Kazakhs adapt to settled life and Kazakhs could teach 

settlers the local language and customs. They had also pushed for the creation 

of collective farms composed of several different clans, claiming that this would 

reduce the salience of kinship to Kazakh life. 48  But activists ignored these direc-

tives. In some cases, farms were formed according to clan ties, irrespective of 

whether that clan was the only one in the district or not. 49  In these so-called “clan 

collective farms” ( rodovye kolkhozy ), collective farm members appropriated state 

resources, including machinery and other agricultural equipment, rather than 

using them to produce grain and other goods to return to the state. 50 In this sense, 

some Kazakh collective farms served to maintain some of the very features of 

Kazakh culture that Moscow sought to eliminate. 51  

 The party had touted the collective farm as a site for communal work and 

socialization, but many Kazakh collective farms challenged the understanding of 

what a collective farm was supposed to be. Some consisted of no more than ten 

to twenty Kazakh households, all residing in yurts. These households could be as 

much as two to three kilometers away from one another, and the overall radius 

of some Kazakh collective farms approached ninety kilometers. In some cases, 

collectivization did not lead to Kazakhs’ sedentarization. On so-called “nomadic 

collective farms,” Kazakhs continued to carry out their nomadic way of life, albeit 

in the form of a collective farm. In Sary-Suisk district, “the district center and all 

its party-soviet organizations nomadized together with the population, in the 

winter and in the spring, living in tents.” 52  Members of the republic’s collective 

farm union urged the party to renew its efforts to assemble mixed, rather than 

single-clan, collective farms, and they decried the existence of these “false collec-

tive farms” ( lzhekolkhozy ). 53  

 But the most important consequence of the first collectivization drive was the 

Kazakhs’ impoverishment. Kazakhs lost their herds because they were forced to 

deliver them to the collective farm, but they also lost their animals because they 

sold them to meet onerous grain procurement quotas. Though the environmen-

tal conditions in most nomadic regions were not conducive to growing grain, 

these districts and the collective farms were nonetheless given fantastical sowing 

plans. Karmakchinsk district had “no farm equipment, no water, and no suitable 

land,” yet it was given a sowing plan of nine thousand hectares. 54  In Balkhash 

district, a nomadic region that had no settled agriculture, district officials had 

taken on a procurement plan of ten thousand poods of grain and fifteen thou-

sand poods of seeds. Without means to grow this grain, Kazakhs were forced to 

purchase it. Ernazarov wrote: “A sheep was exchanged for fifteen funts of grain, a 

cow for one and a half poods, a mare for two poods, a camel for three poods, and 

a good horse for four poods. In this way, the Kazakh stock herder [ zhivotnovod ] in 

the district was forced to exchange his last cow for grain to fulfill the orders of the 
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local organs.” 55  The district overfulfilled its procurement plan, but at a terrifying 

price, the destruction of Kazakhs’ animal herds. 

 Not all livestock were requisitioned or sold: some Kazakhs drove their herds 

across district or provincial borders to elude the grasp of the state. Zeitĭn Aqï-

shev, a famine survivor from Baianaul in Pavlodar province, remembers that his 

father urged the family to slaughter their livestock, believing that it was better to 

“eat it ourselves than give it to the dogs.” Once a wealthy household, the family 

retained only one gray mare, which they hid in the mountains, fearing further 

waves of repression. 56  Animal slaughter was a method of evading state confisca-

tion, but it was also a means of survival. Previously, many Kazakhs had obtained 

grain through trade with Russian and Ukrainian peasants in the republic’s north. 

Collectivization severed these networks, eliminating an important element of the 

Kazakh diet. Without grain, Kazakhs were reliant on the meat from their dwin-

dling herds to survive. Eventually, Aqïshev’s family was forced to slaughter this 

mare, their sole remaining animal, to endure the winter. As the threat of hunger 

and theft intensified, Aqïshev’s father held guard over the meat from the mare 

with an axe. 57  

 Even when animals made it to the collective farm, herd numbers plummeted 

quickly. For nomads, mobility was a strategy, a way of finding sufficient grass 

and water for their herds in the arid conditions of the steppe. During the steppe’s 

bitter winters, they sought out sheltered pastures for their animals. Bringing their 

herds—in 1928, the total number of livestock in the republic was estimated at 

37.5 million, the most of any Soviet republic—into the collective farm system 

was a massive undertaking, requiring the construction of winter stables, the 

provisioning of water and fodder (a particularly challenging prospect in arid 

regions, where few water sources and little suitable land for growing hay or other 

fodder could be found), and the inoculation of animals unaccustomed to living 

in close quarters against various diseases. 58  

 Pointing to the herd losses that nomads sustained during droughts or zhŭts, 

a range of party experts had declared pastoral nomadism to be a fundamentally 

unstable ( neustoichivyi ) means of production. Yet in the environmental condi-

tions of the steppe the party struggled mightily to develop a stable form of animal 

husbandry that could take pastoral nomadism’s place. In the state farm Ovtsevod 

in Kzyl-Orda district, 3,852 animals perished in just one month. Of these animals, 

560 were sheep that died during one particularly frigid night, while another 176 

sheep died from smallpox. In Samarsk district, the state farm could not account 

for the location of nine thousand cows. Due to the lack of winter stables and the 

failure to prepare fodder for the remaining animals, there were instances of mas-

sive livestock deaths. 59  Faced with the threat of disease and without means to feed 

the animals that they had confiscated, activists began to slaughter Kazakh herds 
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en masse. This butchery often took place in remote locations distant from railway 

lines. Without transport or storage facilities for the meat, animal carcasses rotted 

under the open air, becoming breeding grounds for disease. 60  Livestock numbers 

began a precipitous decline in 1930. In 1931, an investigation by VTsIK secretary 

Aleksei Kiselev found that the republic had lost more than 70 percent of the live-

stock it had in 1929 (see Table 4.1).  

As herd numbers plunged, the entire rhythm of life in the Kazakh aul began to 

change. Shayakhmetov recalled, “an eerie silence hung over the aul: there was no 

mooing, bleating or neighing.” 61  A similar silence reigned in the collective farms 

of Aksuisk district, an official from Alma-Atinsk province found: “The kolkhoz 

Zholaman of the sixteenth aul soviet has 140 households, but it does not have 

even one cow. Not only are there no horses, but there are no sheep or goats. In the 

entire kolkhoz, there is not even a watchdog. The kolkhoz Berlik of the fifteenth 

aul soviet has five half-living horses; the kolkhoz Orken has 210 households, but 

it has only three work animals and no other livestock.” He continued: “If you 

take any collective farm—the work animals have been lost, stolen, or destroyed. 

Out of five hundred horses that the province gave the district, all of them have 

been eaten.” 62  

 Though Kazakhstan’s livestock drop was perhaps the most dramatic, herd 

numbers in other areas of the Soviet Union with significant nomadic popula-

tions, such as Buriat-Mongolia and Kirgizia, also plummeted as a result of the 

first collectivization drive. Far from improving the efficiency of animal hus-

bandry, collectivization was destroying a crucial economic resource, livestock. 

On February 20, 1930, in an effort to halt this decline, the Politburo issued a 

ruling, “On Collectivization and the Battle with Kulaks in Economically Back-

ward National Districts.” The ruling urged local officials to proceed cautiously 

in livestock regions, carrying out further preparatory work before beginning col-

lectivization. But it offered few concrete policy changes save those focused on 

“correcting” the behavior of nomadic peoples, an approach that implied that 

nomads themselves rather than the party’s own directives were to blame for the 

herd losses. 63  

   TABLE 4.1   Livestock Numbers in Kazakhstan, 1929–31 (in thousands) 1  

  YEAR    HORSES    COWS    CAMELS    SHEEP AND GOATS    PIGS    TOTAL  

 1929  4,192  7,442  1,393  27,223  286  40,508 [ sic ] 
 1930  2,844  3,302  678  15,561  130  22,560 [ sic ] 
 1931  1,900  2,800  450   6,500  130  11,780 

  1.  The figures in the table come from GARF f. R-1235, op. 141, d. 1007, l. 5 (Report on the condition of animal 
husbandry in the Kazakh ASSR, November 28 1931). 
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 Cross-border migration and animal slaughter were strategies, responses to 

the threat of collectivization. But they were also part of the nomads’ everyday 

repertoire of economic practices. Many Kazakhs traversed the Sino-Kazakh bor-

der during their seasonal migrations. During the late fall, Kazakhs slaughtered a 

portion of their herds, preserving this meat for use during the winter, a practice 

known as  soghïm. This practice ensured that Kazakhs would have food during the 

winter when their animals produced little milk, and it saved them from pastur-

ing additional animals during the lean winter months. But with this ruling, the 

Central Committee began to blur the distinction between the everyday and the 

extraordinary, criminalizing a wide range of practices essential to the functioning 

of nomadic life: Officials were authorized to carry out raids, including the con-

fiscation of livestock and property, from nomads “trying to emigrate across the 

border with the goal of driving across livestock,” while the secret police (OGPU) 

was ordered to strengthen border patrols in nomadic regions. 64  Local authorities 

were authorized to take “decisive measures” against the slaughter of livestock in 

nomadic regions. 65  Officials in Kazakhstan now portrayed soghïm as a crimi-

nal act, effectively eliminating the Kazakhs’ primary source of food during the 

wintertime. 66  

 This assault on nomadic life deepened levels of popular unrest. During the 

first six months of 1930, more than eighty thousand people in the republic took 

part in uprisings, with some individual rebellions reaching three thousand par-

ticipants or more. 67  Throughout the Soviet Union, unrest and chaos connected 

with the first collectivization drive spread. In a March 2, 1930,  Pravda  article, 

Stalin issued a retreat, suspending forced collectivization throughout the Soviet 

Union. Rather than critiquing the brutal methods that he chose, Stalin blamed 

the destruction of collectivization on local cadres who, he claimed, had become 

“dizzy with success” in their eagerness to overfulfill targets and collectivize large 

swaths of the countryside. Though it was Moscow that had encouraged the 

rapid collectivization of “backward” national regions, Stalin now chided local 

officials for “mechanically” transplanting collectivization to these areas, writing, 

“In determining the speed and methods of collective farm development, careful 

consideration must be given to the diversity of conditions in the various regions 

of the USSR.” 68  

 In much of the countryside, forced collectivization was temporarily halted, 

and peasants rapidly exited collective farms. In Kazakhstan, by contrast, collec-

tivization rates continued to climb even after the release of “Dizzy with Success,” 

exceeding 51 percent by April 1930. 69  A meeting of the republic’s party com-

mittee meeting on March 21, 1930, determined that “the directives on distor-

tions in the collective farm movements have still not penetrated the party mass.” 

The committee concluded that the party lacked strength in the regions: “even 
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several provincial workers cannot in fact ensure that the directives of the party 

are carried out.” 70  When republic-level officials ventured out to investigate why 

collective farms in some nomadic regions had not yet disbanded, they brought 

along armed detachments of the OGPU. 71  By May 1930, collectivization rates 

finally began to plunge, yet this prolonged period of collectivization acceler-

ated the decline of the republic’s livestock numbers and deepened the Kazakhs’ 

suffering. 72  

 At the republic’s seventh party congress, held May 30–June 6, 1930, in Alma-

Ata, party cadres acknowledged that the first collectivization drive had exacted 

a particularly heavy toll on nomadic regions. Following Stalin’s call for a dif-

ferentiated approach to collectivization, cadres at the congress now eagerly criti-

cized those who had rapidly collectivized nomadic districts. But as Goloshchekin 

noted, many of those present at the congress were guilty of the very crime that 

they now accused others of committing: “Look at yourselves, comrade leaders. 

You wrote that collectivization is going very well in nomadic and semi-nomadic 

districts.” The Kazakhs’ impoverishment, Goloshchekin argued, was a direct 

result of the particularly brutal manner with which collectivization had been 

implemented in nomadic regions: “When you collected grain from nonsowing 

households, what were they to do? How did they exchange livestock for grain? 

When in several places they collected wool, when they forced them to shear the 

sheep in the wintertime, didn’t the sheep die from this?” 73  

 By the summer of 1930, parts of the republic had begun to starve. A secret 

police report noted that in areas of the republic “food difficulties” had taken on 

“the character of a mass famine.” In three northern provinces (Semipalatinsk, 

Pavlodar, and Aktiubinsk), 109,809 people were starving, while in twenty-four 

districts in other provinces unknown numbers of people were suffering. 74 In a let-

ter circulated among several Central Committee members, Goloshchekin warned 

of an “extremely difficult situation with regards to the consumption of grain in 

rural regions,” and he noted instances of death, severe illness, and swelling due 

to hunger. 75  In a sign of the republic’s distress, more than a hundred thousand 

Kazakhs fled to the Middle Volga region. Arguing that these new arrivals had dis-

rupted grain procurements and created conflicts with the local population, Molo-

tov urged Goloshchekin to take measures to halt their flight from the republic. 76  

 The First Five-Year Plan and the Adai 
 But within this immense republic, which was roughly the size of continen-

tal Europe, patterns of hunger differed. In the remote Mangyshlak Peninsula 

of western Kazakhstan, collectivization was not the most important trigger of 
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hunger. Rather, the Adai, the primary clan in the region, began to starve in 1929, 

prior to the first collectivization drive, due to a combination of drought, zhŭt, 

and various party interventions. 77  This region, which was known as the Adai 

okrug from 1928 to 1929, was regularly referred to as “the most backward of 

all of Kazakhstan’s provinces.” 78  It illustrated many of the challenges that the 

party faced elsewhere in the republic, such as the struggle to develop a reliable 

lower-level bureaucracy, communicate with far-flung regions and understand 

and develop the arid landscape, albeit in their most extreme form. For much of 

the 1920s, the Mangyshlak Peninsula was under only nominal Soviet control, and 

the party’s initial attempt to integrate the region under the First Five-Year Plan 

would lead to the eruption of massive rebellions.  

When it was assembled in 1928, the Adai okrug occupied some 345,000 square 

kilometers, significantly more than the state of France, yet it had a population 

of only 190,000 people. 79  It included the Mangyshlak Peninsula, which jutted 

out into the Caspian Sea, as well as the massive, rocky uplands of the Üst-Yurt 

Plateau. Travel to the region was arduous. Due to the lack of roads, a trip from 

the neighboring province of Aktiubinsk could take more than twenty days by 

camel. The area had a particularly harsh climate: winters were bitter, and soils in 

the region were poor. Neither the peninsula nor the plateau had running water 

on their surfaces, and the Adai utilized a far-flung system of wells. A party report 

 MAP 3 . Western Kazakhstan in 1933
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concluded, “Fresh water is found so infrequently in the province that the Adai are 

accustomed to drinking fresh water with salt, as the natural taste of fresh water 

has the same effect on them that we would have from tasting a bowl of unsalted 

soup.” 80  Due to these environmental features, as well as its overall isolation, the 

Mangyshlak Peninsula was largely unaffected by the waves of peasant settlement 

that had transformed other areas of the steppe under Russian imperial rule, and 

Adai province was almost exclusively Kazakh (97.7 percent). 81  

 In a 1928 study of the Adai okrug by the Kazakhstan’s Central Executive Com-

mittee concluded that the Adai’s nomadic practices were distinct, finding that “the 

term ‘nomadic’ should not be understood here in the same manner in which it is 

understood in other provinces of Kazakhstan where there is a nomadic popula-

tion.” 82  In contrast to other nomads in the Kazakh steppe, the Adai migrated year-

round rather than setting up seasonal encampments, a strategy designed to maxi-

mize their use of the region’s scarce water supply. Over the course of a single year, 

a migratory encampment could cover a distance of more than two thousand kilo-

meters. 83  The Adai pastured sheep, as well as a special breed of one-humped cam-

els, which were particularly prized for their endurance. They traded these animals 

with the Russian empire and the Khivan khanate, exchanging them for grain. 84  But 

herd numbers in the Mangyshlak region were particularly volatile. During a zhŭt, 

or a late spring frost, the Adai regularly lost 35–40 percent of their herds. During a 

particularly severe zhŭt, their herd losses could approach 80 percent. 85    

  FIGURE 4.2 . An aul, with a herdsman on the right. Kumdoil′, the River Uil. 
Adai. Photo by S.I. Rudenko in  Kazaki: Antropologicheskie ocherki. Sbornik II , 91 
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 The severity of the Adai’s herd losses had made them an object of particular 

fascination for Soviet agronomists and scholars, who saw the Adai as emblematic 

of the “instability” and “low productivity” of nomadic life. 86  But the harshness 

of the region’s climate, particularly the scarcity of water, raised questions about 

the limits of Soviet power to overcome environmental constraints. By the eve of 

the First Five-Year Plan, officials had begun to refer to the republic’s most arid 

regions (which included the Hungry Steppe in the republic’s center) as “Central 

Kazakhstan.” 87  The territory of Adai province, the agronomist V. N. Semevskii 

concluded, was “Central Kazakhstan in Central Kazakhstan,” or the most arid 

part of a very arid region. 88  Though Semevskii’s depiction took some liberties 

with geography (Adai province was in the republic’s west), it conveyed the chal-

lenges that the party faced. In 1929, a party report found that there was “literally 

nowhere to settle” in Adai province, with the exception of a small number of 

oases which were already overpopulated. The region’s limited water supply made 

the cultivation of hay, key to the stabling of animals, impossible. The report con-

cluded that the entire territory of the province was “not suited for sedentariza-

tion due to the features of its soil, climate, and hydrology.” 89  

 Both the Russian empire and the new Soviet state had struggled to gain a foot-

hold in the Mangyshlak Peninsula. In 1928, state officials conceded that the 1917 

revolution had barely touched the region. 90  For most of the 1920s, the Mangysh-

lak region was synonymous with the name of one man: Tobaniyäz Älniyäzŭlï. 

  FIGURE 4.3 . Young camels on a tether. Zhangil′dy-Mola. Adai. Photo by S.I. 
Rudenko in  Kazaki: Antropologicheskie ocherki. Sbornik II , 89. 
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Älniyäzŭlï had a noble lineage: he was the descendant of Konai batyr, a member 

of the Adai clan who had fought against the Khivan khanate. Under Russian 

imperial rule, Älniyäzŭlï had served as a biy (a judge and clan elder), as well 

as a canton administrator. Later, he sided with Bolshevik forces, becoming the 

chairman of the Adai uezd revolutionary committee. 91  But his ancestry and pre-

revolutionary ties, as well as the overall authority that Älniyäzŭlï enjoyed among 

the Adai soon brought him under suspicion: the OGPU reported that the Adai 

referred to Älniyäzŭlï as their “khan” and that “under [Älniyäzŭlï’s] rule, not one 

party or soviet measure was carried in the former Adai uezd without the permis-

sion of Älniyäzŭlï.” 92  In 1924, Älniyäzŭlï was brought to court in Orenburg and 

removed from his position as chairman of the uezd revolutionary committee. 93  

While no longer a Soviet official, Älniyäzŭlï still exerted an outsized influence 

over Mangyshlak’s affairs: a number of officials sent from Alma-Ata lasted no 

more than ten days in the region before returning home. 94  In one particularly 

notorious incident, Shabden Eraliev, the vice-chairman of the province’s central 

executive committee, fell off a boat and drowned in the Caspian Sea under mys-

terious circumstances, and Älniyäzŭlï was later linked to his death. 95  Due to the 

weakness of the party’s hold over the province, Adai province was excluded from 

the 1928 bai confiscation campaign targeting rural elites. In 1928, a party report 

on the early Soviet period in the Mangyshlak Peninsula concluded, “During this 

time, the party was utterly unable to manage the work of the Soviet organs of 

power.” 96  

 But by 1929–30, as the First Five-Year Plan accelerated, Alma-Ata redoubled 

its efforts to strengthen its hold over the region. In June 1929, Alma-Ata dissolved 

the Adai okrug, distributing its constituent parts to Aktiubinsk province and 

Gur′evsk province, in an attempt to break up the power of the Adai clan. 97  That 

same year, the Migration Bureau ( Pereselencheskoe upravlenie ), a kind of small-

scale precursor to Osedkom, determined that several thousand Adai—along with 

other households in “Central Kazakhstan”—would need to be resettled and sed-

entarized due to the “crisis state” of their households. 98 The economic position of 

the Adai had worsened, but this was in part due to the party’s own interventions: 

in 1927, the province had endured a drought, which was then followed by a zhŭt 

in 1928. Due to the 1928 bai confiscation campaign as well as intensified grain 

procurements in the republic’s northern provinces, the Adai had been unable to 

trade their livestock for grain, an important part of their diet. By the spring of 

1929, some 60,491 Adai, roughly a third of the province’s population, were starv-

ing. 99  In search of relief, thousands of Adai fled to Turkmenistan, a territory that 

many of them regularly traversed during their yearly migrations. 

The Migration Bureau’s interventions were an assault on the Adai’s way of life, 

an attempt to incorporate a troublesome group that had largely eluded the grasp 
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of both the Russian empire and the new Soviet state. Under the auspices of the 

Migration Bureau, those Adai who had fled to Turkmenistan would be returned to 

Kazakhstan. The border between the two republics would now be closed, cutting 

off the Adai’s access to southern seasonal markets and pasturelands. Those Adai 

brought back from Turkmenistan as well as other groups of Adai targeted in the 

initial wave of sedentarization would be sent to “labor deficit” regions, including 

Syr-Daria province (where officials planned to expand a giant state farm devoted 

to cotton production, Pakhta-Aral), the shores of the Aral Sea (to work on fish 

production), and parts of Aktiubinsk province. 100  Officials concluded that the 

Adai had a particularly high number of bais, and bai households were scheduled 

for removal and deportation as part of the sedentarization process. 101  Eventually, 

in one of the most dramatic population rearrangements planned for any region 

of the republic, the entire population of the province was slated to be resettled 

and sedentarized, with those Adai remaining in the province to be moved near 

sites of irrigation. 102  

But the Migration Bureau’s efforts only increased the chaos in the Mangyshlak 

region and furthered the Adai’s impoverishment. Though two thousand Adai 

who had fled to Turkmenistan were scheduled to be settled in Syr-Daria province, 

only 240 households were sedentarized. The rest fled back to Turkmenistan. No 

housing and little food had been prepared for those who remained, and thirty-

five of them died. 103  Those Adai slated for resettlement in Aktiubinsk province 

refused to move and threatened plenipotentiaries with violence. 104  By December 

1929, an OGPU report detailed the emergence of “counterrevolutionary” bands 

in the Mangyshlak Peninsula, armed with weapons left by White forces during 

the Civil War. According to the report, bais, former tsarist officials, and even 

several party members were part of the bands, and the participants demanded 

the restoration of the Adai okrug. 105  Älniyäzŭlï was reported to have led 350 Adai 

households across the border to Turkmenistan, where he had gathered together 

a group of sixty armed men. 106  In the fall of 1930, Älniyäzŭlï and several of his 

followers were captured and shot to death by a troika of the OGPU. 107  By early 

1931, the Mangyshlak Peninsula had erupted into a state of open rebellion. The 

party’s initial attempt at integrating the region had failed. 

 Repression Continues in 1931 
 Across the rest of the republic, repression continued. In March 1930, Golosh-

chekin had pleaded with Stalin for a reduction in the republic’s meat procure-

ments. He argued that fulfilling these procurements would mean the slaugh-

ter of some 30–35 percent of the republic’s herds, endangering future sowings 
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(without livestock the fields could not be plowed) as well as the growth of the 

herd. 108  But by July 1930, the secretary of the Central Committee, Pavel Posty-

shev, warned that the supply of meat to Moscow had nearly collapsed. He ordered 

that the pressure on Kazakhstan and other regions that supplied the city with 

meat be intensified .  109  Kazakhstan soon became the major meat supplier to both 

Moscow and Leningrad. 110  In the last three months of 1931, as the republic’s 

herds dwindled to just 30 percent of their 1929 levels, the republic was slated to 

deliver 59,500 tons of meat to Moscow and Leningrad, more than twice that of 

any other region or republic. 111  The persistent yet erroneous belief on the part 

of many Central Committee members that Kazakh nomads continued to harbor 

enormous amounts of livestock contributed to this pressure. After touring two 

majority nomadic regions, Kazakhstan and Kirgizia, in January 1931, Anastas 

Mikoian, the people’s commissar for external and internal trade, concluded in 

a cable to the Central Committee, “In reality, there is a tremendous quantity of 

unaccounted livestock.” 112  

While officials in Moscow and Leningrad dined in comfort on Kazakhs’ animal 

herds, the republic’s party committee, under pressure from Moscow, instructed 

district secretaries to redouble their efforts to uncover even more livestock. They 

authorized mass campaigns to find livestock that had been “hidden” or “driven 

into the mountains and deserts,” and they promised rewards to collective farm 

members who found any animals. 113  Though Kazakhstan’s economic position 

was far worse than Leningrad’s, Goloshchekin, under pressure from the Central 

Committee, promised to send an additional fifteen thousand head of cattle to 

Leningrad due to the city’s “difficulties.” Noting that this livestock would have 

to be rounded up from the republic’s remote regions, he asked for additional 

materials and experienced cadres from the RSFSR to reinforce efforts to confis-

cate cattle and drive them toward the railway lines. 114  The Mangyshlak Penin-

sula endured particularly brutal livestock procurement campaigns. 115  After the 

temporary retreat of “Dizzy with Success” in the spring of 1930, collectivization 

rates accelerated again in 1931, skyrocketing from 32 percent in January to 

68.9 percent in December. 116  The republic’s party committee encouraged activists 

to push Kazakhs from a looser form of collective farm, the TOZ, into a more 

restrictive one, the artel. 117  The purpose of this assault was twofold: it produced 

more meat for city dwellers’ dinners at the same time as it impoverished the 

Kazakhs, facilitating the loss of their status as nomads and their incorporation 

into the state. Stripped of their herds, the Kazakhs could no longer carry out their 

seasonal migrations. 

 In theory, Kazakhs were supposed to be supplied with additional grain to 

compensate for the loss of their previous food base, their animal herds. But the 

republic’s third secretary, Lev Roshal′, admitted that this project was going “very 
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badly,” as various agencies squabbled about who had failed to supply Kazakhs 

with adequate amounts of grain. 118  Moreover, many nomadic regions were still 

being asked to deliver grain: in the fall of 1930, during a heated exchange with 

Molotov at a Central Committee meeting on grain procurements, Roshal′ had 

cautioned that the pressure for grain on nomadic regions could not be the same 

as on “European regions.” Any increase in the republic’s share, he argued, would 

come “at the expense of the sedentarized Kazakh population.” 119  Nonetheless, 

in March 1931, Nikolai Shvernik, an emissary of the Politburo, toured Kazakh-

stan, concluding that there was “considerable amount of grain” to be found in 

“remote regions” of the republic. 120  On July 1, 1931, Stalin sent Goloshchekin an 

angry telegram, informing him that he would hold him personally responsible 

for the delivery of sixty-four thousand tons of grain from the republic’s remote 

regions. 121  

 Faced with Stalin’s wrath, Roshal′ quickly began to demand more grain from 

the regions. In a telegram to Aksuisk district, a majority Kazakh region, he 

ordered the delivery of two hundred tons of grain within five days, warning, “The 

kraikom will consider the slightest delay in the fulfillment of the plan as your per-

sonal deliberate desire not to fulfill the task of the party.” 122  But by mid-July 1931, 

much of Kazakhstan, particularly its northern grain-growing regions, was suffer-

ing through a terrible drought. The northern city of Semipalatinsk, for instance, 

received just 4.2 millimeters of rain in June 1931 and 3.4 millimeters of rain in 

July 1931, when on average the city tended to receive somewhere between 30 

and 40 millimeters of rain in each of these months. 123  Writing from Aktiubinsk, 

where he had been sent by the kraikom to survey the state of grain procurements, 

Roshal′ detailed: “In the steppe, there is a truly unbearable heat, the ground is 

literally groaning for moisture. Later sowings like wheat, oats, and millet as a rule 

have not developed.” 124  By the close of July 1931, several leading members of the 

kraikom (Goloshchekin was in Moscow) wrote to Stalin and other Central Com-

mittee members to tell them of the impossibility of fulfilling the republic’s grain 

procurement plans due to drought. 125  Frumkin’s prediction that the republic’s 

variable weather patterns would result in intermittent poor harvests had come to 

pass. In the logic of Stalinist planning, neither Moscow nor the weather could be 

to blame: the republic would have to make up the grain shortfall. 

 But even as the harvest failed, Moscow sent more people into Kazakhstan, 

increasing the competition for food. By 1931, Kazakhstan had become one of 

the major destinations for “special settlers” ( spetspereselentsy ), kulaks who 

had been forcibly exiled from their home communities during the preceding 

months’ collectivization drive. From 1930 to 1931, a total of 261,227 special set-

tlers were deported to Kazakhstan under the auspices of the OGPU. 126  Most of 

these deportees came from outside the republic, primarily from European Russia, 
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although internal deportees, or those kulaks and bais resettled within the repub-

lic itself, constituted a small group (6,765 households) within the special settler 

category. 127  In 1930, the first wave of special settlers were sent to work in fish 

production on the banks of the Aral Sea, while subsequent arrivals in 1931 were 

slated to work in wheat, cotton, or coal production at various sites within the 

republic. 128  

 The vast majority of special settlers (253,637) arrived in 1931, even as it was 

clear that the republic’s economic position was worsening. Nikolai Boldyrev, sent 

with his family to Kazakhstan, recalls, “They dumped us out of wagons, without 

any water or food, into the dry solonchak steppe ten kilometers from the mining 

city of Karaganda, which was just beginning to be built.” He continued, “With the 

exception of feather grass and thorns, there was nothing.” 129  Special settlers sent 

to the Aral Sea suffered grievously for lack of potable water. Zoia Alekseeva, who 

was sent there with her family, remembers the onset of famine in 1930: “They fed 

us badly, and many died.” 130  Compounding the chaos and desperate struggle for 

survival ongoing inside the republic, some 150,000 people, escaping dekulakiza-

tion in Siberia, had fled across the border into Kazakhstan in 1930. 131  

 But even in the midst of this human misery, Moscow continued its relent-

less focus on industrial development. In August 1931, the Central Committee 

declared that the Karaganda coal basin in Kazakhstan would become one of the 

Soviet Union’s most important producers of coal. 132 Previously, a number of spe-

cial settlers (such as Boldyrev’s family) had toiled in Karaganda’s mines, but this 

announcement promised a dramatic escalation in Karaganda’s size and scope. To 

feed the growing number of workers at Karaganda, Moscow needed to ensure 

that a ready supply of food was located nearby. In 1931, the Moscow founded 

the Karaganda Corrective Labor Camp (KarLag), stationed near the Karaganda 

mines, and prisoners began to be sent to KarLag from all over the Soviet Union. 

Once at KarLag, prisoners focused primarily on agricultural labor, growing crops 

and tending livestock to feed those who worked in the mines. While Kazakhs 

could starve, coal mine workers could not, and the arrangement highlighted the 

regime’s prioritization of industry at all costs. By December 1932, KarLag had 

10,400 prisoners. 133  In the intervening years, KarLag would grow, becoming one 

of the Soviet Union’s largest and longest-lasting corrective labor camps. 134  

 To expand Kazakhstan’s corrective labor camp system and the special set-

tler program, Moscow began to seize Kazakh pasturelands and “resettle” (i.e., 

deport and forcibly sedentarize) Kazakhs in other areas of the republic. In May 

1930, the republic’s Council of People’s Commissars transferred 110,000 hect-

ares in Karkaralinsk province, a majority Kazakh region, to the jurisdiction of 

the OGPU. 135  As hunger increased throughout the republic in 1931, starving 

Kazakhs sought to return to Karaganda: Dämesh Ermekova, the wife of Temĭrbek 
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Zhurgenov, who would serve as the republic’s commissar of enlightenment from 

1933 to 1937, recalled that “starving people dragged themselves with their last 

strength to Karaganda.” She continued, “It was several tens of kilometers to Kara-

ganda, and many did not survive the rigors of the trip; they fell and died right 

along the road.” 136  As Ermekova’s anecdote illustrates, Kazakhs had descended 

into a state of extreme suffering. Even Karaganda, a center of forced labor, 

appeared to offer a greater possibility of finding food than the arid regions of the 

steppe into which starving Kazakhs had been cast. 
   

 With the onset of the First Five-Year Plan, Moscow laid siege to nomadic life. 

Collectivization, as well as debilitating grain and meat procurements, facilitated 

the Kazakhs’ impoverishment and the loss of their animal herds, the basis of 

their nomadic way of life. To destroy nomadic life at its roots, officials began to 

criminalize a range of nomadic practices. Though officials heralded the benefits 

of planned sedentarization—the “freeing up” of land, resources, and labor and a 

dramatic increase in the republic’s agricultural productivity—efforts to carry out 

this initiative quickly fell apart. As famine took hold in the winter of 1930–31, 

Moscow took steps that deepened the level of human suffering in the republic. 

The regime sent more people into the republic (special settlers, free agricultural 

colonists, and prisoners) and seized the nomads’ lands for these new arrivals, 

even though elaborate plans to “resettle” the nomads living on these lands had yet 

to be implemented. Proceeding in part on the basis of a stereotype of nomadic 

abundance, the Central Committee prioritized the interests of industry (feeding 

workers in Leningrad, Moscow, or Karaganda) over providing any relief to starv-

ing Kazakhs. 

 In trying to categorize the regime’s intentions with regards to collectivization, 

scholars have typically separated out the weather as an independent variable, 

something that the regime could not control. 137  Others, focusing on collectiv-

ization prior to the outbreak of famine in the Soviet Union’s west, have argued 

that the regime’s failures in the period 1929–32 can be attributed to the Soviet 

regime’s inability to understand, anticipate and respond to the natural environ-

ment. 138  But this chapter, by contrast, puts the question of environmental factors 

in a different light. It stresses that the Central Committee had clear information 

about the risks of nomadic settlement and the possibility of a drought. Focused 

on increasing the production of grain, the Central Committee accepted the pos-

sibility that some Kazakhs might suffer as a result. 

 But while Moscow had anticipated hunger, the disaster also had many unex-

pected consequences for the regime: the republic’s local and district-level bureau-

cracy proved to be insufficiently developed to supervise the process of collectiv-

ization. Parts of the republic were only nominally under Soviet control. Livestock 
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levels began a precipitous drop, as the regime struggled to develop a system of 

animal husbandry to take the place of nomadism. Relying on a classic pastoral 

nomadic strategy, flight, Kazakhs began to escape to neighboring republics and 

to China. By the end of 1931, the famine had entered a new stage, becoming a 

widening regional crisis that Moscow would struggle mightily to manage.   



 In October 1930, just before the winter’s snow would make long distance travel 

impossible, forty families, composed of Kazakhs and Dungans (Chinese Mus-

lims), as well as an individual from European Russia, gathered together from 

different border districts in an attempt to flee Soviet Kazakhstan. 1  Their journey 

would take them to the east, into barren, uninhabited stretches of steppe, and 

finally into the Ili Valley, in the Chinese province of Xinjiang. In preparation for 

the arduous trek—and perhaps in anticipation of the fact that they might never 

again return to their homes in the Soviet Union—these families would have taken 

along their most valuable possessions, including horses and camels (the former 

primarily for transport of people, the latter for transport of goods). Smaller 

livestock—sheep, goats, and perhaps cattle, which could not move quickly across 

the rugged terrain—would either have been sold or slaughtered prior to depar-

ture. 2  Their journey would end, it was hoped, in a part of China closely linked 

to eastern Kazakhstan by geography, culture, and kinship. Though difficult, the 

route chosen was well traveled: it had been used for centuries by pastoral nomads 

engaged in regular, seasonal migration. 

 However, this particular trek was to end quite differently than planned: as the 

group approached the Chinese border, a band of pursuers, who had been fol-

lowing them since they left the border town of Tekeli, opened fire. Nine families 

managed to flee, while the others were either killed or captured. A summary of 

the incident by a state oversight agency, the republic’s People’s Commissariat of 

the Worker-Peasant Inspectorate (NK RKI), noted that secret police (OGPU) 
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officials stationed in the region offered conflicting reports on the incident. Most 

OGPU officials identified the pursuers who had opened fire on the nomads as 

state border guards. One official noted that eighteen people, including three chil-

dren and some women, were killed, while another noted that nineteen people, 

including three children and four women, were shot. 3  Although one of these 

officials maintained that weapons, specifically, three rifles and one saber, had 

been confiscated from the families, all of the OGPU officials interviewed pointed 

out that the families had failed to put up any resistance to their assailants. 4  Sum-

marizing the reports of OPGU officials that detailed the pursuit of those who 

fled and the accompanying violence, the NK RKI report continued: “According 

to the materials that we have in Karatal District, [the OGPU] notes that, first 

of all, there was no resistance on the part of those fleeing; second, that among 

those killed, there were many members of the poor; and third, among the living, 

several women and children were raped. And fourth, there was looting of those 

killed and those who remained alive, so it is necessary that we examine this affair 

more closely.” 5  Subsequent inquiries by additional local OGPU officials served to 

corroborate that those killed included poor people and those of modest means; 

a doctor, after examining the women and children, confirmed that many had 

been raped. 6  

This incident, which became known as the Karatal affair, was only one instance 

of a much broader pattern of harrowing violence along the Sino-Kazakh bor-

der in the early 1930s. Newly opened archival collections in Kazakhstan, many 

holding secret police reports, correspondence between regime officials, and dis-

patches by members of the Soviet consulate in Xinjiang, bring to light a largely 

unknown fact: thousands of people seeking to escape increasingly desperate eco-

nomic conditions in Kazakhstan were shot and killed in 1930–31 while trying to 

flee to China. 7  Between 1928 and 1933, a far greater number of people, perhaps 

as many as two hundred thousand, successfully crossed into Xinjiang. 8  

 The flight of these families was prompted by the particularly disastrous reper-

cussions in Kazakhstan of Stalin’s First Five-Year Plan, which sought to settle 

and collectivize the pastoral nomadic Kazakhs simultaneously. By late 1930, large 

numbers of people in the republic had begun to starve, parts of the republic 

had erupted into open rebellion, and Kazakh nomads had entered into desperate 

flight. Relying on their knowledge of seasonal migration routes, as well as historic 

connections between the Kazakh steppe and western China, starving Kazakhs 

thronged passages across the republic’s border into Xinjiang. 

 As efforts to halt this exodus, as well as lure Kazakhs back from Xinjiang, 

failed, the regime responded with violence, using terror as a method of polic-

ing this remote borderland. This violence was a reflection of both the region’s 

general lawlessness and the regime’s desperation in its struggle to transform 
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the embattled republic into a modernized state. Through a particularly violent 

enforcement of border controls, authorities in Moscow hoped to halt the repub-

lic’s economic losses, particularly the massive outflow of labor and work ani-

mals to China. This brutality also reflected the regime’s struggle to implement its 

nationality policy or consolidate selected groups into cohesive, defined nationali-

ties in this complex borderland. Seeking to eliminate existing markers of identity, 

officials used border controls to sever “problematic” cross-border linkages, such 

as ties of kinship or religion. The language of nationality policy, which stressed 

that nationality was linked to territory, reinforced the idea that cross-border 

migrations should be seen as threatening. 

 Rather than conceding that the policies of the First Five-Year Plan, includ-

ing collectivization and high grain procurements, were to blame for this exo-

dus, authorities in Moscow invented enemies. Though networks of rebellion did 

exist alongside the peaceful cross-border migrations of pastoral nomads, officials 

now recast all cross-border traffic as the machinations of foreign spies and reb-

els. These brutal measures led to the deaths of thousands, ruptured many long-

standing connections between the two regions, and increased tensions with the 

Republic of China. 

 Popular Rebellion 
 The conflict on the Sino-Kazakh border was part of a broader pattern of unrest 

throughout the republic, which began in 1929. That year, the OGPU, with assis-

tance from Red Army detachments, put down three major uprisings in the repub-

lic, each involving several hundred participants. 9 By early 1930, as collectivization 

began, unrest in Kazakhstan, like other parts of the Soviet Union undergoing 

rapid collectivization, spread: the OGPU recorded eight major rebellions in the 

republic that year, many involving thousands of insurgents. 10  Rebels, relying in 

part on stockpiles of weapons left by White forces during the Civil War, success-

fully seized control of a city in the republic’s south, Suzak, and a city in central 

Kazakhstan, Irgiz. On assuming control, the rebels returned confiscated property, 

released prisoners from local jails, and destroyed grain depots. Others fought to 

reopen mosques closed during the regime’s campaign against Islam or to free 

religious authorities. The Mangyshlak Peninsula in western Kazakhstan, where 

the regime had struggled to gain a foothold for much of the 1920s, saw some of 

the fiercest fighting. There were fifteen separate armed conflicts in the peninsula 

from 1929 to 1931, involving a total of fifteen thousand rebel participants. 11  As 

fighting continued, the peninsula began to empty out, as thousands of Kazakhs 

fled to Turkmenistan. Across the republic, the spread of unrest was marked by 
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a dramatic escalation in the use of violence, which both sides appear to have 

employed to frighten or demonstrate strength over their opponents. Upon seiz-

ing control of Suzak, rebels reportedly cut off the heads, hands, and ears of local 

party workers. 12  In other cases, OGPU officers and district officials were reputed 

to have drunk the blood of those that they shot. 13  

 Most of the uprisings in the republic originated in nomadic areas, which 

endured some of the harshest grain and livestock requisitions during the first 

wave of collectivization. But grain and livestock procurements do not appear to 

have been the only cause of unrest. In the republic’s south, which was closer to 

the holy sites of Central Asia, religious factors appear to have played an impor-

tant role. Protestors demanded the reopening of mosques closed as part of the 

regime’s campaign against Islam. 14  The party’s own district or aul bureaucrats 

were frequently themselves participants in the unrest, joining forces with the reb-

els to fight against Red Army forces. Due to the total dissolution of the regime’s 

local-level bureaucracy in these areas, the OGPU was often the party’s sole infor-

mant on the course of events in rebel-held regions. 

 Many rebel leaders had a similar profile to Tobaniyäz Älniyäzŭlï, the outlaw 

who ruled the Mangyshlak Peninsula as his own patrimony for much of the 

1920s. They claimed noble lineages and had served as volost′ (canton) admin-

istrators under Russian imperial rule. 15  In other cases, the leaders of uprisings 

were religious figures who had a history of conflict with the Soviet regime: Il’ias-

Ishan, who claimed descent from the prophet Muhammad, organized uprisings 

in the Karakalpak Autonomous Oblast, and incited disturbances among the Adai. 

Ili’as-Ishan’s father, Idris-dzhan Kutlykhodzhaev, known as the Kara-Kum Ishan, 

had led a massive uprising against Soviet power in Ural′sk in 1919. According to 

OGPU reports, during the 1920s the Kara-Kum Ishan enjoyed “immense popu-

larity and authority” in religious circles stretching from the KAO to Kazakhstan 

proper to the territory of the former republic of Khorezm. 16  With his death in 

1927, Ili’as-Ishan assumed his father’s legacy and religious influence. 

 Numerous environmental factors favored the rebels: V. Popov, an OGPU 

officer who assisted efforts to put down unrest on the Mangyshlak Peninsula in 

1930–31, recalled the difficulty of neutralizing rebellions in remote areas. Though 

some OGPU officers had cars, the motors of their cars filled with sand when trav-

eling through dusty regions. When they tried to pursue the rebels on horseback, 

their horses did not have sufficient strength to keep pace with the hardier breed 

of horses kept by the rebels. 17  Many insurgents had a detailed knowledge of the 

region’s water supply, crucial information given the scarcity of water in arid out-

posts. On leaving an encampment, Popov recalled, rebels would poison the wells 

to prevent Red Army forces from following them deeper into the steppe. 18  Due 

to the difficulties of travel across the steppe, the OGPU occasionally relied on a 
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tactic adopted by other states with nomadic populations. They used planes to 

gather intelligence, scouting the size and location of rebel bands from the air. 19  

The planes then bombarded insurgents with machine gun fire. 20  

 Ethnic tensions do not appear to have been the primary cause of the revolts, 

but the unrest sharpened ethnic conflict in the republic. Most of the participants 

in the uprisings were Kazakhs, while the OGPU or Red Army forces deployed 

to end revolts were overwhelmingly from European Russia. Warning that such 

conflicts drawn along ethnic lines were “politically disadvantageous” to the 

party’s work in the region, OGPU officers urged wider use of the Red Army’s 

sole Kazakh cavalry division to makes such assaults on rebel bands more “effec-

tive.” 21  In Mangyshlak, where most of the participants in the unrest belonged to 

the Adai clan, Alma-Ata tried a different tactic. The leaders sent party members 

from the Adai clan to the peninsula to resolve the conflict. Seytqali Mendeshev, 

the republic’s people’s commissar of enlightenment, attempted to negotiate 

with the rebels and halt the flow of people to Turkmenistan, while Tölesĭn Äliev 

headed the Kazakh cavalry division that fought against the insurgents. 22  Ulti-

mately, their efforts would come to fruition: the Mangyshlak uprising was finally 

put down in late 1931, becoming one of the last major revolts in the republic to 

be subdued. 23  

 The conflict in the republic intensified the mass migration of people first 

put into motion by hunger: starving people fled advancing Red Army forces, 

as well as attempts by rebel leaders to levy taxes on them or conscript them for 

service in rebel armies. 24  Rebels sought refuge in remote areas of the steppe 

or fled to neighboring republics. This vast sea of people on the move was 

a mixed group, encompassing nomads carrying out their normal seasonal 

migrations, refugees seeking relief from hunger, and rebels searching for hid-

ing places from Red Army attacks. But by 1930, Moscow had to come to frame 

all mobility in the republic from any of these groups as threatening. And in 

Kazakhstan and elsewhere in the Soviet Union perhaps no form of flight was 

perceived as more threatening than flight abroad. It raised the specter that 

borders might be penetrated from the other side, by foreign agents and spies 

seeking to incite rebellion in the Soviet Union and encourage greater num-

bers of people to leave. 

 Scholars of the western Soviet Union in particular have shown how the Bol-

shevik regime adopted a “carrot and stick” policy in the borderlands during the 

First Five-Year Plan. 25 Officials in Moscow offered special dispensations and ben-

efits to border districts while threatening tougher measures, including intensi-

fied efforts to identify and expel class enemies. 26  As collectivization shifted into 

high gear in late 1929 and early 1930, security concerns mounted, and the Soviet 

Union’s western borderlands, including those with ethnic groups belonging to 
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the titular nationality of a bordering country such as Poles and Latvians, came 

under additional scrutiny. In March 1930, Moscow ordered the removal of thou-

sands of Poles from the western borderlands to the Soviet interior. 27  

 But in Kazakhstan by late 1930, the situation along the border was both 

more desperate and more volatile. 28  Massive uprisings had broken out in both 

Kazakhstan and Ukraine by this period, but in Kazakhstan, rebels used the politi-

cal instability in Xinjiang to seek cover, regroup, and plan additional attacks. 

Simultaneously, hundreds of thousands of starving people began to seek relief in 

Xinjiang, and containing these peaceful refugees, an itinerant population accus-

tomed to seasonal migrations with their herds, in the Soviet Union presented an 

entirely different challenge from controlling sedentary populations in Ukraine 

and Belarus. Moreover, when nomads fled Kazakhstan, they took their livestock 

with them. The departure of large numbers of people was itself a very worrisome 

political and economic development, but the loss of increasing numbers of ani-

mals needed for plowing and transportation dramatically impeded Soviet efforts 

to transform agriculture. 

 Interconnected Lands 
 Although the Sino-Kazakh border was to become one of the Soviet Union’s more 

violent outposts during the First Five-Year Plan, the extent of the bloodshed in 

this part of Central Asia during the early 1930s marked a departure in the region’s 

history. The lands of eastern Kazakhstan and the territory that would become 

known as Xinjiang (New Frontier) had long been linked by geography, bonds of 

kinship, religion, and trade. Distance and enormous natural barriers in the form 

of deserts and mountains served to isolate Xinjiang, particularly its border with 

Kazakhstan, from the Chinese heartland. Several valleys in Zungharia, Xinjiang’s 

semidesert northern region, provided unimpeded access to the Kazakh steppe. 

The Emin Valley led on to central Kazakhstan, including the city of Karaganda, 

while the Irtysh Valley opened up the direct route to one of Kazakhstan’s few cit-

ies, Semipalatinsk. The fertile Ili Valley was also easily accessible from Kazakhstan 

and the west, while largely isolated from the rest of the Chinese province by the 

Tian Shan and the Borohoro Shen Mountains.  

 Xinjiang was located in a particularly important geographic position. 

Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it became a prominent 

theater in the “Great Game,” or the strategic rivalry between the British empire 

and the Russian empire for supremacy in Central Asia. By the early twentieth 

century, Xinjiang bordered seven different states or Soviet republics: Russia in the 

north; Mongolia in the east; Kazakhstan, Kirgizia, and Tajikistan in the west; and 
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 MAP 4.  The Sino-Kazakh border in 1930

Afghanistan and India in the south. The geographer Owen Lattimore famously 

dubbed Xinjiang the “pivot of Asia” for its strategic position. 29  

 The Sino-Kazakh borderlands were a complicated intermixture of eth-

nicities and lifestyles, Muslim and non-Muslim, nomadic and sedentary. 30  
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Turkic-speaking Muslim groups, recognized by both regimes as Uyghurs and 

Kazakhs, populated the Kazakh-Xinjiang borderlands in large numbers. 31  These 

parts of Central Asia, including Xinjiang, were historically considered part of 

“Turkestan,” a term used to distinguish the territories of the Turkic-speaking 

nomads from those of Persian speakers farther south. Later, a distinction arose 

between “Russian Turkestan,” the territories controlled by the tsar to the west, 

and “Chinese Turkestan,” the lands held by the Qing dynasty to the east. 32  Xin-

jiang was a majority Muslim province, where Muslim groups, such as the Uyghurs, 

greatly outnumbered Han Chinese settlers. 

 Under tsarist and Qing rule, inhabitants on each side of the border had 

remained intimately connected with people of the same religion on the other 

side by means of various networks. The sufis and scholars of Semipalatinsk, an 

important center of Islamic education in the eastern Kazakh steppe, were linked 

with the communities of Chinese Turkestan. 33  Jadidism, an Islamic modernist 

reform movement that arose in the Russian empire, flourished in Xinjiang due to 

the influence of Muslim Tatars. 34  With the rise of the Republic of China and the 

Soviet Union, networks of pan-Turkic nationalism helped create a sense of unity 

that defied national borders. Members of the guerrilla Basmachi movement of 

Soviet Central Asia also cultivated ties in Xinjiang and often sought refuge there. 

 The various cross-border groups might be mapped as follows: Kazakhs made 

up a national majority on the Soviet side and an important national minority 

in Xinjiang; Uyghurs were the majority population in Xinjiang (although only 

a small group within greater China) and a national minority in small parts of 

Kazakhstan. Various other groups, including Kirgiz and Dungans (also known 

as Hui), populated both sides of the border in lesser numbers. Slavic settlers 

(Russians and Ukrainians) and small numbers of Siberian Cossacks also inhab-

ited these regions. Additionally, several Kazakh clans also had a significant cross-

border presence. 35  

 Throughout the early period of Soviet and Republican Chinese rule, numer-

ous counterrevolutionary movements spilled over into Xinjiang and eastern 

Kazakhstan. Throughout the 1920s, bandits from the Basmachi, a pan-Central 

Asian guerrilla group, fled across the border into Xinjiang, as well as to Iran and 

Afghanistan, where they continued to cultivate contacts with groups in Soviet 

Central Asia. 36  Xinjiang itself was ruled by a succession of warlords, who often 

chose to align the province more closely with the Soviet Union than with the 

Chinese government. One of Xinjiang’s more colorful warlords, Sheng Shicai 

(who ruled from 1933 to 1944), welcomed Soviet advisers into his government 

and granted the Soviets economic concessions to Zungharia’s mineral wealth. In 

the 1930s, movements of pan-Turkic nationalism began to emerge in Xinjiang, 

and by 1933, separatists declared a short-lived “East Turkestan Islamic Republic.” 
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During 1932–34, much of Xinjiang was in open rebellion. Soviet military inter-

vention on behalf of Sheng Shicai, however, helped crush these rebellions and 

restore warlord rule. 37  

 Cross-Border Flight Begins 
 The 1881 Treaty of St. Petersburg formally demarcated the border between Rus-

sian Turkestan and Chinese Turkestan. 38  Groups that had freely crisscrossed the 

boundary between the two states were forced to declare loyalties and curtail their 

migration. Nonetheless, communities living on one side of the new division or 

the other continued to steal across the border to flee repression or unfavorable 

economic conditions. The guards who policed the borders might have on occa-

sion overlooked such activity, especially when the arrival or departure of a par-

ticular group was considered desirable. However, both Russia and China sought 

to assert control over border traffic, at times seeking the extradition of certain 

groups deemed to be living on the Russian or Chinese side. 

 The first major cross-border flow during this era began with the closure of 

the border in 1881, when some fifty thousand Dungans and Uyghurs fled Chi-

nese Turkestan and Qing rule and settled in Semirech′e. 39  From 1912 to 1914, as 

Russian and Ukrainian settlers from European Russia poured into the Kazakh 

steppe, thousands of nomadic Kazakhs fled to the Ili Valley in search of pasture. 40  

St. Petersburg sought the repatriation of many of those who fled, but Beijing 

insisted that the number of repatriates could not exceed six thousand. Beginning 

with the revolt of 1916 in Central Asia and continuing into the revolutionary 

and Civil War eras, large numbers of communities living in Central Asia fled one 

revolutionary regime—what was to become the Soviet Union—for another—the 

nascent Republic of China. 41  Hundreds of thousands of Kazakhs, Kirgiz, Dun-

gans, and Slavic settlers took flight from Russian Turkestan, while White Army 

officers set up camp in Kuldja (present-day Yining), just over the border in the Ili 

Valley, where they plotted reprisals against the Soviet government. 42  

 During 1925–28, pastoral nomadic groups continued limited cross-border 

migrations. By early 1928, however, large numbers of people began to flee 

Kazakhstan once again due to the rumors of the coming confiscation campaign 

against Kazakh elites. According to party statistics, 423 households, with 22,000 

head of cattle, from Semipalatinsk province fled to China, most well before vio-

lence began. 43  OGPU officials stationed in the border districts kept detailed lists 

of those arrested while trying to cross into Xinjiang and the amount of live-

stock confiscated in the process. 44  Officials expressed surprise that the majority 

of those who fled could not be considered bais but rather were members of the 
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poor. They maintained that cross-border kinship networks, as well as the exploit-

ative influence of bais, had contributed to these departures. In the version of 

events presented by Goloshchekin and other Soviet officials, bais coerced fellow 

kin members to flee, while foreign agents engaged in smuggling. 45  

 While relatively small in number, there were nonetheless enough refugees 

from Semipalatinsk to worry party members. Although the loss of resources 

(workers and cattle) was bad enough, top party members (including Stalin and 

Georgii Chicherin, the people’s commissar of foreign affairs) expressed concern 

about the broader political impression of flight, especially that of Kazakhs from 

their own autonomous republic to China. 46  At a time when the Soviet state was 

promoting formerly “oppressed” nationalities, such as the Kazakhs, the readi-

ness of so many people from these ethnic groups to flee across the border to 

their brethren and put themselves at the “service of Asian China” was an unin-

tended and frustrating outcome. 47  In response, party members discussed, but 

never implemented, the creation of a buffer zone along the Kazakh border to 

Xinjiang. 48  As in the case of the 1916–20 wave of flight from revolutionary Rus-

sia, officials tried to lure these groups back to Kazakhstan. Under an amnesty 

program, Kazakhs and Slavic settlers were allowed to return from Xinjiang, with 

their cattle, through February 19, 1929. 49  

 But despite the considerable attention given the Sino-Kazakh border dur-

ing the investigation into the flight from Semipalatinsk, by 1930, as attempts to 

accelerate the First Five-Year Plan within Kazakhstan intensified, flight from the 

autonomous republic reached a critical stage. Borderland populations began to 

disappear. A steady flow of people from the border districts into China contin-

ued, as entire auls vanished overnight. In the Zaisan district (a majority Kazakh 

district), some 1,238 households left for China in 1930, nearly one-third of the 

population. 50  According to “incomplete” party data for the three border dis-

tricts of Semipalatinsk province, in 1930 alone, border guards halted some 2,481 

households trying to flee with “enormous collections of livestock.” 51  In Kegen 

district, worried officials noted that six hundred households had relocated in 

mountains near the border, where they waited for the arrival of spring to cross 

into China. 52  According to incomplete OGPU figures, 15,302 people fled in 1930 

and 36,985 in 1931. 53  

 This new wave of cross-border flight, Soviet bureaucrats noted, was primarily 

a problem among ethnic Kazakh and Uyghur communities. 54 The predominantly 

Kazakh border districts were losing people with increasing rapidity—“Here, we 

have many instances of even the flight of collective farm workers, even the collec-

tive farm as a whole under the leadership of its chairman”—while in neighbor-

ing Russian border districts “no movements of out-migration” were reported. 55  

Even aul Soviet leaders and Komsomol members were fleeing to China, especially 
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the Kazakhs, followed by Uyghurs. 56  Astonished state officials found themselves 

always one step behind the next surge of flight. A secret police report recorded 

that before fleeing across the border, collective farm members had scrawled a 

parting message across the walls of the collective farm: “We fulfilled the Five-Year 

Plan in one day. Take an example from us!” 57  

 These tales of a better life in Xinjiang were lent further credence by a severe 

shortage of household goods along the Kazakh-Xinjiang border. Basic items, 

such as matches, kerosene, salt, and iron, were extremely difficult to find. 

Observers reported that Kazakh communities clothed themselves in sheepskin 

for want of anything else to wear. 58  In October 1931, OGPU reports contin-

ued to detail a severe shortage of essential products. The distribution of goods 

reached the absurd: while many living near the border lacked sugar or even 

shoes, provincial officials had delivered large shipments of perfume to several 

border districts. 59  

 But more than any other good, it was a severe shortage of tea, a crucial element 

of Central Asian cuisine, that contributed to smuggling, as well as the continuing 

exodus of people, party officials noted: 

 To buy, for instance, a sheep for money is not easy, and you will have to 

pay fifty rubles for the sheep. But it is enough to have 1/4 [of a brick] 

of tea, and you can get any sheep. Horses (the most convenient form 

of property during a flight) are more expensive, but two bricks of tea, 

it is said, can be exchanged for a horse. Wealthy and famous is he who 

has the most tea. It is no wonder that a bai, if one were to judge his 

possessions by the amount of livestock, appears to be a bedniak. It is 

no wonder that after this, in one of the Dungan or [Uyghur]  kishlaks , 60  

one might say that due to tea the sowing campaign was wrecked. It is no 

wonder that tea is the main contraband good. It is no wonder that live-

stock, a mobile and simple property, which can be found only among 

the Kazakhs, is sent with great difficulty and risk to China, so that they 

[Kazakhs] can trade it there for tea. 61  

In the eyes of the regime, the overwhelming desire for tea among border commu-

nities (especially Kazakhs, Uyghurs, and Dungans) was a worrying development, 

especially given the mobile nature of Kazakh “wealth” (livestock). By engaging in 

the lucrative tea trade (rather than collecting livestock), a bai might easily dis-

guise himself and wreak havoc in border communities more interested in trading 

their last animal for tea than in joining party-sponsored drives to sow the fields. 

And through an illegal trade network that favored tea above all else, a bai might 

covertly stockpile tea, rapidly exchange it for horses, assemble a group of fel-

low kin members, and vanish across the border overnight. Imagined networks, 
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such as those of tea-hoarding, border-crossing bais, came to preoccupy Soviet 

authorities determined to stop the refugees. 

 As flight to Xinjiang intensified, officials in Alma-Ata worked to develop 

strategies to halt the flow of population and livestock. An April 1930 ruling of 

the Kazakh Council of People’s Commissars provided that a wide assortment of 

groups seen as disruptive to the republic’s security would be sent one hundred 

kilometers away from the districts bordering on China into the Kazakh interior. 

These included bais and kulaks caught attempting or planning to flee, bais and 

kulaks whose families or property had already crossed the border, and all the 

members of a bai or kulak family, if the head of the family had already crossed 

the border. 62  Since many officials believed cross-border ties of kinship abetted 

flight, plans to deport bais with family members abroad were a logical preventive 

measure. 

 Yet as widespread flight began to paralyze border regions and reports of bai 

intervention continued to emerge, desperate local officials began to take increas-

ingly creative measures to check flight. Significantly, district officials, in coop-

eration with border guards and the OGPU, used the April 1930 ruling to collect 

detailed biographical sketches of suspicious community members, including the 

amount of time they had spent abroad and the existence of familial ties in Xin-

jiang. At the initiative of district officials, persons or families seen as particularly 

troublesome were exiled from the borderlands. 63  Local OGPU officials anxiously 

tried to develop indicators of flight to thwart the exodus of groups before they left 

for the border. Most flight, officials noted, occurred in the springtime; an increase 

in the sale or slaughter of small livestock, such as sheep, in border regions was 

yet another indicator that a group might be preparing to flee to China. 64  On 

occasion, local officials, acting on their initiative, engaged in preventive raids, 

confiscating items essential for flight, such as horses. 65  Although some district 

officials proposed population transfers, such as moving groups residing near the 

border farther west, officials with the OGPU in Alma-Ata rejected such sugges-

tions, proposing instead a renewed focus on party work. 66  

 But while officials in Alma-Ata framed energetic work among collective farm 

workers and the poor and renewed attention to the distribution of state grain 

collections as the antidote to flight, border district officials protested that direc-

tives from Alma-Ata, specifically onerous state-mandated grain procurements, 

were precisely what was driving people to flee. After repeated requests to lower 

his district’s oat and livestock quota were turned down by officials in Alma-Ata, 

an exasperated local official questioned, “Is strengthening flight to China, for the 

most part bedniaks, really in the interest of the party?” 67  

 By March 1931, in a letter to Molotov and Stalin, Goloshchekin and Shalva 

Eliava proposed a number of changes, including supplying border districts with 
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additional bread and goods. They also suggested that the party pay closer atten-

tion to the composition of state collective farms in border districts. Single-clan 

collective farms, or those collective farms where members were closely organized 

along kinship lines, were seen as particularly susceptible to cross-border flight, 

and Goloshchekin and Eliava recommended that they be disbanded entirely. 

Activists would now work to replace these types of farms with “real collective 

farms” ( deistvitel′nye kolkhozy ), those organized from a multitude of different 

kinship lineages, while bais and clan leaders would be exiled from them altogether. 

 Spies and Rebels: The Search for Scapegoats 
 Officials in Alma-Ata portrayed flight to Xinjiang as a “class problem. They saw 

its increase in 1930 and 1931 as the harbinger of an intensifying “class war,” as 

migrants, described as “wealthy bais and kulaks,” fought to keep their privileges. 68  

The 1928 confiscations were done poorly in border districts, wrote officials, 

hence the inordinate influence of the exploiting social classes. 69  But as bureau-

crats tallied data on the social composition of would-be migrants, they came to 

a disquieting conclusion: the majority of those fleeing to Xinjiang could not be 

classified as bais ,  but as people of much more modest means. 70  Republic-level 

officials tried to rationalize this flight, arguing that bais had manipulated the 

“excesses” or “mistakes” of the lower-party bureaucracy to convince other social 

classes to flee with them. Yet Soviet officials also concluded that bais relied heav-

ily on the bonds of kinship as well, a particular problem in a vast territory where 

state boundaries rarely coincided with familial connections. 

Bais, officials maintained, helped spread fantastical rumors about collectiviza-

tion, chief among them the widespread suspicion that children would be collec-

tivized (much like livestock) and sent away from their families. As official after 

official in the districts reported this misconception, 71  policy makers in Alma-Ata 

suggested a rethinking of the party’s approach toward the Kazakh population: 

“At first glance, it seems absurd that such a nonsensical rumor could be taken for 

the truth. But if we are to take into consideration the complete unenlightened 

darkness and the almost full illiteracy of the population, which does not have 

any impression of newspapers and books nor the Soviet message, then it becomes 

clear how the most foolish rumors are understood by the population, strongly 

worrying them and directing them toward fear.” 72  While the rumor that the 

state would appropriate children was perhaps one of the most pervasive, other 

rumors, including one to the effect that the state would confiscate all household 

goods, continued to spur migration. 73  Much like the Semipalatinsk affair, during 

which entire communities fled across the border based on rumors of a looming 
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confiscation campaign, large numbers of Kazakhs departed in 1930 based on 

rumors about collectivization. 

 But rather than addressing the root causes of these departures, including vio-

lent, forced collectivization and hunger, the dissemination of rumors by “foreign 

agents’” became one of the party’s official explanations for flight. Officials argued 

that foreign agents peddled border populations a story of a new life in China 

free from the burdens that a continued existence in Soviet Kazakhstan seemed to 

offer: “Through these persons, rumors about a free life in China, where there are 

no poor, but all are rich, where there is much bread [and] manufactured goods, 

and taxes are negligible, and that the Chinese government gives emigrants assis-

tance, including giving them land, all the way to setting aside refugees in their 

own independent region, assist flight.” 74  Many of these purported foreign agents 

worked in conjunction with bais ,  who due to historical traditions of migration, 

continued to freely cross the Sino-Kazakh frontier, officials held. 75  

 Soviet border guards stationed in the districts bordering China, among whom 

numbered Konstantin Chernenko, later to become general secretary of the Com-

munist Party, played an important role in halting flight. 76  They compiled lists of 

influential bais believed to be fomenting opposition or conducting armed raids 

into Soviet territory from the other side of the border. 77  They also tracked the 

names of clans seen as particularly troublesome, such as the Kerey, a lineage with 

significant cross-border presence, and qozhas, members of a religious elite in 

Kazakh society. 78  On occasion, individuals considered particularly influential, 

such as Alen′ Chzhinsakhanovich Kugedaev, a Kerey leader who had been liv-

ing in Xinjiang since the 1916 revolt, were kept under surveillance. Erroneously 

labeled a “Kazakh prince” by the Soviet border guards who shadowed his activi-

ties in Xinjiang, Kugedaev was said to have refused “categorically” Soviet and 

Chinese requests for the extradition of particular Kazakh migrants, asserting that 

“these were his brothers.” 79  For the Soviets, Kugedaev’s invocation of kinship in 

conjunction with his refusal was a worrisome development. The seeming influ-

ence of this “Kazakh prince” raised the possibility that the Soviets were falling 

behind in their battle to subordinate kinship ties to class interests. 

 OGPU reports were particularly preoccupied with a group they called  Kit-

kazakhi , or Kazakhs with Chinese citizenship. The Kitkazakhi, according to the 

police, exploited cross-border familial ties, regularly penetrating Kazakhstan’s 

border districts to guide their relatives back into Xinjiang: “Often, there is direct 

assistance from Kazakhs with Chinese citizenship to those fleeing, such as send-

ing armed gangs from abroad for assistance in crossing.” 80  Tales of “armed gangs 

of Kitkazakhi” alarmed officials for several reasons: Kitkazakhi, officials believed, 

operated in the murky world of clan-based ties, using bai influence to coerce their 

kin to flee across the border with them. These backward, clan-based forms of 
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affiliation, in turn, hampered the Kazakhs in developing their own class interests 

in Soviet Kazakhstan, the theory went. Moreover, in the eyes of the Soviet author-

ities, the Kitkazakhi were “Chinese,” and they were “armed.” For the Soviets, Kit-

kazakhi embodied two persistent yet interconnected official fears: the threat of 

popular rebellion and an obsession with Chinese influence in Kazakhstan. 

 Official fears of banditry and uprisings on the border were further magnified 

by a steady stream of illegal immigrants, some 150,000, from Siberia into east-

ern Kazakhstan in the spring of 1930. As Goloshchekin detailed in a telegram to 

Molotov and Kaganovich many of these illegal immigrants ( samovol′tsy ) should 

be classified as “kulaks” or “kulak hirelings.” Even more troubling, many of these 

new arrivals had begun to settle near the Sino-Kazakh border, where they estab-

lished cross-border ties via a number of activities, including the laundering of 

money (as much as “2,000 rubles in gold and 10,000 rubles in currency” in the 

case of one individual) for White Army officers in western China. Goloshchekin 

reported that provincial officials had begun to ban samovol′tsy from Kazakh-

stan’s border districts, yet the presence of these settlers continued to cause “seri-

ous complications” for party work. 81  

Throughout 1930 and 1931, the regime struggled to maintain control over the 

republic’s eastern border. Rebels, many armed with weapons left by White forces 

during the Civil War, crossed into Xinjiang to regroup before reentering Kazakh-

stan. Desperate officials in the border districts reported that efforts to stop cross-

border flight were futile. Open combat had erupted as border guards and party 

activists chased down and shot armed rebels and helpless refugees alike. OGPU 

reports recorded an almost daily toll of violence as border guards shadowed 

groups of migrants of four hundred or more. In the bloody clashes that almost 

inevitably followed, some emigrants were shot while others were taken prisoner; 

scores more fled into the depths of the mountains to hide. Party officials seized 

hundreds of horses as well as numerous rifles, munitions, and sabers. 82  

 Blocked in their efforts to cross into Xinjiang, migrants from Kazakhstan fre-

quently swung south into Kirgizia in the hope of making the crossing there. The 

arrival of thousands of migrants alarmed Kirgiz officials, who viewed these peo-

ple as disruptive to the political balance in their own republic. Top Kirgiz officials 

began to pen angry missives to Goloshchekin, charging that the migrants from 

Kazakhstan spread “counterrevolutionary rumors among the Kirgiz population 

about famine . . . and strengthened the mood for emigration into China.” 83  In the 

eyes of Kirgiz authorities, Kazakhstan’s disastrous economic situation and the 

resultant failure of Kazakh officials to secure their own border with China had 

become a threat to stability and security throughout Soviet Central Asia. 

 Though Goloshchekin, as well as other top republic-level officials, were aware 

that tens of thousands of people in Kazakhstan were starving by 1930, they 
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continued to depict the violence directed at migrants as a means of defending the 

revolution, a tactic necessary to halt rebels and restore order. 84  However, mem-

bers of the OGPU deployed just across the Chinese side of the border in Kuldja 

recounted in 1931 that even the “most merciless measures” had failed to curtail 

flight along the border: 

 No severe measures by the border guards in fighting the flow across the 

border gave any real results in halting the tide of flight. The measures 

were of the most merciless kind. Over the course of the year [1930] 

more than 1,000 people who were trying to flee illegally to Chinese ter-

ritory were killed on the border with the Illi region. . . . This year, in 

connection with massive flight, movements of banditry strengthened. 

They were formed for the most part on Chinese territory from refugees 

from the Kazakh ASSR who were well acquainted with the border terri-

tory. These refugees carry on a strengthened agitation for flight and on 

the other hand carry on an invasion of the peaceful inhabitants of the 

border zone. 85  

 As these intelligence operatives portrayed the problem, flight and revolt were 

intimately connected; the eradication of flight was a critical step in combating 

insurgency in border districts. Insurgents, it was believed, cultivated “nationalist” 

aims, including connections with the since-disgraced Alash Orda, a provisional 

Kazakh government that had ruled parts of the Kazakh steppe during the Civil 

War era. One of Alash Orda’s strongholds had been Semipalatinsk, and its former 

members were now believed to be staking out counterrevolutionary cells just 

across the border. 86  

 The accounts of individual border incidents, to return to the Karatal affair 

described at the outset, provide insight into how violence was used to dis-

courage migration. Though officials in Alma-Ata launched an inquiry into 

the Karatal affair, the question of who ordered and carried out the attack on 

the forty families—border guards, overzealous collective farm members, or 

perhaps someone else altogether—remained unclear throughout the investi-

gation. While it is perhaps unsurprising that the perpetrators in the Karatal 

affair did not immediately come to light, the conduct of the NK RKI inves-

tigation, particularly its tardiness and lackluster nature, is instructive. While 

ostensibly an investigation into identifying those responsible for the shoot-

ings, the party also sought to use the inquiry to monitor the cross-border 

activities of influential individuals and their family members. In his report, 

the head of the NK RKI investigation carefully noted that several relatives of a 

powerful clan leader, Seid-Akhmet Mukhamed, had fled across the border into 

China during the shootings of the other families. 87  
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 NK RKI launched an investigation into the affair on January 24, 1931, well 

over three months after the October 1930 shooting. 88 The NK RKI representative, 

who signed his name simply as Panchekhin, collected conflicting accounts of the 

affair from district officials and charged that some OGPU officials in Karatal dis-

trict (Taldy-Kurgan district after the redrawing of district borders in late 1930) 

had taken charge of the investigation and had deliberately scuttled any serious 

inquiry. Many local officials interviewed by Panchekhin charged that bai and 

clan-based connections had hampered a full examination of the affair, as party 

activists who were from the same clan as the perpetrators sought to protect them. 

Moreover, as Panchekhin discovered, the bodies of those killed still lay near the 

border, rotting in the winter snow; district officials rejected as “meaningless” 

suggestions that the bodies be examined. It was better, they concluded, to con-

tinue the party’s work with the poor. The affair was also discussed in a separate 

report on district redistricting, which was sent to the kraikom, yet this report was 

equally inconclusive. 89  

 Some Karatal District officials interviewed during the NK RKI investigation 

insisted that the families had been armed and had therefore had been shot “cor-

rectly.” Others, however, questioned whether the families had been armed at all. They 

believed instead that an unrealistic grain procurement campaign, implemented by 

overly aggressive district officials, had left destitute families of various ethnicities 

no other choice than to flee. The difference was one between depicting the victims 

as “armed rebels” or as “starving refugees.” As the Karatal affair illustrates, Soviet 

officials were willing to turn a blind eye to indiscriminate violence, ignoring, when 

expedient, real distinctions between “rebel” and “refugee,” but the dispute over 

defining the victims in the Karatal affair concerned more than domestic issues. 

 A Diplomatic Row Ensues 
 At the same time, the level of frustration among Soviet officials was driven to 

new heights by events in China. During the period of high migration to Xin-

jiang, 1928–33, China was itself in considerable turmoil, and the Soviet Union 

broke off and resumed diplomatic relations with China several times during this 

period. 90  In September 1931, imperial Japan occupied Manchuria, while Xin-

jiang continued to be ruled by a series of warlords. If the Soviets were engaged 

in a struggle to control their side of the border, then the same had to be said of 

the Chinese in monitoring border traffic from within Xinjiang. Soviet fears of a 

Chinese state too weak to patrol its borders in turn served to bolster concerns 

among officials in Moscow, thus helping make the Soviets more willing to resort 

to violence to stop the flow of migrants to the east. 
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 Other powers, such as the British and the Japanese, cultivated contacts in 

Xinjiang, and the possibility of interference by either power helped magnify 

Soviet fears over the porous 1,700-kilometer border that separated Xinjiang 

and Kazakhstan. Under Sheng Shicai’s rule, Xinjiang gained a reputation for 

“murder, intrigue, espionage and counter-espionage,” as these powers worked 

to bring Xinjiang under their sphere of influence. 91  Turkic rebels in Xinjiang 

sought military support from Japan, and in 1933, several Japanese generals 

were linked to a plot to install a puppet regime in Inner Asia, including Xin-

jiang. 92  The possibility of British influence in Xinjiang was also a source of 

concern. In the late nineteenth century the British used the vantage point 

of British India to station agents in Kashgar, and throughout the early period of 

Soviet rule, the British continued to collect surveillance on Xinjiang and Soviet 

Central Asia from India. 

 The Soviet regime’s ever-increasing paranoia over the disorder in Xinjiang 

helped bolster the suspicion that those who fled were “rebels” and not “refugees.” 

In January 1931, OGPU reports sent to Lev Karakhan, the Soviet Union’s ambas-

sador to China and a deputy people’s commissar for foreign affairs, detailed the 

seeming persistence of rebel networks near the border: “These gangs were care-

fully organized. They had their own organizers, connecting with separate indi-

viduals from the lower apparatus of the Chinese administration . . . [the Chinese 

contacts] conducted agitation for the departure to China of parts of the popula-

tion in the Soviet border zones, offering cooperation in fleeing and assistance in 

getting set up on the Chinese border.” 93  

 By March 1931, several months prior to the Japanese invasion of Manchu-

ria, official fears of foreign interference in Kazakhstan had reached the highest 

levels of the party bureaucracy. Goloshchekin and Eliava, the deputy people’s 

commissar of foreign trade and deputy people’s commissar of light industry, 

warned Stalin and Molotov that the Soviet diplomatic and trade missions in 

Xinjiang were “contaminated with foreign elements,” including “Russian white 

army officers” who assisted the Chinese government in sponsoring flight from 

Kazakhstan. Soviet border officials posted along the Sino-Kazakh frontier, Eliava 

and Goloshchekin concluded, were similarly contaminated. Yet foreign interfer-

ence in Kazakhstan’s affairs, they warned, could not be attributed solely to the 

Chinese. “We have reports that Nanking is increasing its pressure on Xinjiang 

province and even more strongly tying it under their influence, and, behind the 

back of Nanking, the English are developing a big political and trade interest in 

Xinjiang.” 94 As Eliava and Goloshchekin’s report suggests, the Soviets were closely 

following developments in Xinjiang. Attempts by the authorities in Beijing to tie 

the warlord-ruled province more closely to the Chinese central government, and, 

by extension, to the British, were seen as interference in the Soviets’ own affairs. 
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 Confronted by many of the themes from the Great Game, the Soviets began 

to envision double agents and foreign spies at every turn. After one scare involv-

ing “agents” allegedly engaged in clandestine talks with the Chinese consulate 

in Alma-Ata, it was ordered that all official correspondence be carried out only 

through OGPU channels. 95  Reports in  Kazakstanskaia pravda,  the republic’s 

main Russian-language newspaper, speculated that the British, perhaps even the 

Japanese, were plotting to invade the Soviet Union via Xinjiang. 96  The permeable 

nature of the Sino-Kazakh border alarmed Soviet authorities, who recast every 

incident on the border as the work of foreign emissaries. 

 Diplomatic correspondence between Chinese officials in the Ili Valley and 

the Soviet consulate in Kuldja from 1930 to 1931 shows that the Soviets’ twin 

fears of rebellion and foreign interference on the Sino-Kazakh border had laid 

the foundations for an international dispute. By 1930, as the flood of refugees 

from Kazakhstan began to tax China’s resources, the fate of the refugees and the 

security of the Sino-Kazakh border became the subject of heated talks between 

representatives of the Soviet consulate and Chinese diplomats. As wave after wave 

of migrants arrived, Chinese officials reported that Kazakhstan’s disastrous eco-

nomic situation was creating a refugee problem of such enormity that it was 

impossible to police Xinjiang’s border effectively. Migrants from Kazakhstan, in 

their efforts to elude Soviet border guards, were resorting to “tiny, little paths” 

that were difficult to monitor or staking out high-altitude base camps, where 

they waited for weeks for border patrols to pass before crossing into Xinjiang. 97  

 In a series of angry letters to the Soviet consulate in Kuldja, Chinese diplo-

mats alleged that Soviet officials had disrupted order and security in the region. 

In Kazakhstan, Soviet border guards—unable to check the flow of refugees or 

staunch the threat of counterrevolution from abroad—had begun to conduct 

armed raids into Chinese territory, where, according to Chinese reports, they car-

ried out the “harshest measures” of reprisal, including the shooting of refugees, 

the confiscation of cattle, and the looting of the dead. In one particular case, 

Soviet border guards followed a group of two hundred to three hundred people 

into Xinjiang; once both parties had crossed the border, a bloody melee ensued. 98  

In another incident, a wandering shepherd informed Chinese border guards of 

a mass grave in a desert region near the Soviet border. On inspection, the bod-

ies of over fifty Kazakh refugees, including adults and children, as well as eight 

dead horses, were found. Investigators determined that all had died from injuries 

sustained from firearms or sabers. 99  

 The Chinese protested Soviet raids into Xinjiang, describing them as a vio-

lation of “international law” and “Chinese sovereignty” and warned that they 

posted a threat to the “friendly relations” of neighboring countries: “If our bor-

der guards had heard the gunshots and had returned fire, a great border conflict 
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would have emerged and the responsibility for that conflict, which would be 

clear to everyone, would have been on the Soviet side.” 100  Soviet attacks on Chi-

nese territory terrorized Xinjiang’s own people, who, Chinese officials reported, 

had fled areas near the border in fright, even leaving their yurts and possessions 

behind. Soviet diplomats, Chinese officials charged, were recalcitrant, demand-

ing the extradition of refugees and livestock, while unwilling to return to Xin-

jiang and collect the bodies of those they had killed. 101 Xinjiang officials, however, 

did cooperate in the Soviets’ requests for repatriation: During the spring of 1930, 

over two thousand people were extradited from Xinjiang. 102  

 With Kazakhstan’s crisis spilling over the border, Soviet and Chinese officials 

sparred over the border instability created by the refugee problem. Increasingly, 

the inflammatory Sino-Kazakh border involved the highest levels of the party. 

On February 13, 1931, Stalin and Molotov cabled Eliava on the issue of the bor-

der, instructing him to take “immediate actions together with Goloshchekin at 

the local level.” 103  Responding to Stalin and Molotov on March 8, 1931, Golosh-

chekin and Eliava warned that the “political situation of the regions that border 

Kazakhstan is an emergency situation, notwithstanding the measures that have 

been taken by the kraikom.” They proposed a purge of all Soviet representatives 

in Xinjiang, including the trade mission and consulate. Despite the armed attacks 

on migrants, in Kazakhstan and in Xinjiang, in the spring of 1931 flight was 

“beginning once again to gather strength,” they warned. 104  
   

 Securing the Sino-Kazakh border presented particular challenges for Soviet offi-

cials. Along this remote and porous boundary, even concerted efforts to check 

cross-border flight were defeated by the impenetrability of the steppe, a land-

scape where migrants might always find yet another hiding place. While the 

physical environment of this borderland afforded refugees cover, the mobility 

of certain key resources—people and cattle—further exasperated officials intent 

on rooting populations in one place. The border that separated Kazakhstan and 

Xinjiang divided relatives and families. The Soviet regime’s attempts to police 

this border with violence began to tear apart those ties. 

 In their attempts to secure the Sino-Kazakh border, Soviet bureaucrats con-

fronted problems very different from those in the western borderlands of the 

Soviet Union, namely a highly mobile group accustomed to seasonal migration 

(Kazakhs), as well an economy based on an easily transportable commodity (live-

stock). The twin challenges of geography and lifestyle were further compounded 

by the emergence of a famine of staggering scale, proportionately the Soviet 

Union’s worst collectivization disaster. As widespread hunger set in, thousands 

of people, some searching for food, others cultivating rebel networks, began to 

cross into Xinjiang. 
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 Rather than deporting troublesome groups, an approach the regime had pur-

sued in the western borderlands, officials responded with violence, slaughtering 

several thousand people who attempted to cross the border. Though it is difficult 

to determine whether Moscow ordered these killings, it tacitly endorsed them. 

Violence, chaos, and armed incursions across the border continued, even when 

they undermined Soviet relations with China. The Soviet regime’s response was 

in part due to paranoia among officials about the weakness of the Chinese state 

and the extent of foreign influence, especially Japanese and British, within China. 

It also represented an attempt to neutralize popular rebellion, and during the 

famine Kazakhstan saw some of the Soviet Union’s largest revolts. A key prin-

ciple of Soviet nationality policy, the idea that nationality was linked to territory, 

served to underpin and justify this violent assault on Kazakh life. 
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 “Suffering was not leaving our heads; our eyes were full of tears.” With these 

words, Duysen Asanbaev, a famine survivor, recalled the desperation of the 

Kazakh famine’s final phase, as more than a million starving Kazakhs fled, seek-

ing refuge elsewhere in the republic and beyond its borders. 1  Moscow’s policy 

of collectivization, launched in the winter of 1929–30, had provoked immense 

human suffering throughout the republic in the preceding two years, including 

famine and population flight, particularly across the border to China. But by the 

winter of 1930–31, the food crisis inside the republic had deepened to the extent 

that almost every Kazakh was in flight. For Kazakhs, the decision to leave was not 

an easy one, as it meant abandoning their ancestral pasturelands and belong-

ings. After seeing his father and several of his younger brothers die of hunger, 

Sëden Mëlĭmŭlĭ, then an eleven-year-old boy, remembers that he and his mother 

made the difficult choice to flee their aul for the district of Ulken-Naryn. Rus-

sians worked in the district’s mines, and Sëden and his mother believed that it 

would be a more likely place to find food. 2  With their herds in ruins, those who 

remained behind faced an almost certain death: Zeitĭn Aqïshev, who worked as a 

teacher in the city of Semipalatinsk, remembers touring abandoned settlements 

on the city’s outskirts. Most huts were empty, but in one he found two skeletons 

intertwined, lovers trapped in an embrace. 3  

Moscow had anticipated that the party’s assault on Kazakh nomadic life would 

provoke hunger, but this massive migration, the region’s most far-reaching popu-

lation displacement since the Zungar invasion of the Kazakh steppe in the early 
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eighteenth century, was an unanticipated consequence. Those who fled were 

almost exclusively Kazakh, a reflection of the famine’s particularly disastrous 

effects on the Kazakh aul, as well as Kazakhs’ status as pastoral nomads, a group 

that regularly used flight as a means of seeking relief from unfavorable political 

or environmental conditions. In its scale and scope—refugees flooded cities and 

industrial worksites within Kazakhstan, as well as neighboring Soviet territories, 

including Western Siberia and the Middle Volga of the RSFSR, Uzbekistan, Kir-

gizia, and Turkmenistan, and international destinations (China and, to a much 

lesser degree, Iran and Afghanistan)—the Kazakh refugee crisis far exceeded 

population flight due to hunger in the Soviet Union’s west. In the space of just 

eight months (the period June 1931–February 1932), the number of registered 

households in the republic dropped by 22.8 percent, as more than three hundred 

thousand households, over a million people, entered into flight. 4  Reflecting on 

1931, the year this immense population movement began, a district-level official 

later commented: “The entire population of the Kazakh auls was, one might say, 

on wheels.” 5  Some Kazakhs found relief where they fled, but for most this mass 

exodus from the countryside did not ease their misery. By the famine’s end in 

1934, some 1.5 million people, a quarter of the republic’s population, had per-

ished in a cataclysm of unprecedented proportions. 

 Moscow framed this tide of suffering people on the move as a sign of suc-

cess and progress. Kazakh refugees were not referred to  bezhentsy  (refugees) 

but rather as  otkochevniki  (literally, nomads who are moving away). For 

Filipp Goloshchekin, the republic’s leader and party secretary, the appear-

ance of otkochevniki was part of a necessary  perekhod , or transition, in 

Kazakhs’ development into a socialist nation, as Kazakhs began to shed the 

backward practice of nomadism. He concluded, “The old aul is now break-

ing apart, it is moving toward settled life, toward the use of hay fields, toward 

land cultivation; it is moving from worse land to better land, to state farms, 

to industry, to collective farm construction.” Those who were “panicking” 

or “predicting destruction,” he argued, simply longed for the past and did 

not understand the socialist future. 6  This transitional stage demanded extra 

vigilance, officials warned, and the party intensified its assault on nomad-

ism, declaring fantastical plans to settle the Kazakhs even more quickly than 

before. As happened elsewhere in the Soviet Union during collectivization, 

Moscow introduced a range of brutal tactics in response to this social cata-

clysm: the closure of borders so that the starving could not flee, the process-

ing and surveillance of refugees, the expulsion of famine-stricken people 

as “undesirable elements” from the cities, and the “blacklisting” of certain 

districts within the republic, a severe penalty that included a total ban on 

trade and deliveries of food. 7  
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 But Moscow could not control the crisis: focused on implementing a breakneck 

program of state-driven modernization, officials had ignored warnings from medi-

cal experts who, noting the republic’s relative lack of modern medical services, had 

urged the party to devote more resources to the development of public health ser-

vices and vaccination programs in the republic. 8  As famine enveloped the steppe, 

diseases such as typhus, smallpox, cholera, and tuberculosis began to spread, and 

the steppe’s relative underdevelopment served to magnify the effects of the disaster. 

As hungry people slaughtered their last surviving animals for food, the republic’s 

livestock numbers spiraled downward, imperiling Kazakhstan’s status as Moscow 

and Leningrad’s major meat supplier. Due to the lack of work animals, collective 

farmers began to sow the fields by hand, and officials increased the purchase of 

livestock from China to build up the republic’s herds. Ultimately, Goloshchekin 

became the scapegoat for these meat and grain shortfalls, and in the midst of the 

catastrophe he was fired and replaced by an Armenian, Levon Mirzoian. 

 Initially, the language of Soviet nationality policy had reinforced the regime’s 

war on nomadic life, as Moscow presented the eradication of nomadism as 

beneficial both to Kazakhs’ growth as a Soviet nation and to the republic’s eco-

nomic development. But the flood of Kazakhs into neighboring Soviet republics 

brought the tensions between Soviet nationality policy and Soviet agricultural 

policy into sharp relief. Waves of violence broke out as locals sought to expel “for-

eign Kazakhs” from their republics, while officials in these republics protested 

that proposals to settle Kazakhs where they fled represented a violation of their 

republic’s “national” rights. Tŭrar Rïsqŭlov (Turar Ryskulov), the deputy chair-

man of the RSFSR Council of People’s Commissars in Moscow (RSFSR Sovnar-

kom), declared the “internal question of Kazakhstan” to be a “general question” 

for the Soviet Union as a whole. 9  If the national delimitation of 1924 had first 

institutionalized the linkage between nationality and territory, then the refugee 

crisis served to embed this concept at the local level. 10  But it also illustrated that 

the language of nationality was a powerful tool, one that Moscow could not 

always control. In 1934, the famine finally came to an end, as republic-level offi-

cials renewed their attention to building up the republic’s livestock herds, halting 

the spread of disease and resolving the refugee question. For those who survived, 

the reverberations from this calamity would be painful and long lasting. 

 The Refugee Crisis 
 By the fall of 1931, Kazakhstan’s economy was a disaster. Livestock numbers 

had continued to plummet. In a belated acknowledgment of the scale of the 

devastation, the Central Committee created a commission headed by Aleksei 
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Kiselev, the secretary of the Central Executive Committee of the RSFSR who 

previously had led the investigation into the Semipalatinsk affair in the repub-

lic in 1928, to study the problem of the republic’s livestock losses. The com-

mission found that the republic had lost an astonishing 28.7 million head of 

livestock in the first two years of the First Five-Year Plan, nearly 70 percent 

of its livestock herds. In an attempt to absolve Moscow of any responsibility, 

the commission concluded that many of these losses could be attributed to 

Kazakhs’ sale and slaughter of their livestock ( razbazarivanie,  literally, squan-

dering), as well as the mistakes of local officials. 11  In a limp response that belied 

the urgency of the situation, the Kiselev commission suggested no concrete 

policy changes. Instead, it proposed the creation of yet another commission, 

which would tour Kazakhstan and offer recommendations on the problem to 

the Central Committee. 12  

 Inside the republic, officials were contending with a problem closely linked to 

the republic’s dramatic livestock drop: population flight. As the previous chap-

ter has shown, the first wave of flight, which began with the 1928 confiscation 

campaign, was largely across the border to China. By the end of 1931, as hunger 

deepened, the flight of starving Kazakhs within the Soviet Union had intensi-

fied, taking on an increasingly desperate character as people spilled out across 

the steppe. Initially, most refugees fled north to the RSFSR, particularly Western 

Siberia and the Middle Volga, regions that were an important part of some Mid-

dle Horde Kazakhs’ seasonal migration routes. As the famine wore on, increasing 

numbers of refugees began to travel south, to Kazakhstan’s southern provinces 

as well as to Uzbekistan, Kirgizia, and Turkmenistan. Duysen Asanbaev, a fam-

ine survivor, remembers waves of  arqa qazaqtar , or Kazakhs from the Hungry 

Steppe, crowding the southern provinces of Kazakhstan where he and his family 

lived. 13  Some resumed pathways that they had taken in previous times of hun-

ger, streaming towards Tashkent, which had been an important destination for 

refugees seeking relief from famine during the civil war. Dëmetken Shotbaev, a 

famine survivor, recalled that the roads leading into Tashkent became lined with 

the dead, Kazakhs who perished before reaching their goal. 14  Still others contin-

ued to flee to China and, to a far lesser extent, to more distant destinations, such 

as Iran and Afghanistan. 

 Initially, some refugees took their livestock and family possessions with them 

as they fled. But by the winter of 1931–32, most of those who fled had nothing, 

and sources emphasize their indigence and total destitution. In Western Siberia 

krai, an official wrote, “As a general rule, Kazakhs go about in large groups, poorly 

dressed by our standards, without any supplies of food.” 15 Elsewhere in the krai, a 

manager of a district women’s department observed: “These Kazakhs wander for 
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entire days from house to house, asking for alms, but they are not given anything 

and they are driven away and they are not even allowed to warm themselves 

because they all are frozen, infested with lice, half-naked, and just barely alive.” 16  

The total impoverishment of the refugees who migrated south began later, but 

by the winter of 1932–33 they too were described in similar terms. In a report 

on Kazakh refugees in Kara-Kalpakia, Seytqali Mendeshev, who had returned 

from his exile in Moscow to become the head of the republic’s Commissariat 

for Enlightenment, wrote: “They became a disorganized impoverished, starv-

ing, destitute mass, in the literal sense of the word. They moved spontaneously 

throughout all the districts of Kara-Kalpakia, covering their tracks with fresh 

graves and often with corpses.” 17  

 Refugees fled toward cities, railway stations, and industrial worksites in the 

hopes of finding food. In a letter to the Presidium of the Central Executive Com-

mittee, five deportees living in city of Pavlodar wrote: “Still more and more starv-

ing people are coming to Pavlodar from districts where there is famine. Along 

all the roads, people drag themselves with their last strength to Pavlodar and die 

along the way.” 18 At the Balkhash copper mine in central Kazakhstan, hundreds of 

refugees tussled with speculators and dealers outside the workers’ cafeteria in an 

effort to obtain a ration card for food, the manager of the Department for Non-

ferrous Metals reported. 19  Along the republic’s railway lines, travelers encoun-

tered scenes of horror: Kamil Ikramov, the son of Akmal Ikramov, Uzbekistan’s 

leader and party secretary from 1929 to 1937, traveled by train through the 

Kazakh steppe in the 1930s with his father. At the Kazalinsk train station, Kamil 

Ikramov remembered seeing “living skeletons with tiny child skeletons in their 

hands,” begging for food. 20  

 Refugees sought shelter in railway stations, abandoned buildings, or 

churches. When these could not be found, they lived under the open sky. In his 

memoirs, the revolutionary Victor Serge, who spent part of the 1930s in exile 

in Orenburg, a city in the Middle Volga, recalled: “Among the ruins of churches, 

in abandoned porches, on the edge of the steppe, or under the crags by the 

Ural, we could see Khirghiz [Kazakh] families lying heaped together, dying of 

hunger.” 21  Due to the lack of clean water and sanitation, these refugee encamp-

ments became breeding grounds for disease. Typhus, smallpox, tuberculosis, 

and cholera began to spread. As winter set in, refugees began to succumb to the 

cold. In Western Siberia, a local official wrote: “I report that in our Kliuchevsk 

district, the situation is getting worse every day, it is turning into an utter night-

marish horror . . . Kazakh women wander with young children in their arms, 

and they, these children, are already frozen to death, and the women themselves 

are swollen with hunger.” 22  
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 As the refugee crisis escalated, so did the party’s rhetoric on the importance of 

quickly settling the Kazakhs. In a secret resolution in December 1931, the krai-

kom and the republic’s Council of People’s Commissars set the goal of settling 

all the Kazakh nomads by the end of 1932, a dramatic acceleration of previous 

plans for sedentarization. 23  Similarly, the slogan “sedentarization on the basis of 

full collectivization,” which stressed that extraordinary speed was necessary to 

“help” the Kazakhs “catch up” to more advanced peoples, returned to widespread 

use, a reversal of a February 1930 Politburo ruling that had urged “caution” in 

carrying out collectivization in “economically backward national districts.” The 

idea of completing planned sedentarization, which planners promised would 

bring “European-style” homes and cultural institutions to newly settled groups, 

by the end of 1932 was a fiction. 24  The project of planned sedentarization had 

languished since its inception in 1930, stymied by bureaucratic infighting and a 

lack of finances. Instead, otkochevniki, a population that was by definition on the 

move, became the scapegoats for the party’s own failure to implement sedenta-

rization, and the hardening of the party’s line on nomadic settlement became an 

invitation to use violence against anyone who appeared in violation of it. 

 Officials framed the appearance of otkochevniki as a sign of the intensifying 

class war. Newspaper articles advised “a careful purge of the ranks of otkochevniki 

FIGURE 6.1. Famine refugees. Pavlodar province, 1930s. As these refugees 
have some warm clothing, they are likely fi rst-wave refugees. Republic of Kazakh-
stan Central State Archive of Film, Photo, and Audio Documents, Image #5-3621.
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from foreign class elements and their agents,” and they warned officials to keep 

their eye “on the bai and kulak who with all their strength will try ‘on the sly’ to 

place the otkochevnik once again on the camel.” 25  In Kirgizia, groups of otko-

chevniki from Kazakhstan were reported to have spread “counterrevolution-

ary rumors among the Kirgiz population about famine . . . and strengthened 

the mood for emigration into China.” 26  In their reports, OGPU officers used 

more menacing terms, such as  bandotkochevka  (rebel bands of otkochevniki) 

and  vooruzhennaia otkochevka  (the movement of armed otkochevniki), thereby 

implying that there was little difference between starving people and the rebel 

bands that the Red Army was fighting against. 27  

 Rather than provoking sympathy, the figure of the otkochevnik was seen as 

threatening. He was associated with disease, disorder, and counterrevolution-

ary behavior. The actions of many refugees seemed to confirm these depictions: 

increases in crime and antisocial behavior are hallmarks of famine, as starv-

ing people take increasingly desperate actions to secure food. 28  In the city of 

Slavgorod in Western Siberia krai, where starving Kazakhs congregated, otko-

chevniki engaged in horse theft and looting, the krai party secretary wrote in 

an angry letter to Goloshchekin. They stole bread “from citizens not only in the 

streets but in their own homes, to which Kazakhs arrived in groups of five to eight 

people, demanding to be given bread.” In the city’s cafeterias, starving Kazakhs 

“pick crumbs of bread off the floor, lick clean the plates, and even take food 

directly from those who are dining.” 29  Inside the republic, bands of otkochevniki 

streamed north toward Siberia, an official in Maksim Gor′kii district detailed. As 

they crossed through various districts, they stole horses and livestock, he wrote, 

and there were instances of highway robberies “not only at night but during the 

day.” 30  Instead of blaming the root cause of this behavior, Moscow’s breakneck 

pursuit of collectivization, officials held otkochevniki responsible for the disor-

der, creating a cycle that only encouraged further waves of repression against the 

starving. 31  

 In neighboring Soviet republics, where hundreds of thousands of Kazakhs 

fled, the category of “Kazakh” and the category of “otkochevnik” began to blur. 

Everyone who was Kazakh began to appear threatening, including those Kazakhs 

who were not refugees but had long migrated through these regions, now demar-

cated by new “national” borders. In effect, otkochevniki began to be seen as dou-

bly transgressive. Not only did they represent a backward social category that the 

regime had pledged to eliminate, nomads, but they were “foreigners”—a nation-

ality, “Kazakh,” displaced from their titular republic, Kazakhstan. Their presence 

in neighboring republics posed a direct challenge to the principle, established 

by Moscow with the national delimitation of 1924, that held that nationality 

should coincide with territory. Now, faced with a crisis—their own survival in 
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hungry times—locals appropriated this understanding of nationality, one first 

delineated by the regime, for their own purposes, using it to justify and underpin 

assaults on “foreign” Kazakhs. 

 In Western Siberia, where many first-wave refugees fled, these assaults were 

intensified by long-standing tensions over land use rights between the region’s 

peasant population, who farmed the land, and Kazakh nomads, who crossed 

through these farmlands during their regular, seasonal migrations. In a letter to 

Robert Eikhe, the party secretary of Western Siberia krai, a local official detailed 

outbreaks of “great power chauvinism,” or discriminatory behavior by Russians 

toward Kazakhs. In Aleisk district, a group of drunk Russians out celebrating 

a religious holiday collided with a group of Kazakhs, breaking the shaft of the 

Russian group’s wagon. “Using this as a pretext, the Russians leapt out of their 

wagon and began to beat the Kazakhs,” he wrote. In the district’s train station, he 

continued, “the manager beat and insulted a Kazakh and threw him out on his 

ear from the buffet.” He concluded, “The beatings, for the most part, are without 

reason—they beat them because they are Kazakhs.” 32  In a revival of the peasant 

practice of  samosud, or improvised judgment, hundreds of Kazakhs were lynched 

in the mining areas of the Kuzbass. 33  Locals put forward proposals to prevent 

Kazakhs from going out after sundown and demanded that all Kazakhs be sent 

out of the region. 34  

 In the winter of 1931–32, as the flow of starving Kazakhs increased and the 

threat of disease in factories and cities intensified, Western Siberia began to forc-

ibly expel Kazakhs. In Aleisk and Shipunovsk districts, a member of the party 

committee of Eastern Kazakhstan province wrote: “The police and members of 

the village soviet rounded up Kazakhs without any agitation work, without any 

regard for social position and without the participation of the party-Komsomol 

society. These ‘organizers’ gave themselves a task: in the course of twenty-four 

hours clear the district of Kazakhs.” 35  As they collected Kazakhs, they smashed 

in the doors and windows of their huts, the author detailed. They then stuffed 

Kazakhs into crowded train cars that had no water, food, or heat and sent them 

to Kazakhstan. 36  In Eastern Kazakhstan province, officials reported that starving 

Kazakhs were dumped across the border without any regard for their districts of 

origin. 37  In an effort to control their border, the Western Siberia krai executive 

committee ordered the creation of “isolation-admission” points at train stations 

near the Kazakh border, which would check passengers for disease before allow-

ing them to travel farther north. 38  

 As the movement of Kazakhs back and forth across the border continued, 

Goloshchekin and Eikhe—a figure who, like Goloshchekin, had been active in the 

revolution’s early days, beginning as a member of the Latvian Social Democratic 

Party before becoming the commissar for supplies in the Urals and later the head 
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of the Siberian Revolutionary Committee—entered into a bitter dispute, one that 

reflected the different meanings that each sought to attach to this cross-border 

flight. 39  For Goloshchekin, the vast majority of those who fled were “bais” who 

had a “significant amount of livestock.” Offering an explanation that would be 

used repeatedly by officials in Kazakhstan as the conflict with neighboring repub-

lics over Kazakh refugees escalated, he accused officials in Western Siberia krai of 

appropriating the livestock of those who fled for their own purposes. Only then, 

Goloshchekin argued, did officials in Western Siberia declare these Kazakhs, who 

now had no livestock, to be “famine refugees” and “border violators” and attempt 

to send them back to Kazakhstan. In fact, Goloshchekin alleged, Western Siberian 

officials had begun to send back anyone who was Kazakh, including those who 

had long worked in the area on collective farms. He asked that Western Sibe-

ria provide assistance to impoverished Kazakh households, weed out any “bais” 

among them, and then begin returning otkochevniki to Kazakhstan in stages, 

focusing first on those who had livestock and could be included in the spring 

sowing campaign. 40  

 There was some truth to Goloshchekin’s accounting. Prior to the winter of 

1931–32, some Kazakhs had fled to neighboring republics with their livestock. 

Sparing no detail in his accounting, the author of an OGPU report itemized the 

livestock lost by Kazakhstan to Uzbekistan in 1931 as “9,399 camels, 2,253 horses, 

99,243 sheep and goats, and 1,125 donkeys.” 41  In 1930, OGPU reports found that 

Turkmen authorities had sought to lure Kazakhs and their livestock across the 

border, even going so far as offering Kazakhs free ferry rides to Turkmenistan 

(the quickest route to Turkmenistan from parts of western Kazakhstan was across 

the Caspian Sea) and then forbidding these ferry captains from transporting any 

Kazakhs back. 42  In one particularly notorious dispute, known as “The Affair of 

the Andizhan Camel Drivers,” Kazakh officials accused Uzbek officials of trying 

to integrate thousands of Kazakhs (and their camels) into Uzbekistan’s econ-

omy. 43  But it was not just republic level officials who sought to appropriate the 

language of nationality. Those who fled also sought to use the idea of nationality 

to their advantage: to prevent their forcible return to Kazakhstan, some first-wave 

refugees in Turkmenistan argued that they should be considered “Karakalpaks” 

rather than “Kazakhs.” 44  

 But by the spring of 1932, when Eikhe and Goloshchekin began their dispute, 

any attempt to characterize the impoverished Kazakhs who fled as “wealthy” or 

to demand the return of those who had “livestock” rang hollow. In his response, 

Eikhe ridiculed Goloshchekin’s claim that the majority of those who had crossed 

into Western Siberia were bais: “The real question is why the counterrevolu-

tionary work of the bai-kulak was so successful this year that he was able to 

lead thousands of bedniak-seredniak households astray.” Eikhe argued that the 
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organization of assistance to otkochevniki could be done only in Kazakhstan: 

“Organizing any sort of base for supplying Kazakhs in need in Western Siberia 

krai will only strengthen the ongoing flight.” He rejected Goloshchekin’s pro-

posal that Western Siberian authorities cull out “bais,” arguing instead that this 

work “can be done only in Kazakhstan.” 45  In a report, a plenipotentiary from 

Eastern Kazakhstan province cited a Western Siberian OGPU plenipotentiary 

who framed the issue in even stronger terms: “You wish to turn our krai into an 

experimental camp, so that we count your citizens according to the district that 

they came from and their social position—produce statistics, after this gather 

them together and feed them, and, finally, send them back only on your orders—

we do not agree to this!” 46  

 In a subsequent letter, which highlighted just how charged the issue of border 

control had become, Goloshchekin criticized Eikhe for failing to control Western 

Siberia’s border, arguing that nearly one thousand people, mostly “kulaks” and 

“peasant manual laborers” arrived in Kazakhstan from Western Siberia every day. 

Goloshchekin reluctantly conceded that Kazakhstan would take back those that 

Western Siberia sent, although he stressed, repeatedly, that the republic was in 

no position to accept any more people, given the extreme economic difficulties 

it already faced. 47  Later that month, the kraikom ordered the creation of a com-

mittee headed by Oraz Isaev, the chairman of the republic’s council of people’s 

commissars, which would oversee the return of those of modest means (“bed-

niak and seredniak households”) and send them on to factories and worksites 

throughout the republic. 48  In an effort to prevent further cross-border flows, 

light cavalry units began to patrol the boundaries between Kazakhstan and other 

Soviet republics. 49  

 By 1932, the republic also faced the increasing threat of disease. The kraikom 

declared the existence of a typhus epidemic in three northern provinces (Eastern 

Kazakhstan, Karaganda, and Aktiubinsk) and the existence of an epidemic of 

black smallpox ( chernaia ospa ) in one of these provinces, Aktiubinsk. The krai-

kom warned that by the fall there could be “mass illness among the population 

of cities and villages.” 50  Industrial worksites, such as the Karaganda coal basin, 

where refugees would intermingle with workers, were of particular concern. 51  

In an acknowledgment of the intertwined “threat” of otkochevniki, who were 

seen both as carriers of disease and as harboring “socially harmful elements,” 

all refugees were to be processed at so-called filtration points before being sent 

on to worksites, an approach that closely resembled the party’s treatment of 

“special settlers,” internally exiled peasants. 52  At these filtration points, doctors 

would conduct full medical inspections (including bathing refugees, delousing 

them, and inoculating them against smallpox), while officials would conduct 

interviews to ascertain that only refugees of the appropriate social background 
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were sent on to worksites. 53  The increasing “medicalization” of the discourse sur-

rounding otkochevniki—all otkochevniki were to be quarantined initially in iso-

lation wards—further reinforced the idea that they were a group to be regarded 

with suspicion. 54  

 The processing of refugees proceeded disastrously. No one seemed to have 

any idea of how many refugees had returned. Speaking of Karaganda prov-

ince, a plenipotentiary wrote, “On the number of returning households there 

are several figures (7,000, 6,000, 9,000)—all of them inexact and sometimes 

even made up.” 55  In April 1932, as part of a series of small-scale food loans 

to Kazakhstan and other regions throughout the Soviet Union, the Politburo 

authorized the release of one million poods of food (sixteen thousand tons) 

to “Kazakhs returning from other districts.” 56  Yet little of this food reached 

starving refugees. In Eastern Kazakhstan province, the head of the provincial 

health department found that the daily rations had been set at three hun-

dred grams of bread, despite the fact that six hundred grams per day had 

been authorized. Moreover, he discovered that there were “no ration cards, no 

accounting. Everything is done by eyeballing.” He continued, “The weak, who 

are not in a condition to go get the food themselves, remain without food, 

while the strong, including Semipalatinsk thieves and speculators, receive 

several portions and sell them in the bazaar.” 57  Without adequate shelter at 

filtration points, many refugees continued to live under the open sky. The 

death rate among otkochevniki soared: out of 11,000 refugees in the city of 

Semipalatinsk, 4,107 of them died. 58  

 The integration of refugees into worksites and collective farms proceeded 

poorly. Many were so weakened by hunger and disease that they could not 

work. In the city of Semipalatinsk, a factory that received four hundred otko-

chevniki fired half of them within three days and denied the other half their 

food rations. 59  Most refugees were impoverished nomads who did not speak 

Russian, and their skills did not translate easily into factory or collective farm 

work. In Aktiubinsk province, factory managers were reported to have said, 

“Otkochevniki are unsuited for work, they are loafers.” In other cases, man-

agers refused to accept otkochevniki, demanding, “Give us workers from the 

Russians.” 60  Many factory managers preferred to take special settlers as work-

ers over refugee Kazakhs, so much so that the kraikom sought to forbid the 

practice due to the “large number of Kazakhs without work.” 61  Thrown out 

of factories and collective farms, many refugees returned back to neighboring 

republics, a phenomenon that officials referred to as  obratnaia perekochevka . 

Others, hearing rumors of assistance, fled to other districts within the repub-

lic, and the republic’s party committee urged districts to intensify their battle 

against such flight, portraying it as “led by bais.” 62  
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 Efforts to stop population flight were hampered by a rapidly deteriorating 

economic situation. In a secret resolution in June 1932, the republic’s party 

committee declared the existence of a massive famine inside the republic. 63  In 

July 1932, a report by the republic’s Commissariat of Agriculture found that 

Kazakhstan had “fully lost” its significance as the Soviet Union’s main livestock 

base. The small amount of livestock that still remained in the hands of nomads, 

the report estimated, could not even meet the “minimal needs of the popula-

tion for milk.” The republic’s nomadic population, the report concluded, was 

“now in a very critical condition, demanding the most immediate practical 

measures.” 64  

 It is difficult to explain Moscow’s failure to intervene at this point. Stalin and 

other members of the Central Committee had little concern for the needs of 

starving Kazakhs, but the republic’s precipitous drop in livestock numbers, which 

was apparent to everyone on the Central Committee by 1932, directly affected 

the regime’s economic interests. The republic was Moscow and Leningrad’s 

major meat supplier. Given the scarcity of tractors and cars in the republic, Mos-

cow was heavily reliant on animals to plow the republic’s grain fields or transport 

officials across the republic’s vast distances. Some blame for Moscow’s failure to 

respond must be attributed to Stalin, who seems to have paid little attention to 

matters relating to livestock, in contrast to his obsessive preoccupation with grain 

procurements. 65  But Moscow’s delay might also be attributed to the persistence 

of a stereotype about nomadic life, the idea that nomads had immense numbers 

of animals. In a letter to Stalin and the Central Committee about the republic’s 

livestock drop, Goloshchekin complained: “Several of the party workers in the 

center imagine Kazakhstan as in olden times. They imagine nomadic and semi-

nomadic districts with an uncountable number of livestock and this gives rise to 

a series of negative occurrences.” 66  Proceeding from this fantasy of Kazakhstan 

as a land of unimaginable riches, Stalin and other Central Committee made no 

major adjustments to the republic’s livestock policies, and herd numbers contin-

ued to plummet. 

 Survival 
 By 1932, the horror of famine was everywhere in the republic. Whether in the 

countryside, the factory, or even in the republic’s capital, Alma-Ata, where 

corpses littered the city streets, residents could not escape the catastrophe. 

Though the heart of the crisis was located in the Kazakh aul, by 1932 almost 

everyone, whether Russian collective farm member, local party bureaucrat, or 

factory worker, was hungry. Survival demanded ingenuity, good fortune, and, on 
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occasion, ruthlessness and cruelty. In his examination of human behavior during 

famine, based in part on his observations of the Civil War famine in Russia, the 

Russian-American sociologist Pitirim Sorokin found that starvation could over-

ride the strongest taboos and inhibitions, even compelling some to commit the 

“supremely antisocial act of cannibalism.” 67 The Kazakh famine was no exception 

in this regard: as hunger set in, incidents of crime and theft rose, and communal 

bonds started to break down. 

 Those who survived the famine remember that life became dominated by 

the struggle to find food. In his memoirs, Mukhamet Shayakhmetov recalled 

that old family friends turned him out into the cold, refusing even to give him 

a place to stay for the night: “Everyone was now preoccupied by getting some-

thing to eat for the following day—or that same day, or that very moment, 

to relieve their hunger pangs. Even the kindest-hearted people and closest 

friends and relatives could no longer help one another out.” 68  In the village 

of Burlo-Tube, a band of hungry people engaged in crime and theft. A pleni-

potentiary wrote: “The members of this band did not hesitate to kill an otko-

chevnik for his bread. Right in front of us, one member of a band knocked 

an otkochevnik to the ground with one blow, where he lay unconscious for 

a long time.” 69  Due to the danger of assault or the possibility of contracting 

disease, anyone who traveled through the steppe during the famine put his 

or her life at risk. Köken Belgĭbaev, a famine survivor, recalled that his friend 

Moldaqash hoped to return to his aul to save several starving relatives but 

ultimately determined that the trip across the steppe was too dangerous to 

undertake. 70  

 Some tried to help the starving as best as they could: Zeitĭn Aqïshev, a fam-

ine survivor whom we met in a previous chapter, recalled that some party offi-

cials ventured out into the steppe at great personal risk to collect abandoned 

children and bring them to orphanages. 71  In her diary, the seventeen-year old 

Tat′iana Nevadovskaya, the daughter of Gavril Nevadovsky, a professor exiled 

to Kazakhstan, recorded her efforts to bring food and water to the starving. 72  

But as the dead and the dying overwhelmed cities, a certain callousness began 

to set in among many witnesses to the famine. The indigence of starving 

Kazakhs began to seem ordinary, and their deaths in squalid shelters or along 

city streets commonplace. In Western Siberia, an official wrote: “The groups 

of Kazakhs present a horrifying picture. To give one example, I relay the fol-

lowing fact: at the train station in Slavgorod the body of a dead Kazakh lay on 

the ground for three days, and no one paid any attention to it.” 73  In Orenburg, 

Victor Serge remembered: “There were Khirgiz [Kazakhs] lying under the sun 

on waste ground, and it was hard to tell if some of them were alive or dead. 

People passed by without looking their way: poor people, hurrying and shabby; 
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functionaries, military men, their bourgeois-looking womenfolk; in brief all 

those we termed ‘the satisfied 8%.’” 74  

 Fear transformed everyday life. Vera Rikhter traveled through the steppe with 

her father, Vladimir Rikhter, an exiled Socialist Revolutionary (SR), as a young 

girl. When they stopped for the night, Vera wandered out of their lodgings to 

look at the camels tended by some nearby Kazakhs. Unable to find Vera inside the 

house, Vera’s mother came rushing out of the house to find her daughter. “Her 

hands were shaking when she took me by the shoulders and brought me into 

the house,” Vera recalled. “Sometime later I understood her terror: they thought 

that the starving would snatch me up.” 75  Her mother was not the only one to be 

frightened, Vera remembered. The emotion was widely felt: “The population of 

the village in which we stopped was not starving (or at least in those houses in 

which our convoy was lodged) but they were afraid of hunger and of the starv-

ing. . . . They carefully locked their doors and locked themselves in. They were 

taciturn, sullen, unfriendly.” 76  

 Rumors of “murder cannibalism,” or the murder of people for human meat, 

were a constant source of anxiety during the Kazakh famine, particularly for 

parents who feared that their children might be kidnapped by the starving. 

Such rumors were especially prevalent in Western Siberia and the Middle Volga, 

where tales that otkochevniki ate Russian children quickly spread. 77  During the 

famine, witnesses recorded instances of “murder cannibalism”: In Chu district, 

at a feeding point for the starving, an official named Daneman recalled seeing 

a refugee cut into the stomach of a dying refugee, remove his liver, and give 

it to a starving person who ate it raw. 78  Other sources offer accounts of what 

appears to be “survivor cannibalism,” or the consumption of the corpses of 

those who were already dead. 79  In February 1933, OGPU officials detained a 

woman in Aulie-Ata for the sale of human meat. On examination, a medical 

expert estimated that the meat came from a child who was six to seven years 

old. 80  Ghalym Akhmedov, a famine survivor, remembers coming across starv-

ing people boiling human meat. 81  

 Many turned to surrogate foods to survive. Famine survivors remember eat-

ing rodents and wild grasses or combing through fields to collect the rotting 

remains of the harvest, known as  masaq . 82  Others recall refusing to eat rodents, 

believing their consumption to be an affront to their Muslim faith. 83  In Chu 

district, Daneman detailed, starving people collected the thorns of a local plant, 

 dzhigim . It could take up to a day to collect enough thorns to make a single loaf 

of bread, he noted, and it gave those who ate it terrible stomach pains. 84  Others, 

“mainly children and the truly starving,” resorted to eating their bedding, he 

observed. They cooked the wool from their bedding over a fire and then chewed 

it, while they soaked the leather from their beds in a little dish full of water and 
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then ate it. “These things had little food in them,” he remarked, “but all of them 

had something.” 85  

 The number of abandoned children, or  besprizornye , a category that included 

both orphaned children and homeless children, swelled: according to party sta-

tistics, there were 20,700 abandoned children in the republic by 1932, and nearly 

triple that amount, 71,000 abandoned children, by early 1933. 86  Most conceded 

that these figures grossly underrepresented the actual totals. In 1932, officials 

with the republic’s children’s commission reported that there were more than 

1,700 starving children gathered outside the coal mines of Karaganda alone. 87  In 

Pavlodar, the five deportees wrote, the city’s orphanages were overflowing, and 

they had stopped accepting any new children: “In the city every day one comes 

across tens of abandoned, frozen, emaciated children of all ages who are swollen 

from hunger. Their typical response is: ‘My father died, my mother died, I have 

no home, I have no bread.’” 88  

 In some cases, these abandoned children were indeed orphans. Sëden 

Mëlĭmŭlĭ, whom we met in the chapter’s opening pages, was placed in an orphan-

age during the famine due to the death of his mother. 89  But for many families, 

abandoning a child was a gut-wrenching survival strategy. 90  Those families had 

more mouths than they could feed, and parents faced excruciating choices about 

which child to take and which child to leave behind. 91  Others may have believed 

that abandoning their child at an orphanage offered the child a better chance of 

survival than life with its parents. It is unclear, however, whether being placed 

in an orphanage actually did improve a child’s odds of survival: in Pavlodar, the 

deportees wrote, the shelters where some starving children had been put “should 

more precisely be called a morgue.” No one had bothered to pick up the bodies 

of the children who had died, and their corpses were strewn across the floors. 92  

In Kzyl-Orda district in the republic’s south, the death rate for children who 

entered orphanages during the first few months of 1933 was 60 percent. 93  In 

Orenburg, Serge recalled trying to give a starving child to some soldiers to take to 

an orphanage. The soldiers declined, explaining, “But they’re running away from 

there [the orphanage], because they’re starving to death!” 94  

 One of the most pressing problems became the burial of the dead. In his 

trip to the village of Guliaevka, Daneman described seeing corpses “scattered 

about” on the roads or tossed into the saksaul, the shrubs that lined the sides 

of the roads. 95  In the village of Ush-Tobe, an official from the republic’s trans-

port division reported, corpses littered the roads and filled the ditches that ran 

along the side of the railroad tracks. The inhabitants of the village had exhausted 

their strength to dig new graves, and every possible pit in the village was already 

jammed full of corpses and covered with snow. 96  In cities and other settlements, 

the timely removal of the dead was of the utmost importance. The stench of 
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unburied bodies began to spread quickly, bringing with it the specter of diseases, 

such as cholera and typhus. In their recollections of the famine, survivors fre-

quently refer to the  arba,  or horse-drawn cart that collected corpses from city 

streets. 97  These corpses were then dumped in mass grave sites on the outskirts of 

cities. For those who survived the famine, seeing loved ones buried in this fashion 

was deeply traumatic: these mass burials violated Muslim tradition, which called 

for the faces of the dead to be wrapped in cloth and their bodies turned toward 

Mecca before burial. 98  

What factors determined who lived and who died? Simply being a party mem-

ber did not mean that you were going to survive the famine. Detailing the hor-

rifying situation at a refugee feeding point in Guliaevka, where the “feet of the 

dead were on the faces of the living,” Daneman wrote: “Among the returnees 

there were party members and Komsomol members. The chairman of the village 

soviet Belousov told me that they even showed him their party cards. But they 

also died along with everyone else.” 99 But a connection to state structures did help 

many survive: Zeitĭn Aqïshev took a position as a schoolteacher in Semipalatinsk 

during the famine. As a teacher, he remembers, he was able to get a steady supply 

of millet through the state. 100  Those who labored in industrial worksites, such 

as the Karaganda coal mines or the copper mines at Balkhash, appear to have 

had a far better chance of survival. Party documents reaffirm this: as the crisis 

in the republic escalated in the summer of 1932, officials with the Soviet Union’s 

Commissariat for Heavy Industry urged that the supply of grain, meat, and other 

goods to the republic’s “remote regions” be cut off and redirected to industrial 

sites within the republic, such as Balkhash. 101  Expelled from these worksites in 

favor of special settlers and other groups capable of performing labor, Kazakh 

refugees had little hope of finding food. 

 There was a sharp contrast between the predicament of Kazakh refugees and 

the lives of the party elite, who glimpsed the horrors of the famine through the 

windows of well-appointed railway cars. In her memoir, Agnessa Mironova, the 

wife of Sergei Mironov, the OGPU plenipotentiary representative for Kazakh-

stan, recalled a train trip through the Kazakh steppe during the famine: “So it was 

in the winter of 1931 I passed through Karaganda with Mirosha. We traveled in a 

Pullman car that dated to the time of Nicholas II. The salon was all in gold velvet, 

the bedroom in red velvet. The conductors (they were also cooks) fed us glori-

ously.” 102  Though Mironova saw starving people outside, she remembered: “But 

at the same time, in the midst of this dying hamlet, we had plenty of provisions 

in our velvet train car. We carried with us frozen ham, chickens, mutton, cheeses, 

just about everything you could want.” 103  As Mironova’s memoir reveals, the 

years of the famine produced extreme inequities, impoverishing Kazakh nomads 

but propelling members of the party elite into lives of extreme privilege. 
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 “People Died When We Had the 
Possibility to Save Them” 
 In the fall of 1932, Moscow announced a number of policy changes for the repub-

lic, the centerpiece of which was a ruling by the Central Committee on Septem-

ber 17, 1932. 104  The ruling, which was known as the September 17th decision, 

freed all nomadic households in the republic from centralized meat and grain 

procurements for two years. As well, it authorized additional grain and seed assis-

tance to these households by the center. Under the policy change, Kazakh house-

holds in livestock districts could now keep up to one hundred sheep, eight to ten 

cattle, three to five camels, and eight to ten horses for their personal use. Similar, 

although less generous, livestock allowances were made for districts classified as 

settled. The ruling also changed the type of collective farms decreed as appropri-

ate for livestock regions, moving away from the more restrictive artel to the far 

simpler TOZ. 105  In combination with this ruling, the party revoked the slogan, 

“sedentarization on the basis of full collectivization,” and sought to promote a 

more gradual approach to collectivization among newly settled groups. 106  

But the September 17th decision did little to alleviate Kazakhs’ suffering. In the 

opening lines of the ruling, the Central Committee reiterated that the settlement 

of nomadic Kazakhs was the correct policy, giving license to further repressions 

against starving refugees. Republic-level officials complained that many of the 

grain shipments that Moscow had promised never arrived or were heavily delayed. 

Though the September 17th decision promised household livestock allowances 

for nomads, this policy modification meant little when there were almost no live-

stock left in the republic to possess. Officials at the republic, regional, and district 

levels relegated the distribution of aid and the execution of the changes promised 

by the September 17th decision to a policy of low priority, entrusting bureaucrats 

with little or no oversight to carry out their implementation. 

While officials in Moscow touted the new policies of the September 17th deci-

sion as setting the republic on the path of economic recovery, Molotov and Stalin 

continued to pressure the republic’s officials to procure more grain. On Novem-

ber 8, Molotov and Stalin wrote leading officials within the republic’s party and 

state bureaucracy to demand an “immediate turnaround” in Kazakhstan’s grain 

collections. 107  On November 10, the kraikom approved the blacklisting of dis-

tricts within the republic, explicitly modeling this campaign of terror on tech-

niques deployed a few days earlier against starving Ukrainians and others in the 

Kuban. 108  On November 21, a telegram from Stalin charged that grain procure-

ments in the republic had “undergone sharp declines” and were “headed toward 

an actual cessation in collections.” Stalin urged the kraikom and KazSovnarkom 

to switch over to a “repressive track.” 109  Ultimately, some thirty-one districts 
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in the republic would be blacklisted. 110  In December 1932, a Politburo decree 

ordered the deportation of thousands of Kuban Cossacks: approximately ten 

thousand were sent to Kazakhstan, increasing pressure on the food supply and 

deepening the republic’s misery. 111  

 Ultimately, Goloshchekin became the scapegoat for these grain shortfalls. 

Through an order from the Central Committee in Moscow, Goloshchekin was 

removed as the republic’s party secretary in early 1933. Officially, Goloshchekin 

took on a new role as the main state arbitrator before the Soviet Council of Peo-

ple’s Commissars in Moscow. Yet his career would soon suffer a rapid decline. In 

February 1933, Goloshchekin’s departure from Kazakhstan was quietly marked 

with a small article buried on page three of the republic’s newspaper. 112  By August 

1933, Goloshchekin was publicly critiqued in the same newspaper for “errors” in 

his leadership and for “flagrantly violating the Leninist-Stalinist line.” 113  In Mos-

cow, Goloshchekin suffered from depression due to his fall from official favor and 

contemplated suicide 114  In 1941, he was shot as part of the purges, meeting a fate 

shared by many others who had joined the party in its early years. 

 While the order to remove Goloshchekin from his position as party secretary 

came from the Central Committee in Moscow, little is known about the details 

of Goloshchekin’s fall into disfavor among Stalin and other top party officials. 

On the republic level, some of the support that Goloshchekin had received from 

his colleagues eroded in the months before his ouster, although it is not clear if 

this discontent was sparked by an impetus from the center. In July 1932 in a let-

ter to Stalin, Isaev linked the republic’s disastrous economic position partially 

to Goloshchekin’s leadership. He confided that he did not think that “Comrade 

Goloshchekin has the necessary strength for a decisive turnaround.” 115  

 In a series of angry letters to Stalin and Kaganovich some months after his 

removal, in August and September 1933, Goloshchekin protested the “unceremo-

nious public criticism and fanatical disparagement of me that is taking place in 

Kazakhstan under the leadership of the republic’s party committee.” He called on 

the Central Committee to intervene in the dispute with his former colleagues in 

Kazakhstan and provide a clear accounting of his supposed mistakes. 116  Golosh-

chekin categorically rejected his successor Levon Mirzoian’s attempts to charac-

terize his entire seven-year tenure in Kazakhstan as “anti-party and anti-Leninist” 

and, by way of explanation, reasoned that the Central Committee had regularly 

endorsed and supported his actions over the course of his time in Kazakhstan. 117  

Despite a letter to Stalin in September 1932 critiquing the “mistakes and short-

comings” of the collectivization campaign in Kazakhstan, Goloshchekin became 

the scapegoat for the republic’s shortfall in grain procurements. Like many of his 

peers in neighboring republics, Goloshchekin was a brutal leader, one who had 

worked ruthlessly to effect the republic’s transformation. Yet Goloshchekin was 
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also a pragmatic administrator, one who sought to manage the consequences 

of the party’s actions in Kazakhstan, and he petitioned the party to soften their 

policies for the republic when they appeared counterproductive to the regime’s 

own economic interests. Goloshchekin may have also operated under different 

constraints than his successor, and Mirzoian assumed leadership of the republic 

as central policies for Kazakhstan began to shift. Although repressions continued 

under Mirzoian’s leadership, other policy changes would signal Moscow’s inter-

est in repairing the economic damage. 

 Mirzoian arrived in Kazakhstan in early 1933 to replace Goloshchekin. Born 

to an Armenian peasant family in a village in Nagorno-Karabakh, Mirzoian com-

pleted only an eighth-grade education before abandoning his studies to move 

to Baku, a major port on the Caspian Sea and a political hub for the Caucasus 

region. There he joined the Bolshevik Party, working under the leadership of Ser-

gei Kirov, a prominent and well-connected revolutionary who would later assume 

leadership of the Leningrad party organization. With the beginning of the First 

Five-Year Plan, Mirzoian relocated to the RSFSR, first assuming a position as the 

party secretary for Perm, followed by a similar posting in the Urals region, before 

moving to take on his new position as party secretary of Kazakhstan. 

 Mirzoian and his predecessor shared some characteristics in common. Both 

joined the Bolsheviks early, prior to the October 1917 revolution, and ultimately 

they would share the same fate, executed as part of party purges (Mirzoian in 1939, 

Goloshchekin in 1941). But there were also important differences between the 

two men, who hailed from different generations. Goloshchekin, approximately 

twenty years Mirzoian’s senior, came of age in the 1890s, in an era when Marxist 

movements in Russia began to grow. Mirzoian, by contrast, was born in 1897, 

and had a very different upbringing, entering public life after a serious challenge 

to autocracy, the 1905 revolution, sparked the mobilization of groups across the 

political spectrum. Mirzoian’s wife, Iuliia Tevosian, linked Mirzoian closely to the 

top ranks of the Moscow party bureaucracy (Iuliia’s brother, Ivan Tevosian, was 

the Soviet commissar for heavy industry, and he would later become ambassador 

to Japan), and she assumed an active role in public life in Almaty during Mir-

zoian’s tenure, becoming director of the city’s Institute for Marxism-Leninism. 118  

 For Mirzoian, his new life in the unfamiliar surroundings of Kazakhstan 

presented something of a shock. The contrast between life in Kazakhstan and 

Mirzoian’s previous postings in the Soviet Union’s west or in the Caucasus was 

enormous. Though the republic had completed the First Five-Year Plan, which 

officials had boasted would usher Kazakhstan into socialist-style modernity, Mir-

zoian viewed the republic as mired in backwardness. Alma-Ata, the republic’s 

capital and his new home, he wrote in a letter to Kaganovich in Moscow posted 

soon after his arrival, remained nothing more than a “backward village,” which 
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was “several times worse than any station in the North Caucasus.” Workers fled 

the city because the dormitories reserved for them were in such a dilapidated 

state, he continued. Due to disputes among city agencies, Alma-Ata had no elec-

tricity, and kerosene lamps remained the only source of light after dark. 119  

 Most striking of all to Mirzoian was the republic’s terrible plight. Detailing 

the bodies of the dead that filled the city streets, he wrote to Kaganovich, “I left 

the city of Moscow confident that the situation in Kazakhstan was difficult, but 

what I saw here exceeded all my expectations.” 120  Not only had the party failed 

in its efforts to modernize agricultural work—local officials, for instance, regu-

larly complained that promised deliveries of tractors never arrived—but party 

cadres had resorted to farming methods that were more primitive than those 

used before the First Five-Year Plan. In Kazakhstan’s southern districts, where 

the fields had once been plowed using oxen and cattle, collective farm workers, 

for want of livestock, now resorted to plowing the fields by hand. This method 

was grossly inefficient: eighteen to twenty people might labor for a day to sow 

just one hectare. But due to the utter decimation of the republic’s animal herds, 

Mirzoian calculated that thousands of hectares in the republic might need to be 

sown in this manner. 121  

 Though Mirzoian would oversee Kazakhstan’s recovery, his record is more 

mixed than the largely uncritical evaluation he has received from Kazakhstani 

historians would indicate. 122  Like his predecessor, Mirzoian employed ruthless 

tactics in pursuit of the party’s goals. Soon after his arrival, in a letter to Kaganov-

ich, he announced that the republic would take severe measures against organiz-

ers of flight ( otkochevka ), as well as those who stole grain or livestock. Though 

Mirzoian’s description of these so-called “enemies” might apply to almost every 

starving refugee within the republic, he pushed for the party to increase its use of 

the most brutal forms of punishment, including shootings. 123  Mirzoian roundly 

criticized those party cadres who sent him “teary telegrams” to ask for more food 

aid for their regions, and in response to their desperate pleas, he denied their 

regions further assistance and fired many of them instead. 124  

 Some of the disaster’s most appalling cruelty occurred under Mirzoian’s lead-

ership. Republic-level agencies made little effort to ensure that food aid actually 

reached starving refugees: in one notorious incident, a plenipotentiary stuffed 

documents that ordered the release of food aid to nearby refugees into his pocket. 

While hundreds starved nearby, he organized a large wedding for himself, finally 

producing the documents that would have saved dozens from a horrible death 

only after a month of drinking, celebrating, and feasting. 125  In another instance, 

in eastern Kazakhstan, collective farm workers murdered a refugee by throwing 

him into a ditch of two meters in depth and pouring cold water on top. 126  In this, 

the famine’s final stage, an opportunity to mitigate the disaster’s terrifying death 
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toll was lost. In 1933, a local official reflected on the continuing crisis in his own 

district; his shrewd observation also speaks to the debacle of relief efforts in the 

republic more broadly: “People died from hunger when the district had the pos-

sibility to save them.” 127  

 In November 1932, officials had dissolved Kazakhstan’s sedentarization 

commission, a decision that implicitly acknowledged the scale of the refugee 

crisis, as well as the impossibility of implementing the regime’s previous plans 

to settle the Kazakh nomads. As interrepublic disputes continued to erupt and 

Kazakhstan’s neighbors, overwhelmed by the number of new arrivals, peti-

tioned Gosplan in Moscow for food aid, the center intervened. Rïsqŭlov, who 

was the most prominent Kazakh in Moscow, was charged with heading a new 

Union-level commission that would oversee the question of how to manage 

those otkochevniki who had fled the republic. In Kazakhstan, officials created 

a separate committee that assumed the duties of the now defunct sedenta-

rization committee; this new agency, however, was charged with handling the 

affairs of Kazakh otkochevniki and returnees ( vozvrashchentsy ) rather than 

settling the Kazakh nomads.  

  FIGURE 6.2 . Kazakhs returning to Pavlodar province from Western Siberia, 1932. 
Republic of Kazakhstan Central State Archive of Film, Photo and Audio Documents, 
Image #5–3568. 
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 On February 22, 1933, at a meeting of the Union-level commission, Rïsqŭlov 

ruled that the agency’s first task would be to determine an accurate tally of the 

numbers of Kazakh refugees, particularly their distribution among neighbor-

ing republics. Second, it would oversee the return of refugees to work, including 

incorporating them in the spring sowing campaign. 128  Overruling the many pro-

tests of representatives gathered from Western Siberia, the Middle Volga, Kirgizia, 

and other areas, Rïsqŭlov held that the party would now work to settle most 

Kazakh refugees where they had fled, rather than returning the majority of them 

to Kazakhstan, as had been the policy previously. He charged each region with 

appointing officials who would supervise the process of placing Kazakh refu-

gees in worksites in their respective regions. A very limited number of Kazakh 

refugees, those for whom suitable work could not be found, would become the 

responsibility of the Soviet Union’s Department of Labor, and Rïsqŭlov proposed 

a plan to create large collective farms where these refugees would be put back to 

work. 129  

 Mirzoian soon began to travel around Kazakhstan and started an active cor-

respondence with colleagues in neighboring republics, in a campaign to support 

the party’s shift in policy. Writing to colleagues in Kirgizia on March 12, 1933, he 

noted that the death toll in Kazakhstan was “considerable” and urged them not 

to send more otkochevniki back to the republic. 130  In a letter to party officials 

in Ural′sk and Petropavlovsk in northern Kazakhstan, also on March 12, 1933, 

Mirzoian informed them that the return of otkochevniki had been brought to a 

“temporary halt” and instructed them to take in no more refugees. 131 On March 29, 

1933, Mirzoian wrote to Stalin and Molotov in Moscow. Calling on the Central 

Committee to increase its work with neighboring republics to halt the return of 

refugees back to Kazakhstan, he reported that the situation with otkochevniki 

inside the republic remained “very difficult.” 132  

 Relations between Kazakhstan and its neighbors continued to deteriorate 

as Kazakh officials alleged that refugees suffered mistreatment and discrimi-

nation at the hands of officials in neighboring republics. 133  In late April 1933, 

Isaev penned an angry letter to his counterpart in Kirgizia in which he criticized 

the “soulless, indifferent relationship of the Soviet organs of your republic to 

Kazakh-otkochevniki.” In Isaev’s recounting, a crowd of eight hundred starving 

Kazakh refugees had gathered at the Frunze train station from April 19 to 23, 

1933, in the hopes of receiving food or assistance. “The condition of these otko-

chevniki was nightmarish,” Isaev reported. “Every day among them appeared 

six to seven corpses, dead from hunger.” In Isaev’s assessment, “The Kirgiz gov-

ernment took no measures, except for asking to send these otkochevniki back 

to Kazakhstan,” and he condemned the Kirgiz for their callous attitude toward 

Kazakhs’ suffering. 134  
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 As waves of starving Kazakh refugees arrived throughout the broader region, 

local officials reported continuing outbursts of violence and disorder. These out-

breaks provoked a response from Rïsqŭlov. In July 1933, he sent a warning to the 

leaders of regions flooded with otkochevniki and ordered them to strengthen 

their attention to the project of integrating refugee Kazakhs into worksites. 135  

Later that same month in the Middle Volga, the chairman of the party’s regional 

committee issued circulars to local officials with instructions on how they might 

include refugee Kazakhs in the region’s collective farms. He cautioned that many 

otkochevniki might not be able to fulfill “complicated work” at first, particularly 

the use of agricultural machinery, yet he noted that the party specially prohibited 

“violence or illegal actions against Kazakh nomads.” 136  

 Recovery 
 In 1934, party observers marked the first growth in the republic’s livestock num-

bers since 1928 and, though limited parts of the republic continued to suffer 

from hunger throughout 1934, the scale of the suffering had diminished. 137  In 

part, this shift in the republic’s fortunes was brought about by a policy change, 

the belated decision to reallocate all the resources once devoted to sedentariza-

tion to the resolution of the refugee question. Mirzoian may also have been 

a more effective administrator than Goloshchekin, one more attuned to the 

party’s problems in implementing programs on the ground in Kazakhstan, and 

his correspondence with authorities in Moscow, especially on the question of 

Kazakh cadres, reveals a willingness to frankly assess some of the party’s failings. 

Ultimately, however, Mirzoian’s tenure also benefited from a certain amount of 

good luck, including excellent weather and a good harvest in 1934, as well as 

renewed attention, initiated by a variety of state agencies in Moscow, to prob-

lems stemming from the famine, including the rise of disease and large numbers 

of homeless children. 

 As the movement of vast numbers of people throughout the republic contin-

ued, officials began efforts to halt the spread of disease. By early 1933, more than 

450,000 people, approximately 10 percent of the republic’s total population, were 

gathered in encampments near railway stations. In April 1933, as part of an effort 

throughout the Soviet Union to cleanse cities of “undesirable elements,” republic-

level officials ordered regional officials to clear hundreds of thousands of 

refugees from the vicinity of Kazakhstan’s railway stations and relocate efforts at 

processing and returning refugees to work further into the steppe. 138  In southern 

Kazakhstan, where smallpox and typhus had broken out, officials ordered school 

teachers to vaccinate students in remote regions. With the teachers’ assistance, 



166      CHAPTER 6

the party conducted over two hundred thousand smallpox inoculations through-

out southern Kazakhstan in 1933. 139  

 More so than his predecessor, Mirzoian appears to have been attuned to the 

precarious state of Kazakh refugees and the need for immediate action. In a June 

1933 letter to Stalin and Kaganovich, Mirzoian outlined a major shift in policy: 

 The question of sedentarization in the old sense of the word practically 

does not exist, for essentially in Kazakhstan today there are no nomadic 

or semi-nomadic groups that are not in flight ( otkochevka ). . . . If earlier 

it was the grave mistake of the Kazakh party to force the sedentarization 

of the nomadic population, then now it has become an absolutely nec-

essary task to force the sedentarization of otkochevniki, as this popula-

tion, which has no equipment and no livestock, has become a burden on 

the state [ nakhoditsia fakticheski na shee gosudarstva ]. 140  

 Others, such as Kiselev, viewed the republic’s refugee problem in even blunter 

terms, framing the renewal of settlement efforts as a matter of “life and death” 

for the encampments of refugees with no method of subsistence. 141  Thus, if the 

program of sedentarization had once legitimized violent assaults on Kazakh life, 

sparking the famine itself, it had now been reintroduced with another goal, sav-

ing destitute Kazakhs and resolving the republic’s economic crisis. By the middle 

of 1933, republic officials, renewing their efforts at sedentarization, forcibly relo-

cated and settled over half a million refugees. The vast majority (402,627) were 

sent to work in collective farms, with the remainder distributed in cotton, beet, or 

tobacco production (33,000) or state farms (73,806) in the republic. 142  

 At a meeting of the Rïsqŭlov commission, Rïsqŭlov announced that the party 

would provide additional aid to homeless Kazakh children, both within Kazakh-

stan and in neighboring regions, as well as double the number of social workers 

( vospitateli ) working in the republic’s orphanages. 143  In combination with this 

effort, officials in the republic were charged with forming “children’s brigades,” 

which would walk the republic’s city streets in an effort to bring abandoned, 

starving Kazakh children into orphanages. By the late fall of 1933, the crisis of 

homeless children in the republic appeared to ease slightly, and an official with 

the children’s commission, discussing the problem of abandoned children, noted, 

“The insufficiencies are still many, but they are already less than before.” 144  

 There were also indications of shifts in the party’s approach to livestock rais-

ing. In June 1933, the Soviet Union’s Council of People’s Commissars authorized 

additional purchases of livestock from Xinjiang to replenish the republic’s herds, 

a striking admission of how much Kazakhstan’s livestock numbers had plum-

meted. The republic, previously the Soviet Union’s major livestock supplier, was 

now dependent on animals from China. Some fifty thousand animals, including 
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horses, cows, sheep and goats, would be purchased in Xinjiang, while another 

seventy thousand animals would be bought from Chinese traders at seasonal 

markets set up inside the republic in Alma-Ata province and Eastern Kazakhstan 

province. 145  

 By late 1933, the policy of settling refugee Kazakhs where they fled eased, and 

by 1934, officials declared the massive outflow of Kazakhs beyond the republic’s 

borders to be “liquidated.” 146  Officials once again renewed their efforts to bring 

limited numbers of refugees back to Kazakhstan; the project, which focused on 

settling Kazakh refugees in “labor deficit regions,” particularly the republic’s beet- 

and cotton-growing regions, would continue for much of the decade. Despite 

party officials’ earlier warnings, these return efforts were again plagued by accu-

sations of discrimination and “national antagonisms.” On the local level, officials 

in neighboring republics reported that many of their efforts to integrate Kazakh 

refugees into local communities were an abject failure, as locals forcibly expelled 

new waves of otkochevniki. On the republic level, Kazakhstan’s officials contin-

ued to accuse neighboring republics of neglecting Kazakh refugees or, alternately, 

profiting from refugees’ labor or livestock. 

 But the arduous, state-sponsored relocation of refugees would far outlast the 

famine itself, continuing for much of the 1930s. In Uzbekistan in 1935, thousands 

of the most destitute Kazakh refugees remained on the margins of society. Living 

under the open sky and traveling from collective farm to collective farm in search 

of food, they were shadowed by taunts from locals that they were “cannibals” or 

“non-Muslims.” Some Kazakh refugees able to work had been incorporated into 

factories and farms, and Kazakhstan’s officials angrily accused the Uzbek govern-

ment of refusing to return the best refugee workers ( udarniki ) back to Kazakh-

stan. 147  Even when Kazakhstan and its neighbors could agree on how the return 

of refugees should proceed, many return efforts only served to increase the death 

toll. In late 1933 in Kara-Kalpakia, officials gathered together a group of Kazakh 

refugees, with the intention of sending them back to Kazakhstan by ferry across 

the Aral Sea. Many refugees waited so long for the arrival of the ferry that they 

perished for want of food; others, realizing that transport might never arrive, set 

off by foot across the desert. Once the ferry finally docked, many more Kazakh 

refugees perished during the long boat trip across the sea back to Kazakhstan due 

to inadequate supplies of food and water. 148  
   

 The Kazakh famine’s final phase was marked by both a social crisis—the emer-

gence of over a million starving Kazakh refugees, who moved both within the 

republic and beyond its boundaries—as well as the total collapse of the republic’s 

economy. In this phase, the causes and responses to famine became intertwined: 

The refugee crisis provoked further waves of repression by Moscow, which only 
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intensified the suffering of the starving. At the same time, Moscow took no mea-

sures to resolve the republic’s dramatic livestock decline, and herd numbers con-

tinued to plummet during the period 1931–33. Due to the death of more than a 

quarter of the republic’s population during the famine, the disaster provoked a 

labor crisis, as the lands of the Hungry Steppe emptied out and collective farms 

stood empty for lack of workers. Far from increasing the productivity of ani-

mal husbandry through nomadic settlement and collectivization, Moscow had 

sparked the republic’s total economic collapse. 

 Only in 1934 did Moscow successfully reverse this trend. The program of 

sedentarization, reimagined in another guise, became a means of reversing the 

republic’s economic crisis, and the end of the famine marked a far-reaching rear-

rangement of the republic’s population. The Kazakhs were now collectivized, 

although most remained in the simplest form of collective farm, a TOZ, not the 

enormous state farms that Moscow had once envisaged. The refugee crisis served 

to entrench the language of nationality at the local level, and Kazakhs now began 

to think of “Kazakhstan” as territorially defined. But for Kazakhs themselves, the 

long and agonizing process of healing from the trauma of the famine was just 

beginning, a process that the conclusion and epilogue will explore. 
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 For Kazakhstan, the postfamine years saw a prolonged and agonizing period of 

recovery. Many of those who survived described a feeling of trauma: Ibragim 

Khisamutdinov, who lived through the famine as a young boy, saw starving 

Kazakhs dying in the streets on his way to school. More than fifty years later, he 

noted, “To this day, I can hear the desperate cries of the dying and their calls for 

help.” 1  For others, the end of the famine marked the beginning of a long struggle 

to find family members who had been separated from them during the disaster. 

Sëden Mëlĭmŭlĭ, a famine survivor whom we met in a previous chapter, ended 

up in an orphanage due to the death of his parents during the disaster. Several 

years later, his older brother, who had been imprisoned during the famine, was 

finally released. In 1937, four years after the famine’s end, the two brothers finally 

reconnected, and Sëden’s older brother brought him home from the orphanage. 2  

Others were not as fortunate: as a young boy, Däwitbek Nŭrtazin, the future 

husband of the memoirist Nŭrziya Qajïbaeva saw all his relatives die of hun-

ger during the famine, and Däwitbek grew up in an orphanage. 3  Many young 

Kazakhs shared his fate, and the population of the republic’s orphanages swelled 

in the famine’s aftermath. As most orphanages were primarily Russian-speaking 

environments, this shift had important implications for the Kazakh children who 

grew up in them. 

 In important respects, the project of Soviet modernization had fallen des-

perately short of its goals. Collectivization was an economic and humanitar-

ian catastrophe across the Soviet Union, but nowhere were its effects more 

 Conclusion 
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disastrous than in Soviet Kazakhstan. The republic lost one-quarter of its 

population, some 1.5 million people, due to famine, and officials struggled to 

cope with labor shortages on the republic’s collective farms and factories in 

the disaster’s aftermath. Though Kazakhstan had been the Soviet Union’s most 

important livestock base prior to the crisis, by its end the republic had lost 90 

percent of its animal herds. 4 Only in the 1960s did the republic’s sheep and cattle 

numbers finally reach their prefamine levels. 5  The republic’s camel population 

never recovered to its former numbers. In 1933, after the First Five-Year Plan 

had been declared complete, the republic still lacked basic elements of infra-

structure: Moscow did not have a direct telegraph connection with the repub-

lic’s capital, and there were also no direct telegraph communications between 

Alma-Ata and many of the republic’s provincial centers. 6  Alma-Ata itself had 

no electricity and was lit by kerosene lamps. 7  But in other respects, Moscow 

achieved its goals: pastoral nomadism was destroyed as an economic system. 

Collectivization sparked a dramatic increase in Kazakhs’ integration into the 

institutions of the party-state. Nationality became a key element of Kazakh 

identity. Nonetheless, the nature of Kazakhstan’s transformation should make 

us think differently about the “leap” in state capacity and mobilization that the 

Soviet Union achieved during the interwar period, as it transformed itself from 

a predominately rural society into a power that would eventually defeat Nazi 

Germany and rival the United States for global supremacy. 8  The contours of 

this leap were uneven, and they looked quite different in Kazakhstan than they 

did in parts of the Soviet Union’s west. 

 In one reflection of the problems the regime had encountered in its attempt 

to transform the Kazakh steppe’s arid landscape, by October 1932 leading offi-

cials in Moscow began to reconsider whether seasonal migrations might be the 

best method of pasturing the republic’s animal herds, reversing the previous 

emphasis on creating giant livestock farms fixed in one place. In a letter to Stalin, 

Rïsqŭlov questioned the previous focus on providing fodder for stabled livestock, 

as opposed to using the republic’s “immense natural pastures” to feed the ani-

mals. Provided the party was willing to consider “the climactic and natural par-

ticularities of Kazakhstan,” he argued, the latter could serve as means for building 

up the republic’s livestock levels. He cited seasonal shifts in the republic’s south as 

an example: during the winter months, livestock could prosper in the lowlands, 

but in the summer months these same pastures became unbearably hot. The 

grasses that the animals ate died off in the heat, while the animals themselves suf-

fered from ferocious biting insects. To use the republic’s environmental features 

effectively, Rïsqŭlov argued, it was necessary to drive the animals to mountain 

pastures during the summer months and return them to lowland pastures during 

the winter months. 9  



CONCLUSION      171

 The postfamine years would see a shift toward the use of seasonal migrations 

as a method of pasturing livestock. During World War II, Moscow evacuated 

large numbers of cattle to the steppe from the front lines of the war, and collec-

tive farmers used Kazakhs’ old migration routes to pasture them. 10  In the 1950s, 

the party promoted the practice of  otgonnoe khoziaistvo , or “roving animal hus-

bandry,” in parts of the republic to build up livestock herds. Abandoning the pre-

vious emphasis on the construction of permanent “European-style” dwellings, 

yurts were now praised as the style of home best suited for certain regions of 

the steppe. 11  Herders still conducted seasonal migrations on horseback, but they 

now enjoyed technical support from the regime, including tractors to transport 

heavier goods and trucks to resupply remote areas with food. To make optimum 

use of the terrain, herders occasionally crossed boundaries, utilizing pastures in 

Kirgizia or Uzbekistan. 12  

 But this was not the revival of pastoral nomadism. Rather, it represented its 

final desecration, as the former institutions of Kazakhs’ nomadic way of life were 

given new, ideologically appropriate names: the leaders of Kazakhs’ seasonal 

migrations (the former aqsaqals) were now called “specialists,” while the migra-

tory encampments (the former auls) were referred to as “brigades.” 13  Ultimately, 

the number of Kazakhs who would engage in seasonal migrations was small, 

perhaps no more than a hundred thousand people. 14 Most Kazakhs who survived 

the famine found their previous way of life destroyed. After fleeing his aul during 

the famine and watching his father and grandmother die of hunger, Töken Bek-

maghambetov returned home to find the aul deserted. Human bones littered the 

banks of the river, and abandoned yurts had begun to rot. 15  With the countryside 

in ruins, some Kazakhs fled to the city, and in the disaster’s aftermath the republic 

became more urbanized. 16  

 The lands of central Kazakhstan, which included the Hungry Steppe 

region, were hit particularly hard by the famine. “Once central Kazakhstan 

was the major place for Kazakh cattle breeding,” Mirzoian confessed to Sta-

lin in December 1933, “but now this region has fallen into decline and its 

resources are not being utilized due to the small number of people and the lack 

of livestock.” 17  Though the death toll in the Kazakh famine awaits a full-scale 

demographic study (unlike the case of the Ukrainian famine, there has been 

no comprehensive attempt to break down the death toll in the Kazakh famine 

at the provincial or district levels), it is likely that this region—the traditional 

grazing grounds of Middle Horde Kazakhs—was particularly affected. 18  Fam-

ine survivors elsewhere in the republic remember the waves of refugees who 

arrived from central Kazakhstan. Due to their total impoverishment, some 

of these refugees were mocked as “cannibals.” 19  In the disaster’s aftermath, 

the population of the republic’s southern regions grew, fueled by the arrival 
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of refugees, as well as the regime’s efforts to relocate people to the south to 

develop the cotton industry there. 20  

 But for Moscow, the emptying out of the lands of central Kazakhstan also 

presented an opportunity. 21  In the postfamine years, the republic would become 

a vast canvas for Moscow to pursue radical population politics. KarLag, the 

forced labor camp system located in central Kazakhstan, grew dramatically, 

becoming one of the largest and longest-lasting camps in the Gulag system. 

It came to occupy an immense slice of the republic larger than many Euro-

pean countries, and hundreds of thousands of prisoners, most from the Soviet 

Union’s west, passed through its doors. 22  The republic also became one of the 

primary dumping grounds for various exiled groups: during World War II, close 

to a million people, including Germans, Chechens, and Crimean Tatars, were 

brutally uprooted from their homes elsewhere in the Soviet Union and deported 

to the republic. 23  In important ways, the famine precipitated and enabled a far-

reaching demographic transformation of Kazakhstan during the Soviet era. 

Plunged into the minority after the famine, Kazakhs would not constitute more 

than 50 percent of the population in their own republic again until after the 

Soviet Union’s collapse. 

 Collectivization fundamentally altered Kazakhs’ relationship to the party-

state. Nŭrziya Qajïbaeva recalled that on the eve of collectivization, “The people 

of our auls just had a vague idea about Lenin and Stalin; only a few Kazakhs had 

heard these names.” 24  But in the famine’s aftermath, participation in the regime 

structured her everyday life. Having fled to China during the famine, her family 

returned to Kazakhstan, and her father Qajïbay joined a collective farm. There he 

won awards from the regime for his work, and he became head of a sheep farm. 

Nŭrziya attended a Soviet Kazakh school, and she became an active participant in 

several Communist youth organizations, including the Young Octobrists and the 

Young Pioneers. 25  Mukhamet Shayakhmetov remembers that the Soviet regime 

had little impact on his family’s nomadic way of life prior to 1929. But after suf-

fering grievously during collectivization (his father was labeled a kulak and died 

during the famine), Shayakhmetov abandoned nomadism, settled in a Russian 

village, and became a leader for the Young Pioneers. 26  In subsequent years, the 

regime’s efforts to mobilize Kazakhs for World War II would play an important 

role in further consolidating Kazakhs’ integration into Soviet institutions. 27  But 

by stripping Kazakhs of their livelihood and destabilizing existing social struc-

tures, collectivization dramatically increased their reliance on the party-state. 

In the aftermath of the famine, nationality became the most important marker 

of Kazakh identity. 28  In his short story, “An Ethnographic Tale,” first published 

in 1956, the prominent Kazakh journalist and fiction writer Ghabit Müsĭrepov 

(Gabit Musrepov) relayed the adventures of a young activist who sought to 
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understand why the people of Zhanbyrsi aul refused to join a collective farm. On 

traveling out to the aul, he discovered that its residents were töre, members of the 

Kazakh hereditary elite, and he contrasted the decay and stagnation that he found 

in this aul, “a living graveyard,” with the collective farms he knew near his home. 

“How many centuries, how many fruitless centuries had we lost—we, the Kazakh 

people—while these töre ruled over us?” the activist exclaimed. 29  

 Müsĭrepov’s recounting of collectivization, which suggests that Soviet rule 

allowed Kazakhs to cast off the vestiges of the past and come together as a nation-

ality, might be read as a depiction of his own life as a Kazakh under Soviet rule: 

Müsĭrepov writes the story in the first person, and like the activist depicted in 

the story, he worked as lecturer at the Borovoe Forestry School as collectivization 

began. Müsĭrepov witnessed the horrors of the famine—he was one of the signa-

tories to the “Letter of Five,” a June 1932 letter to Goloshchekin from five mem-

bers of the Kazakh intelligentsia that critiqued the party’s approach to developing 

animal husbandry in the republic—but he later rose to great prominence as a 

Kazakh writer, becoming chairman of the Union of Kazakh Writers and secre-

tary of the Union of Soviet Writers. 30  Müsĭrepov’s career embodies some of the 

paradoxes of Soviet rule in Kazakhstan: even as the famine devastated Kazakh 

society, the regime created opportunities for other Kazakhs to pursue education 

and upward mobility. 

 Müsĭrepov’s short story ends with the young activist’s hurried departure from 

the moribund aul, and it does not indicate whether “the Kazakh people” contin-

ued to relate to the forms of identity that Müsĭrepov criticizes in his short story, 

such as kinship, Islam, or allegiances to a hereditary elite, in the postfamine era. 

But evidence indicates that the famine did not eradicate these existing linkages. 

Rather, it transformed them. Kinship allegiances changed as Kazakhs moved 

away from their families or extended families in the disaster’s aftermath—some 

half of all Kazakh households fled their district of residence during the famine, 

and many never returned home—and they lost the economic functions that they 

had performed previously when Kazakhs had been nomads. 31  But they contin-

ued to have an impact on Kazakh life: in 1950, an ethnographic expedition to 

the Kegen′ district in Alma-Ata province found that most collective farms in the 

region were composed of a single tribal subdivision ( rŭ ). When they married, 

collective farm members practiced what the study’s author termed “collective 

farm exogamy” ( kolkhoznaia ekzogamiia ). Adhering to a Kazakh tradition that 

prohibited marriage within a given tribal subdivision, Kazakhs took a spouse 

from another collective farm. 32  Likewise, Nŭrziya Qajïbaeva remembers that in 

the years after the famine a töre who lived in the village became her “spiritual 

adviser.” Members of the village would get together to recite Islamic poetry, and 

the Koran remained her father’s most treasured possession. 33  
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 In Kazakhstan today, nomadism has not disappeared. Rather, it functions as 

a kind of usable past, an element that the Nazarbayev regime uses in the service 

of its nation-building project. To stress the deep and ancient roots of Kazakh 

culture, some Kazakhstani scholars claim that the origins of the Kazakh people 

can be traced to the Scythians, who became the steppe’s first known nomadic 

empire in the first millennium BCE. 34  Various state-sponsored projects stress 

the innovative and sophisticated nature of the nomadic societies that ruled the 

steppe prior to the Russian conquest. In the late 1960s, Soviet archeologists 

found the remains of a Scythian warrior in a burial mound in the republic. In 

Kazakhstan today, this warrior, known as “The Golden Man” ( Altïn adam ) for 

his gold-plated dress, has become an important state symbol. A monument to 

“The Golden Man” can be found in the heart of Almaty and outside the Kazakh 

embassy in Washington, DC. 35  
   

 What light might the Kazakh case shed on collectivization and famine elsewhere 

in the Soviet Union? In February 1932, Iusup Abdrakhmanov, the chairman of 

Kirgizia’s Council of People’s Commissars, noted the encampments of Kazakh 

refugees that had sprung up on the outskirts of Kirgizia’s capital, Frunze, in his 

diary. Detailing their utter destitution, he wrote: “Doesn’t the fate of the Kazakhs 

show the future of the Kirgiz? It seems so.” 36  Abdrakhmanov’s prediction never 

came to pass: Kirgizia did not endure widespread famine during collectivization. 

But his observation raises the question of why famine did not afflict the other 

pastoral nomadic peoples of the Soviet Union with nearly the same intensity as 

it did the Kazakhs. Though Kazakhstan and Kirgizia shared common features—

each had a large native pastoral nomadic population and a significant popula-

tion of Russian and Ukrainian settlers—famine in Kirgizia was far less severe. In 

Kirgizia, some thirty-nine thousand people are estimated to have perished due 

to famine. 37  

The history of Moscow’s efforts to collectivize mobile groups is still being writ-

ten, but a general picture has begun to emerge. 38  Many mobile peoples were sed-

entarized and collectivized simultaneously, and collectivization marked a violent 

rupture from their previous way of life. Border making, an important adjunct to 

collectivization, was by its very nature particularly destructive to nomadic peo-

ples: the policing of district, provincial, republican, and international borders cut 

pastoralists off from key resources, such as wild animals and pasturelands, and it 

rendered their previous way of life unsustainable. Despite a plan to collectivize 

the Soviet Union in stages, with the “more advanced” (i.e., agricultural) regions 

proceeding first, some nomadic districts were collectivized even more rapidly 

than settled areas. 39  Animal numbers declined across the Soviet Union due to 

collectivization, but pastoral regions sustained especially devastating herd losses. 
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In Buriat-Mongolia, herd numbers declined by 62 percent. 40  In the Soviet satel-

lite of Mongolia, close to a third of the livestock was lost. 41  In Kirgizia, 78 percent 

of the herd was destroyed. 42  As conditions worsened, pastoral nomads turned to 

a strategy, flight, on which they had long relied to seek relief from unfavorable 

political or environmental conditions, and flight in pastoral regions was particu-

larly extensive. 43  

 Of these pastoral regions, however, only Kazakhstan saw severe famine. Why 

might this be so? Mongolia avoided an even greater catastrophe because Stalin, 

after having received reports on the devastation and uprisings that had engulfed 

the republic, ordered the Mongolian People’s Party to retreat from collectiviza-

tion in 1932, before it was complete. The Mongolian People’s Party was forced to 

denounce its policies as a “leftist deviation” and commence a policy of socioeco-

nomic gradualism, which would become known as “The New Turn.” 44  Collectiv-

ization became voluntary, and many pastoralists continued a nomadic lifestyle. 

Ultimately, the process of collectivizing Mongolia would take decades; only in 

1959 was collectivization considered complete. 45  

 Inside the Soviet Union, however, the forced collectivization of pastoral 

regions continued. More detailed data, including a comparison of weather pat-

terns in pastoral regions and a study of famine mortality in pastoral regions at 

the provincial and district levels, is necessary to conclusively answer the question 

of why Kazakhstan’s death toll was so extreme. Nonetheless, it is possible to make 

a few hypotheses. The historian Niccolò Pianciola has highlighted differences 

in policy as a possible explanation: the Communist Parties of Turkmenistan 

and Kirgizia, the two other Central Asian republics with large pastoral nomadic 

populations, were under the auspices of the Central Asian Bureau, which steered 

much of the region under its purview toward cotton production. Kazakhstan, 

by contrast, was in a different economic zone. It was subject to different policies 

and developed as a net grain and meat producer to supply places like Moscow, 

Leningrad, and the cotton-growing regions of Central Asia. When the pressure 

for procurements increased, the republic, as a food-producing region, suffered 

disproportionately. 46  Other factors may also help explain the scale of the Kazakh 

famine, including Moscow’s decision to send two hundred thousand special set-

tlers to the republic and clear Kazakhs from their land to set up KarLag. This 

decision undoubtedly intensified the competition for food inside the republic. 

 The Kazakh and Ukrainian famines were the two big collectivization fam-

ines of the Stalin era. In Ukraine, somewhere between 2.6 to 3.9 million people 

(out of a population of 33 million) are believed to have died due to hunger and 

related diseases, while in Kazakhstan, available evidence indicates that 1.5 mil-

lion people (out of a population of 6.5 million) perished. The question of how 

these losses break down by ethnicity is more complex, but numerous studies have 
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singled out the Kazakh famine for its particularly devastating effects. In 1998, a 

US Commission charged with investigating the Ukrainian famine concluded that 

the Kazakhs lost a greater percentage of their population due to famine than the 

Ukrainians. 47  In 2010, the Parliamentary Assembly of Europe passed a resolution 

commemorating the victims of the Soviet collectivization famines. With respect 

to the Kazakh famine, the resolution noted that “the ration of the dead to the 

whole population is believed to be the highest among all peoples of the former 

Soviet Union.” 48  

 It is difficult to compare the Kazakh and Ukrainian famines, as there is a 

clear information imbalance. The Ukrainian famine has been the subject of 

extensive scholarly investigation. Many of those who have researched the topic 

have examined it through a particular lens, seeking evidence to convict Rus-

sia of crimes against Ukrainians as an ethnic group. By contrast, the Kazakh 

famine has been the subject of far less study, and Kazakhstani authors have 

focused less on the question of ethnic targeting. Moreover, many of the Kazakh 

Presidential Archives’ most important holdings on the Kazakh famine, such as 

 fond  (collection) 719, have become available only in the last fifteen years and 

hence were not available to the first wave of Kazakhstani scholars of the famine. 

With the Nazarbayev government’s current turn away from the subject of the 

famine, these materials have remained underexplored. In Ukraine, in contrast 

to most of the former Soviet states, the former secret police archives are open, 

permitting a greater understanding of how repression was deployed during the 

famine. In Kazakhstan, the former secret police archives remain closed except 

to a handful of local scholars. 

 Nonetheless, a few conclusions are possible. First, the case of the Kazakh fam-

ine shows that the regime’s treatment of starving Ukrainians was not uniquely 

brutal, as many scholars of the Ukrainian famine claim. Many tactics held to be 

distinctive features of the regime’s response to the Ukrainian famine, such as the 

closure of borders so that the starving could not flee, the expulsion of famine 

refugees from cities, and the blacklisting of famine-stricken districts, were also 

deployed against starving Kazakhs. 49 In Kazakhstan, Moscow also committed acts 

of extreme cruelty, such as the slaughter of thousands of starving Kazakhs along 

the Sino-Kazakh border and the expulsion of Kazakhs from their pasturelands 

at the height of the famine to construct KarLag, that had no clear parallel in 

Ukraine. Indeed, it might be argued that in many respects the Kazakh famine 

was more destructive than the Ukrainian famine, as the Kazakh famine brought 

about a cultural transformation, the loss of Kazakhs’ nomadic way of life, which 

was even more far-reaching than that endured by the Ukrainians. 

 Second, the case of the Kazakh famine reveals that several existing explana-

tions of the Ukrainian famine no longer hold. Collectivization was not just an 
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assault on the peasantry but an attack on alien social categories throughout the 

Soviet Union more broadly. The Kazakh crisis began prior to the Ukrainian cri-

sis (widespread famine struck Kazakhstan in the winter of 1930–31 and Ukraine 

in the winter of 1931–32), and Moscow’s deployment of several violent tech-

niques in Kazakhstan, such as border closures, preceded their use in Ukraine. 

This finding challenges the contention that the regime’s use of similar tactics 

against starving Ukrainians marked a new and distinctive phase in its treat-

ment of national groups. 50  Other brutal strategies deployed in Kazakhstan were 

explicitly modeled on those used against starving Ukrainians. On November 10, 

1932, Kazakhstan’s party committee authorized a wave of terror similar to 

a grain requisitions terror deployed against starving Ukrainians in Kuban just 

a few days earlier. As these examples make clear, Moscow did not think of these 

famines in isolation from one another. Rather, the regime’s responses to these 

crises informed one another. 

 Finally, the inclusion of the Kazakh case in the narrative of collectivization 

points to the need to rethink the relationship between state-sponsored violence 

against particular ethnic groups and assumptions and attitudes in the Soviet 

state. Ukrainians had a historically troubled relationship with the regime, while 

the Kazakhs did not. But on the level of policy, there is little to distinguish the 

regime’s brutal response to the Ukrainian case from that of the Kazakh case. In 

Kazakhstan, like Ukraine, there were several crackdowns on native cadres over 

the course of the famine, including the assault on members of Alash Orda. As in 

Ukraine, agricultural failures in Kazakhstan were explicitly linked to questions of 

national culture. As famine intensified, party members relied upon stereotypes 

about nomadic life, particularly the idea that nomads held an immense number 

of animals, to intensify their attacks on Kazakh nomadic life. 

 In December 1932 in two separate decrees, the Politburo critiqued the policy 

of Ukrainianization, which had provided support for the promotion of Ukrai-

nian cadres and the Ukrainian language. Scholars have seen these rulings as 

exceptional, marking a decisive turning point in the evolution of Soviet nation-

ality policy and a shift toward punishing Ukrainians as a national group. 51  But as 

the Kazakh case shows, the fate of native cadres was marked by constant tension. 

Moscow sought to promote Kazakh and Ukrainian cadres but also to control 

them. These Politburo decrees were part of this broader pattern. 

 Should the Kazakh famine be termed a genocide? That depends on the defi-

nition of genocide used. The term “genocide” was first coined by Raphael Lem-

kin, a Polish Jewish lawyer, who explained his understanding of the term in 

his book,  Axis Rule in Occupied Europe  (1944). 52  Lemkin’s term then acquired 

another meaning when the United Nations General Assembly adopted the 

Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide 
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(known as the “Genocide Convention”) in 1948. The Genocide Convention 

defines genocide as: 

 any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or 

in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group as such: (a) killing 

members of the group; (b) causing serious bodily or mental harm to 

members of the group; (c) deliberately inflicting on the group condi-

tions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole 

or in part; (d) imposing measures intended to prevent births within 

the group; (e) forcibly transferring children of the group to another 

group. 53  

 Thus, for an action to fit the legal definition of genocide, it must have both the 

act itself [a–e], as well as the intent “to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, 

ethnical, racial or religious group.” Notably, the legal definition excludes “politi-

cal groups,” limiting targets of genocide to national, ethnic, racial, or religious 

groups. During the negotiations for the convention, the Soviet Union, among 

other states, lobbied successfully to prevent the inclusion of “political groups” as 

targets of genocide. 54  

 The regime sought to carry out a sweeping transformation of Kazakh society, 

with little regard for the tremendous human suffering that this would provoke. 

But there is no evidence to indicate that these plans for violent modernization 

ever turned into a desire to eliminate Kazakhs as a group. Though Moscow insti-

tuted brutal crackdowns at the height of the famine, such as the expulsion of 

hungry refugees from cities and the blacklisting of villages, these tactics were 

directed at resolving issues the regime perceived as political problems, such as 

the spread of disease and disorder in cities and the lack of grain on state markets, 

rather than being an assault on Kazakhs as such. Thus, under the Genocide Con-

vention definition, which is the legal definition of genocide, the Kazakh famine 

would probably not be considered a genocide, as available evidence does not 

indicate that the regime’s intent was to destroy Kazakhs as an ethnic group. How-

ever, if we rely on Lemkin’s original formulation of genocide, which included 

nonphysical methods of destruction, such as political, social, cultural, and social 

destruction, then the Kazakh famine probably would be considered a genocide. 

Through collectivization, Moscow sought to destroy nomadic life, a key feature 

of Kazakh culture and identity. 

 But a fixation with the question of genocide obscures the bigger picture. The 

Kazakh famine was a crime against humanity, one that resulted in the deaths 

of more than a million civilians and terrible anguish for those who survived. 

Though genocide has taken root as the ultimate “crime of crimes” in the popular 

imagination, that the Kazakh famine does not appear to fit the legal definition 
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of genocide does not make this atrocity any less worthy of attention nor lessen 

the scale of Kazakhs’ suffering. Rather, the fact that the Kazakh famine, though 

one of the most heinous crimes of the Stalinist regime, does not fit readily into 

the legal definition of genocide should challenge historians to rethink the ways 

that we categorize and study mass atrocities and their perpetration. In placing 

so much emphasis on those cases that fit a particular definition of genocide, we 

may conceal other cases of mass violence, such as the Kazakh famine, that also 

stemmed from a political process and that were no less destructive to human life. 
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In 2011, Nŭrziya Qajïbaeva, a survivor of the Kazakh famine of 1930–33, 

remarked that some Kazakhs appeared to have turned away from the subject of 

the famine. She related an anecdote about a relative, Khamit, a “Soviet Kazakh” 

who was a Komsomol member and a student of a medical institute. Though 

Khamit’s grandfather had perished in the famine, Khamit chastised his par-

ents for speaking to him about the matter, asking: “Why do you keep harp-

ing on about that famine? Why didn’t you eat at least some bread?” Critiquing 

Khamit’s approach, Qajïbaeva exclaimed: “How elusive the memory is! Or have 

our descendants become  mankurts ?” 1  The legend of the “mankurt,” or a people 

who had lost their memory, was popularized by the Kirgiz writer Chingiz Ait-

matov in his seminal work,  I dol′she veka dlitsia den′  (subsequently translated 

into English as  The Day Lasts Longer than a Thousand Years ). 2  First published in 

1980, Aitmatov’s novel offered a subtle critique of the Soviet regime, and, over 

time, the word “mankurt” became a derogatory term, used to refer to members 

of non-Russian nationalities who had lost their cultural and linguistic identity 

under Soviet dominance. 3  

 In Kazakhstan, the term “mankurt” and several close synonyms, such as 

“shala-Kazakh” (half-Kazakh) and “asfal′tnyi Kazakh” (“asphalt Kazakh,” used 

specifically to refer to urban Kazakhs), gained resonance due to the dramatic 

transformations that Kazakhs endured during the Soviet era. By 1989, 62 percent 

of Kazakhs claimed fluency in Russian, while other Central Asian nationalities 

had far lower rates of Russian proficiency. 4  Many Kazakhs, particularly those 

  Epilogue  



182      EPILOGUE

in urban areas, had difficulty speaking Kazakh, a phenomenon due in part to 

unofficial practices that accorded the Russian language a privileged status. Trans-

formed by the regime’s policies of migration and deportation, which brought not 

only Russians but Ukrainians, Germans, Koreans, Poles, and other ethnic groups 

to the republic, Kazakhstan had one of the highest rates of interethnic marriage 

of any republic in the Soviet Union by the late 1980s. 5  Though many arrivals left 

Kazakhstan after the Soviet collapse, others remained. Today, Kazakhstan is a 

multiethnic society, with a large Russian minority (23.7 percent). 6  

 Qajïbaeva’s question raises several broad issues: How have Kazakhs remem-

bered the famine? Why, in stark contrast to Ukraine, where the Ukrainian famine 

has served as a crucial event in the creation of a national memory, is there relatively 

little public discussion of the famine in Kazakhstan today? This epilogue cannot 

provide definitive answers to these questions—the issue of how the Kazakh fam-

ine has been remembered in Kazakhstan deserves a full-fledged study in its own 

right—but it aims to be suggestive, pointing out areas for further research. 7  It 

shows that the question of the famine has become entangled with broader ques-

tions about how Kazakhs should remember the Soviet past, as well as Kazakhstan’s 

present-day relationship with Russia. The Ukrainian famine has, in turn, come to 

serve as both model and antimodel for Kazakh activists seeking to remember their 

own famine. Recent efforts by the Nazarbayev regime to reopen discussion of the 

Kazakh famine have exposed tensions between the regime’s simultaneous attempt 

to promote a multiethnic civic identity and appeal to an explicitly ethnic vision of 

Kazakh nationalism. 8  But crucial questions of individual agency and responsibil-

ity for the crisis have continued to receive relatively little attention. 

 After an explosion of interest in the late 1980s and 1990s that focused heav-

ily on vilifying Goloshchekin as the main architect of the famine and lionizing 

Kazakh opposition to Soviet rule, public discussion of the famine in Kazakhstan 

slowed by the late 1990s. Calls by Kazakh activists for a public trial of the perpe-

trators of the famine disappeared from public life. 9  There were far fewer popular 

or scholarly studies of the famine produced. When I spoke to Kazakhstani doc-

toral students as I was conducting research in 2007, they told me that their super-

visors had encouraged them to work on topics other than the famine. In what 

was perhaps the most visible symbol of a turn away from public discussion, a 

memorial to the victims of the Kazakh famine in Almaty (the former Alma-Ata), 

planned since 1990, remained unbuilt, marked only by a simple stone placard. 

When I visited the monument site in 2007, the path to the placard was choked 

with weeds, and empty beer bottles littered the pavement beside it.  

 In 2012, public discourse on the famine resumed, albeit in a more limited 

fashion than before. President Nazarbayev authorized a major international 

conference, “Famine in Kazakhstan: The Tragedy of the People and the Lessons 
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of History,” to commemorate the famine’s eightieth anniversary in May 2012, 

and the proceedings of this conference were widely discussed and broadcast on 

state media. 10  The conference was accompanied by the dedication of a famine 

memorial in Astana, which had become independent Kazakhstan’s capital. The 

memorial was composed of a “Wall of Grief” overlaid with a latticework design 

(which recalled the interior wood structure, or  kerege , of a Kazakh yurt), with a 

sculpture depicting starving Kazakhs in the foreground. Since 1997, Kazakhstan 

had observed May 31 as “The Day of Remembrance of the Victims of Political 

Repression.” But after 2012, this day of remembrance began to include explicit 

reference to the victims of the famine as well. In 2017, twenty-five years after the 

spot in Almaty was first marked by a placard, a memorial to the famine victims 

in Almaty was finally built. Made of bronze and granite, the sculpture portrayed 

a Kazakh woman carrying an emaciated child, with an empty  qazan,  or cooking 

vessel used in Kazakh cuisine, at her feet. 

 But this renewed public discussion of was different in tone from the first: in 

a speech at the dedication of the famine memorial in Astana, Nazarbayev not 

  FIGURE 7.1 . An Unfi nished Monument to the Famine’s Victims in Almaty. The 
inscription, which is written fi rst in Kazakh and then in Russian, reads: “A monu-
ment to the victims of the famine of 1931–1933 will be established in this place.” 
Photograph by the author, July 2007. 
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only refrained from calling the famine a genocide, a term that had once been a 

staple of his regime’s discourse on the famine, but also said relatively little about 

the responsibility of the Soviet regime for this mass atrocity. Instead, Nazarbayev 

cautioned Kazakhs against the dangers of “politicizing” the disaster, a reference 

that evoked Ukrainian efforts to seek reparations for their famine from Russia. 11  

Since this reopening of public discussion, scholarly investigations into the fam-

ine have resumed but are different in focus from the first wave of interest in the 

1990s. Rather than producing new interpretations, scholars have focused on the 

important (but perhaps less controversial) work of publishing document collec-

tions related to the famine, identifying the names of the dead, and locating the 

mass graves sites where many victims are buried. 12   

 What might explain this period of silence followed by a limited public dis-

cussion of the disaster? Identifying the reasons for these shifts will require fur-

ther study, although it is possible to offer some hypotheses. Kazakhstan has a 

close relationship with Russia, and Nazarbayev may fear that a full discussion of 

the famine will incite diplomatic tensions or anger Kazakhstan’s large Russian 

  FIGURE 7.2 . President Nursultan Nazarbayev speaks at the dedication of a 
memorial to the victims of the Kazakh famine in Astana. Photograph by the 
author, May 2012. 
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minority. Indeed, Nazarbayev’s current approach to the Kazakh famine resem-

bles the line that some scholars in Russia, with the backing of the Russian gov-

ernment, have taken. Pointing to the existence of famine in several areas of the 

Soviet Union, these scholars have dismissed Ukrainian claims of genocide, argu-

ing that the Soviet collectivization famines were a “common tragedy of the Soviet 

peoples,” one that should “unite” rather than divide the peoples of Russia and 

Ukraine. But they have not said much about the culpability of the Soviet regime 

for these disasters. 13  In turn, it is no coincidence that an outsider, Tat′iana Neva-

dovskaya, the daughter of Gavril Nevadovsky, a professor exiled to Kazakhstan 

during the famine, has become the most celebrated memoirist of the famine in 

Kazakhstan. Nevadovskaya’s moving depictions of the hungry years of the fam-

ine and her efforts to help starving Kazakhs, which she recorded in her diary and 

wove into her poems, would seem to fit an official interpretation of the famine 

focused more on interethnic cooperation and shared suffering than Kazakh vic-

timhood and blame. 14  

Public pressure appears to have played a role in Nazarbayev’s decision to begin 

official commemoration of the disaster in 2012. In 2008, the Organization for 

Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) Parliamentary Assembly was held 

in Astana. The OSCE Parliamentary Assembly adopted a resolution that paid 

tribute to the victims of the Ukrainian famine. The resolution recognized that 

the famine was brought about by “the cruel, deliberate actions and policies of the 

totalitarian Stalinist regime” but, to the disappointment of some Ukrainians, it 

stopped short of calling it a genocide. 15  Some Kazakh commentators then ques-

tioned why the Nazarbayev regime appeared to support the Russian government’s 

position on the Ukrainian famine during the Astana meeting. The Kazakhs, they 

argued, should support Ukrainian claims of genocide and put forward a request 

to the OSCE to recognize the Kazakh famine as a genocide too. 16  In 2010, the 

Parliamentary Assembly of Europe (PACE) passed a resolution commemorating 

the victims of the Soviet collectivization famines. This resolution noted that the 

Kazakhs are believed to have the highest death ratio due to famine of any people 

in the Soviet Union, a statement that provided further impetus to Kazakhstani 

activists seeking to end the Nazarbayev regime’s silence on the Kazakh famine. 17  

A number of deputies to the Kazakh parliament then petitioned Kazakhstan’s 

prime minister for greater official recognition of the Kazakh disaster, including 

the construction of a memorial complex to the victims. 18  

 These events contributed to the Nazarbayev regime’s decision to begin com-

memorating the famine in 2012, but other factors may explain the relative lack of 

discussion in Kazakhstan more generally. The question of victimhood in famines 

is complicated, and a full excavation of the disaster would likely force Kazakhs to 

confront difficult parts of their own history, including the role that many Kazakhs 
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themselves played in the making of the catastrophe. Another thorny question is 

who to blame. Some Kazakhstani authors have pointed squarely at Russia, using 

the example of the famine to proclaim the evils of Russian influence in Kazakh 

society. 19  But others have argued that that Russia cannot be accused of creating 

the famine. As Aldan Smayïl, a deputy to Kazakhstan’s parliament, argued, “One 

should not ask for an apology [for the famine] because there is no one to ask for 

an apology from—this country no longer exists.” 20  In this version of events, the 

Soviet Union, not Russia, should be held responsible for the disaster. 

 For other Kazakhs, a reluctance to discuss the famine is also connected to 

the larger question of how to evaluate the Soviet past. As a Kazakh colleague 

explained the issue to me, many Kazakhs acknowledge that the Soviet experi-

ence led to enormous loss of life, yet they contend that Soviet modernization, 

including Kazakhs’ transformation from a “backward” nomadic society into a 

modern settled one, had positive effects as well. 21  After independence, Kazakh-

stan’s Shoqan Uälikhanov Institute of History and Ethnography, one of the 

country’s leading academic institutions, produced a five-volume study,  The His-

tory of Kazakhstan from Ancient Times to the Present Day . 22  But in a sign of the 

difficulties that Kazakhs have encountered in crafting a usable narrative of the 

Soviet past, the volume that pertained to the Soviet period was issued only after 

multiple delays. 

 Reflecting the lack of consensus on how to view the famine, there is no gen-

erally accepted name for the Kazakh famine in Kazakhstan, as there is for the 

Ukrainian famine in Ukraine. (The Ukrainian famine is often known by a short-

hand, “Holodomor” (an amalgamation of the Ukrainian words  holod  [famine] 

and  moryty  [kill].) Instead, the Kazakh famine is known by variety of differ-

ent names, including  aqtaban shŭbïrïndï  (The Barefooted Flight),  ŭlï asharshïlïq  

(The Great Famine),  velikii dzhut  (The Great Zhŭt), “Goloshchekin’s genocide,” 

and “Kazakhstan’s Holodomor.” Each of these names would seem to suggest a 

slightly different emphasis. The phrase  aqtaban shŭbïrïndï , for instance, was first 

used to refer to the devastating Zungar invasion of the Kazakh steppe in 1723, 

and the use of this phrase situates the Kazakh famine within a larger narrative 

of Kazakh history and suffering. The term  velikii dzhut  recalls Kazakhs’ nomadic 

past, when massive herd die-offs, or zhŭts, hit the steppe with some regularity, 

but it leaves open the question of human agency in the making of the famine. 

Finally, the term “Kazakhstan’s Holodomor,” hints at the ways that the memory 

of the Kazakh famine has developed in the shadow of the Ukrainian famine. 

 There are also tensions within the Nazarbayev regime’s current discourse on 

the famine. Official calls to avoid politicizing the disaster are frequently inter-

twined with subtle appeals to an aggrieved sense of ethnic Kazakh nationalism. 

At the May 31, 2017, dedication of the Almaty famine memorial, the mayor of 
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Almaty, Bauïrzhan Baybek, noted, “According to scholarly figures, the [Kazakh] 

famine set the growth of the country’s population a hundred years back.” He 

noted that the statue of a Kazakh woman carrying her emaciated child was 

appropriate, given that “the mother is the source of everything pure, the founda-

tion of the nation, the guarantee of the future.” 23  For many Kazakhs, the issue 

of the famine is intertwined with the tendentious issue of the country’s ethnic 

balance, an issue that Baybek’s comment and arguably the statue’s very design 

clearly evokes. Some Kazakhstani scholars claim that if the famine had not hap-

pened, the worldwide population of Kazakhs would be twenty-five million or 

more rather than the eighteen million that it is now. 24  

 Since independence, the Nazarbayev government has attempted to boost 

the number of Kazakhs in Kazakhstan. Through promises of land and citizen-

ship, it has wooed back almost a million Kazakhs from abroad. 25  Many of these 

returnees, who are known as  oralmandar,  are descendants of Kazakhs who fled 

Kazakhstan during the famine’s course. But reintegrating oralmandar back into 

a country profoundly altered by the Soviet experience has proved difficult. Some 

do not speak Russian, now the predominant language in many Kazakh cities, 

while others learned to read and write in Kazakh using a modified Arabic script, 

rather than the Cyrillic script that was used for much of the Soviet period and 

remains in use today. 26  Some Kazakhstani Kazakhs approach oralmandar with 

suspicion, believing that Kazakhs who fled Kazakhstan during the famine aban-

doned Kazakhstan during a time of great need. 27  

 There is still much to be explored about how Kazakhs have remembered 

their famine, including the important question of how Kazakhs discussed 

and passed down memories of the disaster over the generations. Meanwhile, 

Kazakhs’ own investigation into the famine, which simultaneously created a 

new Kazakh national identity even as it devastated Kazakh society and trans-

formed Kazakh culture, remains an unfinished project. 
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 Glossary 

 adat customary law in Kazakh society 
 AO Autonomous oblast, a national territory below the level of an ASSR 
 aqsaqal clan elder in Kazakh society who selected routes and dates for seasonal migrations 

and oversaw the pasturelands 
 artel intermediate type of collective farm where work animals and tools were owned 

collectively. Higher degree of socialization than in a TOZ 
 ASSR Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, a national territory included within a 

union republic 
 aul nomadic encampment, generally made up two to eight households. Also used by the 

Soviet regime as an administrative term to indicate a Kazakh area below the level of 
a district 

 bai term used by the Soviet regime to refer to an exploitative or wealthy Kazakh 
 bedniak poor peasant. Also used to refer to a poor Kazakh 
 biy clan elder in Kazakh society who served as the administrator of customary law, 

known as adat 
 black bone commoner strata of Kazakh society 
 Gosplan State Planning Commission 
 horde supra-tribal confederation in Kazakh society 
 kraikom krai party committee. Here, used to refer to the Communist Party body in 

charge of the Kazakh ASSR 
 khan leader of a horde, part of the white bone elite in Kazakh society 
 kolkhoz collective farm 
 korenizatsiia indigenization, a policy of supporting non-Russian languages and promoting 

non-Russian elites in non-Russian territories 
 Narkomzem People’s Commissariat for Agriculture 
 NEP New Economic Policy  
 Osedkom Committee for the Sedentarization of the Nomadic and Semi-Nomadic Kazakh 

Population 
 OGPU Unified State Political Administration, the secret police from 1922 to 1934 
 ocherednost’ policy that gave Kazakhs priority in acquiring land 
 otkochevniki literally, “nomads who are moving away.” A term used to refer to Kazakh 

refugees during the famine 
 pood Russian weight, equivalent to thirty-six pounds 
 qozha religious figure in Kazakh society who claimed descent from the prophet 

Muhammad 
 RSFSR Russian Union of Federated Socialist Republics 
 samovol′tsy literally, “self-settlers.” Peasants who settled illegally 
 seredniak middle-income peasant. Also used to refer to a middle-income Kazakh 
 solonchak type of soil formed as groundwater rose to the surface, leaving white, salty 

patches 
 soghïm Kazakhs’ annual fall slaughter of animals to serve as winter food 
 sovkhoz state farm 
 Sovnarkom Council of People’s Commissars 
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 SSR Soviet Socialist Republic, a union republic 
 sukhovei hot, dry winds that regularly swept over the steppe 
 sultan a son of a khan, part of the white bone elite in Kazakh society 
 töre descendants of the sultans, part of the white bone elite in Kazakh society 
 TOZ Association for Joint Cultivation of the Land, the loosest form of collective farm. 

All animals and most tools are privately owned. 
 TsIK Central Executive Committee 
 verst unit of measurement equivalent to 3,500 feet 
 white bone aristocratic strata of Kazakh society. Includes khans, sultans and töre 
 zhŭt a late spring frost that could lead to massive herd losses for pastoral nomads 
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        List of Abbreviations Used in the Notes 

 Archival terms 
 d. delo (file) 

 f. fond (collection) 

 l. ll. list, listy (page, pages) 

 ob. oborot (verso) 

 op. opis′ (register) 

 Archives 
 APRF President’s Archive of the Russian Federation 

 APRK The President’s Archive of the Republic of Kazakhstan 

 GAAO State Archive, Almaty Oblast 

 GANO State Archive, Novosibirsk Oblast 

 GARF State Archive of the Russian Federation 

 RGAE Russian State Archive of the Economy 

 RGASPI Russian State Archive of Sociopolitical History 

 RGIA  Russian State Historical Archive 

 RGVA Russian State Military Archive 

 RTsKhIDNI  Russian Center for the Preservation and Study of 

Contemporary Documents, now part of RGASPI 

 TsA FSB RF  Central Archive of the Federal Security Service, Russian 

Federation 

 TsDNIVKO  The Center for the Documentation of New History, Eastern 

Kazakhstan Oblast 

 TsGAKFFDRK  Republic of  Kazakhstan Central State Archive of Film, 

Photo graph, and Audio Documents 

 TsGANKh  Central State Archive of the National Economy, (now known 

as RGAE) 

 TsGARK  Central State Archive of the Republic of Kazakhstan 

 Publications 
 GVS   Golod v SSSR 1929–1934 , ed. V. V. Kondrashin 

 IIDK    Iz istorii deportatsii Kazakhstana 1930–1935 gg.: Sbornik 

dokumentov  

 IIVTK   Iz  istorii  velichaishei  tragedii  kazakhskogo  naroda  1932–1933 

gg.: Sbornik dokumentov  
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 KKhAO  Kirgizskoe khoziaistvo v Akmolinskoi oblasti, KKhAO  

 KSKK   Kollektivizatsiia sel′skogo khoziaistva Kazakhstana (1926–iiun′ 
1941 g.)  

 LMK    Levon Mirzoian v Kazakhstane: Sbornik dokumentov i 

materialov (1933–1938 gg.)  

 NKG    Nasil′stvennaia kollektivizatsiia i golod v Kazakhstane 

1931–1933 gg: Sbornik dokumetov i materialov  

 SDA  Stalin Digital Archive  https://www.stalindigitalarchive.com  

 SDG    Sovetskaia derevnia glazami VChK-OGPU-NKVD: Dokumenty 

i materialy  

 TKA   Tragediia kazakhskogo aula, 1928–1934  

 TKN    Tragediia kazakhskogo naroda: Sbornik dokumentov i materialov: 

(golod 20-kh, 30-kh godov XX veka v Kazakhstane)  

 TSD   Tragediia Sovetskoi derevni: Kollektivizatsiia i raskulachivanie. 

Dokumenty i materialy 

https://www.stalindigitalarchive.com
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