ISSN 1563-0269, eISSN 2617-8893 Bulletin of history. Ne4 (119). 2025 https://bulletin-history.kaznu.kz

IRSTI 03.20 https://doi.org/10.26577/JH20251194

D.K. Kundyzbay

Abai Kazakh National Pedagogical University, Almaty, Kazakhstan
e-mail: diana.krmu@mail.ru

THE ISSUE OF KAZAKH REFUGEES
IN THE 19205-1930S IN FOREIGN HISTORIOGRAPHY

This article presents a comprehensive analysis of the reflection of the Kazakh refugee crisis during
the 1920s-1930s, caused by the Soviet collectivization policy, in foreign historiography. The Objective
of the article is to analyze how this historical episode is represented in the works of American, European,
Japanese, Chinese, and Russian scholars and to explore how these perspectives may enhance Kazakh-
stan’s domestic historiography.

The author classifies the literature into four categories: Anglo-American scholars of the 1980s (Mar-
tha Brill Olcott, Robert Conquest, Andrew Cairns); post-Soviet archival-based researchers (Niccolo Pi-
anciola, Sarah Cameron, Isabelle Ohayon, Robert Kindler); researchers using Chinese archives (Linda
Benson, David Wang, Justin Jacobs); and post-Soviet Russian scholars (N.A. Tomilov, S. Maksudov, A.V.
Grozin).

The Methodology is based on historiographical analysis, historical epistemology, comparative and
narrative methods. Special attention is given to terminological differences (e.g., “refugees” vs. “migrants/
otkochevniki”), migration geography, and the attitudes of local authorities toward Kazakh refugees.

The Novelty of the research lies in its structured synthesis of foreign historiographical materials that
have not previously been analyzed as a coherent body. While the topic of Kazakh displacement appears
as a secondary theme in broader studies of famine and Soviet policy, this article examines it as a stand-
alone subject. It brings together critical insights from Sarah Cameron’s demographic estimates, Robert
Kindler’s archival studies, and Pianciola’s reconstruction of migration routes.

The Research Results demonstrate that although foreign historians have addressed the displacement
in various contexts, it has not been treated as an independent subject in foreign scholarship. This article
attempts to bridge that gap and encourages Kazakh historiography to treat refugeeism as a critical com-
ponent of national historical memory.
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XX fFacbipAbiH, 20-30 XbIAAAPbIHAAFbI Ka3aK, 00CKbIHAAPDI
MOCeAECIHiH, LIeTeAAIK TapMXHAMaAA KapacCTbIPbIAYbI

byA Makanapa XX racbipablH 20-30 biaaapbiHAQ KeHecTiK yXKbIMAAQCTbIPY cascaTblHbIH CaAAa-
pblHaH OPbIH aAFaH allapLbIAbIK, KE3IHAET Ka3ak, XaAKbIHbIH OOCKbIHLIbIABIKKA YLIbIPAYbl MOCEAECIHIH
LLIeTeAAIK TapuxHamMaaa GerMHeAeHyiHe KelleHAl TaAAdy XKacaaaAbl. MakcaTbl — OCbl TapUXM OKMFaHbIH
amMepurKaHAbIK, €yPOMaAbIK, KanOHAbIK, KbITAMAbIK, >KOHE PECENAIK 3epTTeyLIiAepAiH eHOeKkTepiHAe Ka-
Aal KepiHiC TankaHblH KOPCeTY, OAAPAbIH 8AiICHAMaAbIK, TOCIAAEPIH CAAbICTbIPY XX8He OTaHAbIK, Tapmx
FbIAbIMbI YLLIH >KaHa FbIAbIMM GaFAap YCbIHY.

Makanaaa werteaaik 3epTTeyLliAepAiH eHbekTepi TepT TornkKa XikTeaeai: 1980 XbIAAAPAAFbI aFbIA-
LWbIH-aMepuKaAblK, FaabiMaap (M. OakoTT, P. KoHkBecT, A. K3pHC), NOCTKEHECTIK apX1MB MaTepmrassa-
pbiH KOAAaHFaH 3epTTeyulirep (Hukoaa MbsHuona, Capa KamepoH, M3abeab OaioH, PobepT KuHa-
A€p), KbiTai apxmMBTEpPiHE HerispeAreH 3eptreyAep (AnHaa beHcoH, A3BuA BaHr, AxxacTuH Axkenko6c),
JKOHE MOCTKEHECTIK KeHicTikTeri pecenAik FaabiMaap (H.A. Tommaos, C. MakcyaoB, A.B. [po3uH).

MeToAOAOMUSIChI TapUXHAMA, TaPUXM-3MUCTEMOAOTMS, CAAbICTbIPMAAbI XX8HE HAPPATUBTIK TaAAQdy
aAicTepiHe cyrmeHeal. TEPMUHAIK arbipMaLLbIAbIKTapFa (MblCaAbl, «GOCKbIH» MEH «OTKOUYEBHMK»), MUIPa-
UMSIABIK, GaFbITTapra, XXepriAikTi GMAIK OKiAAEpiHIH Ke3KapacTapblHa epekiie Ha3ap ayAapbIAFaH.

XKaHaabiFbl — GyFaH AeiliH 6eAeK KapacTbipblAMaraH Kasak 60CKbIHAAPbl MOCEAECIH aepbec Lie-
TEAAIK TapUXHaMaAbIK MPobAema PeTiHAE aAFalll PeT >KYMeAl TYpAe KapacTbipybiHaa. Makaaasa Capa
KamepoH meH PobepT KuHaaepaiH MyparatTbik, 3epTTeyAepiHeH 6acrtarn, M3abeab OarioH MeH Hukoaa
[MbSIHYOAQHbIH, CTAaTUCTUKAABIK, GaFaAapbiHa AEMIHIT MOAIMETTED KaMTbIAFaH.
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3epTTey HOTUMXKECT — LIETEAAIK FAAbIMAAP Ka3aKTapAblH GOCKbIHLIbIAbIKKA YiblpayblH allapLibIAbIK,
MEeH Y>KbIMAACTbIPY CasicaTTapblHbIH CAAAAPbI PETIHAE KApacTbipca AQ, OYA MOCEAE LLETEAAIK TapuxHa-
MaAQ >KeKe TaKbIpbil PETIHAE TOAbIK, 3epTTEeAMEreH. ABTOP OYA KEMILIAIKTIH OPHbIH TOATbIPYFa TaArbl-
HbIM, OTAHAbIK, TapMxHaMara >kaHa cepriiH 6epyAi KO3AenAi.

Ty#in ce3aep: KazakTap, GOCKbIHLbIAbIK, TAPUXHAMA, LLETEAAIK TAapMXHAMA, YXKbIMAACTbIPY, alliap-
LUBIABIK,.
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N3yueHune kasaxckux 6exxeHueB 20-30-x roaos XX B.
B 3apy6exxHoi ucrtopmorpacpmm

B craTbe NMPOBOAMTCS KOMMAEKCHbIM aHaAM3 OTpaXkeHust MPobAembl Kasaxckux GesxeHues 1920—
1930-X rOAOB, BO3HMKILEN B PE3YAbTATE MOAUTUKM KOAAEKTMBU3ALMM, B 3apyOESKHOI MCTOpHorpacmm.
LleAb nccaepaoBaHMS — BbISIBUTb, Kak AQHHOE MCTOPUYECKOe SIBAEHME TPAKTYeTCs B TpyAaX aMepukaH-
CKMX, €BPOMNENCKMX, SMOHCKMX, KUTANCKUX M POCCUIACKMX YUEHbIX, M KAaKUM 06Pa3oM MX MOAXOAbI MOTYT
ObITh MOAE3HbI AASl PA3BUTUSI OTEUECTBEHHOM MCTOpUOrpacmm.

PaboTbl 3apy6esKHbIX MCCAEAOBATEAEN KAACCUDMLMPOBaHbI aBTOPOM Ha YE€TbIPe rpymrbl: aHrAO-
amepukaHckume yuéHble 1980-x roaos (Mapta OakoTT, Pobept KoHkBecT, IHApIO KapHC); nccaeao-
BaTEAM, UCTIOAb3YIOLLME APXMBbI MOCTCOBETCKMX CTpaH (Hukoao lMbsiHuoaa, Capa KamepoH, M3abeab
OaitoH, PobepT KnHaaep); aBTopbl, onvparoLimecst Ha Kutanickme apxmebl (AMHAa beHcoH, Aaua Barr,
A>KacTUH AKernko0C); yUYEHble MOCTCOBETCKOro MPOCTPaHCTBa, B ToM umcAe Poccmnn (H.A. Tommaos, C.
Makcyaos, A.B. [po3uH).

MeToaoAorns BKAIOYAET MCTOPMOrparyeckmii aHaAm3, MCTOPUKO-3MUCTEMOAOTMYECKMIA MOAXOA,
CPaBHUTEAbHbI M HapPaTMBHbIA METOAbL. OCO60e BHUMAHME YAEASETCS TEPMUHOAOMMUYECKMM Pa3AK-
UMM (Hanpumep, «6eXKeHLbI» M «OTKOYEBHMKMW»), MAPLIPYTaM MUTPALLMKM U MO3ULIMSM MECTHbIX BAACTEN
MO OTHOLLUEHMIO K Ka3axXCKMM MepeceAeHLLaMm.

HayuHas HOBM3HA 3aKAOYAETCd B TOM, UTO TeMa Ka3axCKoW MUrpaLMu BrepBble pacCMaTpMBaeTCs
KaK CaMOCTOsITeAbHasi MPOOGAEMa B KOHTEKCTe 3apybexkHoi uctopuorpadun. B ctatbe o6beavHeHbl
AaHHble Capbl KamepoH o uncAeHHOCTH GexxeHLEeB, apxmBHbIE BbIBOAbI PobGepTa KuHaaepa, a Takxke
CTaTUCTUYECKME 1 KOHLEMNTYyaAbHble MaTepuanbl HMKOAO MbsaHUYoAbI 1 M3abeab OaitoH.

Pe3yAbTaTbl MICCAEAOBaHMS MOKA3bIBAKOT, YTO, HECMOTPS HA HAAMUME YIIOMUHAHWIA B KOHTEKCTe pe-
(hOopM, rOAOAQ 1 OCEAANOCTU, TEMA Ka3aXCKMX BEXEHLIEB AO CMX MOP He M3yUvaracb Kak OTAEAbHbIN 06b-
eKT 3a py6exkom. ABTOp NMPEAAAraeT BOCMIOAHWUTH 3TOT NPOGEA M BHECTU BKAQA B Pa3BUTHE Ka3axCTaH-
CKOW UCTOPUYUECKOM HayKM Yepes3 u3ydeHue AQHHOM NMPOOGAEMbI Kak SAEMEHTA HALMOHAABHOM MaMSITH.

KatoueBble cAoBa: Kazaxu, GexxkeHubl, ucToprorpadus, 3apybesxkHasi MCToprorpacdusi, KOAAEKTU-

BM3aLIMS, TOAOA.

Introduction

The collapse of the Soviet Union undoubtedly
brought about not only large-scale political and ad-
ministrative transformations on the global political
stage, but also profound ideological changes. The
decline of communist ideology led to the emer-
gence of new paradigms and a fundamental shift in
societal consciousness. One of the notable changes
took place within the historical scholarship of post-
Soviet countries. This is largely due to the fact that,
under the Soviet totalitarian regime, archival collec-
tions remained either restricted or entirely inacces-
sible to the academic community for many years.
These archives have since become increasingly
available, providing researchers with opportunities
to re-examine many historical issues through newly
accessible materials (Fitzpatrick, 2015).
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As a result, scholars were able to reassess estab-
lished events and either confirm or challenge previ-
ously accepted academic views and interpretations.
In this regard, Western scholar Sheila Fitzpatrick
noted that an “archival revolution” occurred in post-
Soviet countries (Fitzpatrick, 2015:378).

Moreover, it is important to emphasize that for-
eign scholars also took advantage of this unprece-
dented access to archival documents in post-Soviet
states. They began conducting studies related to the
history of the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union.
Scholars from various Western countries pursued
different lines of inquiry and began presenting their
own interpretations. In fact, many research centers
dedicated to the study of problems related to the im-
perial and Soviet periods were established across the
Western world. Not only historians, but also leading
specialists from other social sciences began to carry
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out significant research in the fields of imperial stud-
ies and Sovietology.

In their work, considerable attention was also
paid to the history of Kazakhstan, which was part
of first the Russian Empire and later the USSR. It
is worth noting that the findings and interpretations
of Western scholars regarding Kazakhstan’s history
hold particular significance. Of special relevance is
the analysis of how the issue of Kazakh displace-
ment during the 1920s—1930s is reflected in foreign
historiography — a subject of great importance to
contemporary Kazakh historical scholarship.

Objective

The objective of this article is to analyze the is-
sue of Kazakh displacement during the 1920s—1930s
from the perspective of foreign historiography, spe-
cifically considering Western interpretations. By
achieving this goal, we aim to explore the following
opportunities:

Materials and methods

First, analyzing the thoughts and opinions pre-
sented by Western scholars on the issue will help
form an overall historiographical perspective on
the topic. This approach will maintain a systematic
principle to some extent.

Second, through examining foreign researchers’
studies on the topic, we will be able to apply vari-
ous global conceptual frameworks, methodological
approaches, experiences, and categories used in the
world scientific community. This, in turn, will un-
doubtedly enhance the value of the research.

Third, the relatively “neutral” position of foreign
researchers, compared to domestic scholars, along
with their lack of emotional bias, will certainly con-
tribute to a more objective analysis of the issue. This
factor will elevate the scholarly value of the study.

Fourth, it is evident that displacement is not a
one-sided process. The process of physical displace-
ment of Kazakhs to second, third, or subsequent
destinations during their refugee status is reflected
in the records of those countries or the works of
scholars from those countries. This will help iden-
tify various positions in the research.

Thus, analyzing the reflections of Kazakh dis-
placement during the 1920s—1930s in foreign his-
toriography is undoubtedly a significant issue for
domestic historical scholarship.

Moreover, the use of historical-narrative and
historical-epistemological principles in the research

has led to a certain systematization. The histo-
riographical sources related to the topic follow a
chronological order, and the logical connections
of the ideas are revealed. The comparative method
used for their analysis allowed a comprehensive ex-
amination of the issue. Thanks to the systematic ap-
proach, the results were critically assessed, and at
the end of the article, independent scientific judg-
ments and conclusions were made.

Discussion

There are very few works that specifically ad-
dress the issue of Kazakh displacement during the
1920s—1930s in foreign historiography. While this
problem has not been studied as an independent re-
search subject, it appears in the context of related
issues with logical, chronological, and systematic
connections to the event. To construct the overall his-
toriographical image of the topic, we find the works
of domestic scholars such as Zh.B. Abylkhozhin
(1989), G.M. Mendikulova (1997), T. Omarbekov
(1997), (Omarbekov, 2003), and B. Ayagan (2012)
to be valuable. These scholars provide a comprehen-
sive analysis of the displacement of Kazakhs and
its unique characteristics. These foundational stud-
ies were written in the early years of our country’s
independence based on archival documents, from
the standpoint of an independent historical perspec-
tive. Additionally, works by V.I. Sergiychuk (Ser-
giychuk, V (2014)), E.B. Sydykov (Sydykov, 2014),
and Z.E. Kabuldinov (2014) are important in rela-
tion to the research on the directions Kazakhs took
during their displacement in the 1930s. However, it
can be said that these research works do not analyze
the reflections of the problem in foreign historiogra-
phy, as is done in this article.

The overview of foreign historiography on this
topic is presented in a fragmentary manner in the
works of G. Mukanova and S.N. Mamytova. Specifi-
cally, the former examines the migration of Kazakhs
first to China and later to other places, considering
these processes in the context of global geopolitical
conditions. The work also presents trends in the de-
scription of Kazakh migration movements in Eng-
lish and American historiography. However, this
work limits itself to general information about the
refugee status of Kazakhs and does not conduct di-
rect analyses of works closely related to the topic
(Mukanova, 2014:84-85).

In the second author’s work, while there is a good
analysis of the research by domestic historians, the
review of foreign authors is insufficient. The author
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only analyzes works by Kyrgyz and Russian authors
in the context of foreign historiography. Although
the names of seven Western scholars are mentioned,
only the work of American scholar Sarah Cameron
is analyzed in detail (Mamytova, 2020:30).

Additionally, an overview of foreign historiog-
raphy on this topic is also reflected to some extent in
the research of Japanese scholar Jin Noda. His work
is particularly important as it provides a historio-
graphical review of the process of Kazakhs migrat-
ing to China as refugees (Noda, 2019:27-28).

Thus, the review of foreign historiography on
the issue of Kazakh displacement during the 1920s—
1930s is not found as an independent research sub-
ject in any work, and it remains one of the most rel-
evant issues that should be explored.

Results

When reviewing foreign literature on the is-
sue of Kazakh displacement in the 1920s—1930s, it
would be useful to divide the works into four groups
for the sake of systematization.

The first group consists of works by English-
American scholars written in the 1980s. During this
period, due to the established political and geopoliti-
cal situation in the world, the field of Sovietology,
which thoroughly examined the Soviet Union, be-
gan to take shape and develop in Western countries.
Within the framework of Sovietology, numerous
works on the history and life of the Soviet govern-
ment were written in Western countries, including
discussions on the political and economic reforms
of the 1920s—1930s. In these studies, one can also
find references to the history of the Kazakhs during
that period.

The second group includes research by Western
scholars written from the 1990s to the present. These
works are primarily based on archival materials
from Russia and Kazakhstan. It is important to note
that two main tendencies influenced these works.
First, after the collapse of the Soviet regime, archi-
val materials from the former Soviet republics be-
came accessible to Western scholars, allowing them
to conduct research based on concrete data. Second,
at the same time, postcolonial studies were active-
ly developing in global social sciences, prompting
many foreign scholars to reevaluate events from the
Tsarist and later Soviet periods. The issue of Ka-
zakh displacement, as discussed in these works, is
of great significance for our research.

The third group consists of works by Western
scholars based on archival documents from China.
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Given that the majority of Kazakh refugees in the
1920s—1930s initially moved to China and then to
other regions, it is only logical that these events are
reflected in Chinese sources. Therefore, examining
and analyzing works in this category will undoubt-
edly provide new opportunities for addressing the
research problem.

The fourth group includes works by scholars
from post-Soviet countries. The shared history of
being part of one state highlights the common as-
pects of many historical events. Consequently,
examining works by Russian authors who are cur-
rently researching this topic remains scientifically
valuable.

Thus, we first focus on the research by English-
American scholars written in the 1980s, which form
the first group. Among these works, we review
those of Martha Brill Olcott and Robert Conquest.
The former describes the collectivization policies
of the Soviet government and names the resulting
displacement of the Kazakhs as one of its conse-
quences (Olcott, 1981). The latter dedicates a chap-
ter of his work to the famine in the Kazakh steppe
and discusses the displaced Kazakhs (Conquest,
1987). These works were written in the 1980s and
are not based on archival documents. However, they
undoubtedly contribute to forming the general im-
age of foreign historiography on our research topic.

By the late 1980s, Western scholarly circles
published the 1932 writings of Canadian agronomist
Andrew Cairns. These writings became some of the
first in Western historiography to address the prob-
lem of Kazakh displacement in the early 20th centu-
ry. In the spring and summer of 1932, A. Cairns was
in the Soviet Union’s Siberian region on a business
trip. He was there as part of a British Imperial mar-
keting mission to address agricultural issues. During
his travels along the northern border of Kazakhstan,
Cairns saw hundreds of displaced Kazakhs at each
station and described them as “‘emaciated, poorly
dressed, starving, and many were begging for bread”
(Cairns, 1989:5).

In addition, Cairns shares the views of a Ger-
man scholar, Otto Schiller, whom he met during his
trip. Schiller, an agricultural expert, had visited the
Soviet Union twice, in 1925 and 1932, and was as-
tonished by what he saw in Kazakhstan and Western
Siberia. He explained to Cairns that, while there had
once been a large number of livestock in the Kazakh
steppe, by 1932, near Semey, there were no farms
with livestock to be found. He warned that this situ-
ation would have dire consequences. Schiller also
expressed his concern to Cairns that millions of
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nomadic Kazakhs, who had once depended on live-
stock for their livelihood, might perish under such
conditions (Cairns, 1989:6).

Second Group of Historiographical Works. The
second group consists of the works of many foreign
scholars who gained access to archival materials
from all former Soviet republics after the collapse
of the USSR. These scholars worked with the cen-
tral and regional archives of Kazakhstan and Russia,
directly or indirectly addressing the issue of the dis-
placement of Kazakhs. Prominent foreign scholars
in this group include Italian researcher Nicola Pi-
anciola, French scholar Isabelle Ohayon, American
scholar Sarah Cameron, German historian Robert
Kindler, and Japanese researcher Jin Noda.

Among these foreign scholars, one of the first
to conduct substantial research and present his con-
clusions to the global academic community in the
early 21st century is the Italian scholar Nicola Pi-
anciola, who is currently serving at Lingnan Uni-
versity in Hong Kong. Pianciola is known for his
studies on the conditions of Kazakh villages within
the context of Soviet agrarian policies. After the
collapse of the Soviet Union, Pianciola was one of
the prominent researchers who gained access to the
archives of post-Soviet countries and conducted his
studies. His research is based on materials from the
current archival holdings of Russia and Kazakh-
stan. As a result, his works on the collectivization,
industrialization, famine, and repression in Kazakh
villages during the 1920s and 1930s are valuable.
He also provides information on the displacement
of the Kazakhs and presents his own conclusions
on this issue.

According to Pianciola, the displacement of
the Kazakhs began as early as the winter of 1927-
1928, during the initial stage of forced requisitions
(Pianciola, 2004:171). In this regard, the author ref-
erences several sources and provides information
about the number of Kazakhs who fled from the
steppe to other regions. He draws attention to the
growing dynamics of this number year by year. He
also analyzes the migration routes of the displaced
Kazakhs as refugees.

Firstly, the researcher focuses on the migration
of Kazakhs as refugees to China. According to the
author, approximately 200,000 Kazakhs migrated
to China. The researcher attributes this migration to
the existence of tribal and community ties between
the Kazakhs on both sides of the border, as well as
the earlier experiences of Kazakhs migrating to the
area. Additionally, N. Pianciola mentions that in
late 1931 and early 1932, Kazakhs also migrated to

the Siberian and Ural regions. He hints that some of
the refugees reached as far as the interior regions of
Russia. Moreover, the author notes that by the fall
of 1932, the number of Kazakh refugees who had
reached the city of Orenburg had reached 40,000.
As a result, local leaders in Orenburg and its sur-
rounding settlements began raising alarms, suggest-
ing that the central authorities impose restrictions on
the influx of refugees from the Kazakh steppe. An-
other significant route of migration for the Kazakh
refugees was towards Kyrgyzstan. In this regard, the
foreign scholar provides some intriguing data. Ac-
cording to him, the Kazakhs gathered mainly near
the city of Pishpek (now Bishkek) in Kyrgyzstan.
During the fall of 1933, 6-7 Kazakh refugees died
from hunger in a single day in that area (Pianciola,
2004:172).

Furthermore, N. Pianciola highlights the emer-
gence of a new term in Soviet bureaucratic termi-
nology to describe the refugees’ situation. He notes
that the Soviet government did not refer to these
displaced former herders as “refugees,” but instead
began calling them “migrants” (“otkochevniki)
(Pianciola, 2004:172).

Another significant scholar in the field is French
researcher Isabelle Ohayon. Like other Western
scholars, Ohayon also did not consider the issue of
Kazakh refugees as a standalone research topic. In-
stead, she examined it as part of an analysis of the
political and economic reforms the Soviet regime
carried out in the Kazakh steppe during the 1920s
and 1930s. Like her peers, the French researcher
views the migration of Kazakhs during this period
as a “result” of the policies of the Soviet govern-
ment. The forced collectivization and the destruc-
tion of the wealthy class led to famine, resulting in
the deaths of over a million Kazakh citizens, and ap-
proximately 600,000 Kazakhs were forced to leave
their homeland. In addition, the author, referencing
the work of Kazakh demographer Makash Tatimov,
confirms the statistical data on the number of Ka-
zakhs who died of famine and those who became
refugees, which is supported by the archival docu-
ments of her own and Italian scholar Nicola Pianci-
ola’s research (2009:463-466).

Additionally, according to the conclusions of
Isabelle Ohayon, the official archival documents re-
garding the migration of Kazakhs as refugees in the
1930s contain more information from the local So-
viet authorities in the neighboring areas rather than
from the Kazakhs themselves. As evidence of this,
the author cites various official documents written
by the authorities in the Orenburg region, Siberia,
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and Kyrgyzstan, describing the situation in the Ka-
zakh steppe (Ohayon, 2013).

The issue of Kazakh refugees during the 1920s
and 1930s is also addressed in the works of Ameri-
can historian Sara Cameron. Primarily focused on
the famine in the Kazakh steppe, for which she even
defended a dissertation, S. Cameron’s (2010) re-
search also discusses the migration of Kazakhs to
Chinese territory. Specifically, the American scholar
points out that by the late 1920s, as a result of Soviet
policies, famine spread among the Kazakh popula-
tion, and as a consequence, 1.1 million Kazakhs mi-
grated to the adjacent region of China, specifically
to the Xinjiang (Sinkiang) area. The author refers
to published materials from the President’s Archive
of the Republic of Kazakhstan to cite the number of
refugees (Cameron, 2016:119).

Furthermore, in her subsequent works, Sara
Cameron continues to explore the migration of Ka-
zakhs as refugees. In her later studies, the American
scholar from the University of Maryland discusses
the scope and number of Kazakh refugees, as well
as the attitudes of the local authorities toward the
refugees. Notably, the author states that over a mil-
lion Kazakhs became refugees during the 1920s
and 1930s. She also identifies the migration routes
of Kazakh refugees, pointing to neighboring Soviet
republics such as Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Chi-
na (Cameron, 2018:2). Additionally, the American
scholar highlights that local Soviet officials under
F. Goloshchekin’s administration avoided using
the term “refugees” and instead referred to them as
“migrants” (“otkochevniki™). In their view, this was
considered a normal situation, and they believed
that it signified Kazakhs moving toward a new level
of societal development, transitioning to a sedentary
way of life (Cameron, 2018).

Additionally, S. Cameron pays attention to the
dynamic change in Soviet authorities’ stance to-
wards Kazakh refugees. Interestingly, the research-
er examines the migration of Kazakhs to China
within the context of the geopolitical issues of the
time. Initially, the migration of Kazakhs to China
was viewed as a normal process; however, later, the
authorities began to perceive this trend as a poten-
tial threat. The Soviet government feared that the
migrating Kazakhs could join anti-Soviet forces in
China, which might pose a danger in border regions.
According to the author, during this time, due to
China’s political weakness, there were ideas among
powerful nations like Japan and the British Empire
to establish their own influence in the Xinjiang re-
gion. The large-scale migration of Kazakhs to that
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region could later threaten the Soviet borders, and
behind these actions might stand Western imperial
powers and Japan, aiming to exploit China’s vulner-
ability. This fear led Soviet border guards to take ex-
treme measures, including using firearms to prevent
people from crossing the Soviet-Chinese border be-
tween 1931 and 1933 (Cameron, 2018:138-140).

Furthermore, among the foreign scholars on this
issue, the German researcher Robert Kindler should
also be mentioned. The scholar’s monograph on the
consequences of Stalinist policies in Kazakhstan
during the 1920s and 1930s was written using ma-
terials from various central and regional archives in
Kazakhstan and Russia. This book was later trans-
lated into Russian multiple times. In this work, the
author also presents facts related to the migration of
Kazakhs as refugees and offers his own conclusions.

In his book, Robert Kindler dedicates a sepa-
rate chapter to Kazakh refugees. He argues that Ka-
zakhs were forced to migrate due to the famine and
analyzes the various directions of their migration.
He specifically mentions that Kazakhs migrated to
neighboring Soviet republics such as Uzbekistan,
Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Western Siberia.
Not only did they migrate to these regions, but there
is also archival evidence supporting that they did so
in large groups.

Robert Kindler’s work stands out in two main
ways compared to previous Western scholars on this
topic. First, the German scholar provides a deeper
analysis of the migration routes of Kazakhs. He ex-
amines, in more detail than other scholars, the initial
interactions between Kazakhs and local populations,
the local people’s reactions to the refugees, and the
relationships between them. Notably, the conflicts
and tensions between the local populations and the
migrating Kazakhs are described in detail, support-
ed by archival data. These tensions are highlighted
across all the migration routes taken by Kazakhs.
Second, Kindler addresses the issue of whether Ka-
zakhs returned to their homeland after the famine’s
intensity began to decrease or whether they chose
not to return. This dilemma is examined in depth,
with a focus on the advantages and disadvantages
of various positions. The solution to this dilemma is
shown to be diverse, depending on each individual
case (Kindler, 2017:213-225).

Moreover, Robert Kindler, like American
scholar Sarah Cameron, pays attention to the posi-
tions taken by local authorities regarding Kazakh
refugees. In his work, the German scholar expresses
both surprise and strong criticism towards F. Golo-
chekin’s view that the migration of Kazakhs and
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their mass movement to union republics should be
accepted as a normal situation. Golochkin regarded
it as a stage of development where Kazakhs would
adapt to sedentary life and blend with other Soviet
peoples (Kindler, 2017:214).

Additionally, it is worth mentioning the works
of Professor Matthew Payne from the University
of Chicago. The American scholar’s main research
topic covers the political and economic policies of
the Soviet government during the 1920s and 1930s,
with a focus on their particularities in the Kazakh
steppe. Among the issues addressed is the migra-
tion of Kazakhs as refugees in the 1930s (Payne,
2011:59-86).

The third group of foreign historiographical
works in our study pertains to those written by re-
searchers using Chinese archival materials. Nota-
bly, American scholar Linda Benson (1990) and
Chinese-American researcher David Wang (1999)
belong to this category. Both describe the histori-
cal processes in regions close to the Soviet-Chinese
border, writing about how Kazakhs migrated to
these regions as refugees. Both works are based on
various Chinese archival materials and documents.
Therefore, it is important to note that their perspec-
tives are shaped by China’s position.

Another important work based on Chinese ar-
chival documents is that of Justin Jacobs, a scholar
from Washington University. His research ana-
lyzes the governance practices of the leaders of the
Xinjiang region. Specifically, he sheds light on the
Chinese authorities’ approach to governing an area
that included newly arrived Kazakh refugees and
other Muslim peoples. He also discusses the role of
these refugee groups amid China’s internal political
struggles (Jacobs, 2016). Another valuable aspect of
Jacobs’ work is his extensive use of historical ar-
chives from Taiwan (Goshiguan), including materi-
als found in these archives related to Kazakh refu-
gees’ experiences (Noda, 2019:26-27).

The Fourth Group of Foreign Historiography on
the Issue of Kazakh Refugees in the 1920s-1930s:
Post-Soviet Scholars, Including Russian Researchers

In the fourth group of foreign historiographies
on the issue of Kazakh refugees in the 1920s and
1930s, we consider the works of scholars from post-
Soviet countries, particularly Russian researchers.
These scholars largely rely on the documents of re-
gional archives in the Russian Federation and high-
light the specifics of the migration routes of Kazakh
refugees. Among these works, those focusing on
Kazakhs who migrated to the West Siberian region
as refugees are widely recognized. Notable scholars
in this area include N.A. Tomilov (1992), (Tomilov

& Akhmetova, 2013) and I.V. Oktyabrskaya (2004).
The works of S. Maksudov (1999) and A.V. Grozin
(2014) are significant as they link the Kazakh refu-
gee crisis to the events of the famine. Each of these
works contributes to forming a general understand-
ing of the process of Kazakh refugees’ migration.

Conclusion

After considering the information presented
above, we conclude that this topic is of great rel-
evance to domestic scholarship. Therefore, the re-
sults are summarized in the following conclusions:

1. The Issue of Kazakh Refugees in the 1920s-
1930s in Domestic and Foreign Historiography

The issue of Kazakh refugees in the 1920s-
1930s has been addressed not only in our national
historiography but also in foreign historiography to
a certain extent. The geographical scope of these
studies is wide. Scholars from the United States,
Great Britain, France, Germany, Japan, and Rus-
sia have authored numerous fundamental research
works on this subject.

2. Contextual Analysis in Foreign Research

It should be noted that foreign scholars did not
study the issue of Kazakh refugees in isolation. In-
stead, this topic is typically discussed in the context
of various other research subjects, such as the con-
sequences of different reforms in the 1930s or the
analysis of famine events. Thus, the issue of Kazakh
refugees is often addressed directly or indirectly in
these contexts.

3. The Role of Archive Documents in Foreign
Research

The main source of research on the issue of Ka-
zakh refugees is archive documents. These archives
are also the primary reference in the works of for-
eign scholars. Western scholars like Nicola Pyan-
chola, Isabelle Ohayon, Sarah Cameron, and Robert
Kindler have widely used materials from central and
regional archives in Russia and Kazakhstan in their
research. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union,
foreign scholars made effective use of the access
granted to post-Soviet archives.

4. The Role of Neighboring Countries’” Archives

The history of the mass migration of Kazakh
refugees is not only contained in the archives of do-
mestic or post-Soviet countries but also in the ar-
chives of neighboring countries. This fact has been
demonstrated by a group of foreign scholars, includ-
ing those who relied on Chinese archival materials,
such as Linda Benson and David Wang. The work of
Justin Jacobs, in particular, which uses Chinese ar-
chives containing documents of the Kazakhs them-
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selves, significantly increases the historiographical
value of the studies in this category.

In conclusion, the analysis of foreign historiog-
raphy on the issue of Kazakh displacement during
the 1920s—1930s reveals a multifaceted and under-
explored scholarly field. While the mass migration
of Kazakhs resulting from collectivization and fam-
ine is not new to historical research, its focused ex-
amination within foreign academic literature as an
independent subject remains limited.

This article has demonstrated that scholars
such as Sarah Cameron, Niccold Pianciola, Isabelle
Ohayon, Robert Kindler, and others have provided
valuable insights into the causes, consequences, and
geographic scope of the Kazakh refugee crisis. How-
ever, their discussions often appear as sub-themes
within broader studies of Soviet reforms, sedenta-
rization, or imperial politics. Moreover, significant
differences exist in the terminology used, the ar-
chival sources consulted, and the analytical frame-
works applied across national historiographies.

The findings indicate that Western and Eastern
scholars have relied heavily on post-Soviet, Chinese,

and regional archives to reconstruct the migration
trajectories and official attitudes toward Kazakh ref-
ugees. Notably, these works shed light on not only
the demographic scale of displacement but also the
Soviet government’s attempts to reframe refugees
as “migrants” in line with ideological narratives.

Therefore, a key outcome of this study is the rec-
ognition of Kazakh displacement as a distinct and
critical subject of historical inquiry. The systematic
classification and comparative analysis of foreign
scholarship presented here highlight the need for
further research that synthesizes global perspectives
and expands Kazakhstan’s historiographical dia-
logue.

Ultimately, this article argues that integrating
foreign historiographical interpretations into na-
tional academic discourse can enrich the collective
understanding of one of the most tragic and transfor-
mative chapters in Kazakh history. It calls for great-
er attention to transnational archival collaboration,
interdisciplinary analysis, and historiographical in-
tegration to deepen the study of forced migration,
famine, and identity in 20th-century Kazakhstan.
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