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Research Abstract 

As part of the Title VIII Research Scholar Program, I conducted archival research for my 

doctoral dissertation in Soviet history. My dissertation project uses the case of Kazakhstan to 

analyze the role of nationality in the establishment of Soviet power, looking in particular at how 

the diversity of national identity and interactions among various interests and political alliances, 

both intra- and inter-ethnic, shaped Party structures. Examining the personal and professional 

trajectories of key individuals in the Kazakhstani context, I argue that the role played by 

nationality in intra-Party dynamics, elite formation, and state building in the USSR’s first 

decades was crucial not only to shaping Soviet Kazakhstan, but also to determining structures of 

power and authority in the Soviet Union as a whole. By focusing my analysis on both the 

personal and the political, the private and the public, I paint a rich picture of what nationality 

actually meant within Party structures and how Soviet nationalities policy was reflected in the 

lived experience of those responsible for its implementation.  

 

Research Goals 

My dissertation, “Personal Experiences of Nationality and Power in Soviet Kazakhstan, 

1917-1953,” examines the first generation of Kazakhs who joined the Communist Party and 

reached its upper ranks. The backgrounds, motivations, and career trajectories of early Party 

activists are essential to comprehending the interrelated processes of nation-building, 



modernization, and Sovietization in Central Asia, and in the Soviet Union more broadly. Because 

conditions in the Kazakh steppe were so far removed from the Marxist revolutionary program, 

the first generation of Kazakh Bolsheviks and their personal experiences within the Party offer a 

particularly useful window into these issues. I argue that their mediation between Communist 

ideology and local realities was crucial to determining the contours of Soviet Kazakhstan and its 

institutions, and that their stories demonstrate both the reach and the limits of the Soviet 

transformative project as a process that was contentious and participatory, both empowering and 

repressive. I outline the importance of pre-Revolutionary ideas and relationships as they were 

translated into new, Soviet conditions, arguing that personal ties predating 1917 were often more 

important than ideology. Analyzing their personal and professional trajectories, I contend that, 

despite the colonial and imperial dimensions of Soviet rule, local Bolsheviks were not just 

intermediaries in a Soviet “civilizing mission,” but actively shaped Soviet Kazakhstan both 

figuratively and literally, establishing its borders and pushing for policies that aligned with their 

vision of what the Kazakh nation was.  

While theorizing Soviet nationalities policy has been a salient subject in the social 

sciences for over twenty years, my research establishes how nationality actually functioned 

within Soviet power structures in Union Republics. By shifting the emphasis to concrete 

individual experience at the local level, I engage in a detailed examination of what central 

policies meant on the ground. In doing so, I consider the legacies of tsarist administration and 

settler colonialism and outline the making of Soviet Kazakhstan as a process that was 

contentious, participatory, and highly contingent. More broadly, I illuminate the nature of the 

USSR as a multiethnic state that, although it espoused an ideology that was explicitly anti-

imperial and anti-colonial, replicated certain features of its predecessor, the Russian Empire. 



Because my research is actor-driven, I make use of memoirs, diaries, and correspondence 

in both Russian and Kazakh, in addition to official Party documents and publications. Using 

individual voices as well as official discourse, I conduct my analysis at the level of both concrete 

individual destinies and broader trends. My first chapter presents a prosopographical overview of 

ethnic Kazakhs within the republic’s pre-war nomenklatura, using biographical data to provide a 

statistical picture of the Party elite and to analyze questions such as: Who became a Bolshevik, 

and why? What were the specific avenues for entry into the Party? Who succeeded within Party 

structures, and what factors contributed to success? The second chapter examines the role and 

enduring influence of the pre-Revolutionary Kazakh intellectual movement Alash Orda, 

outlining the continuing importance of ideas and relationships developed before 1917. The third 

chapter focuses on local interests, regional affiliations, and negotiations with Moscow as part of 

the literal shaping of Kazakhstan, considering especially the incorporation of territories from the 

former Turkestan ASSR. The fourth chapter examines the question of factions and factionalism 

within Kazakhstan’s Party elite. The fifth chapter focuses on the figure of Alibi Dzhangil’din, the 

only Kazakh to join the Party before the revolution, and his political alienation as someone who 

deviated from the general pattern of Kazakh Communists. The final chapter examines Stalinist 

repression and its aftermath, focusing on Party literary figures and their families from the late 

1930s through the Khrushchev Thaw.  

 

Research Activities 

As part of the Title VIII Research Scholar Program, I spent three months conducting 

archival research in Moscow, Russia and Almaty, Kazakhstan. I looked at materials including 

personnel files, autobiographies, correspondence, and records of internal Party decisions and 



debates, as well period publications. Kazakhstan’s archives and libraries contain rich materials 

for understanding the Party at both the macro and the individual level, allowing for both 

quantitative and qualitative examination of the issues I consider in my dissertation. The archives 

of central Soviet and Party organs in Moscow are useful for exploring the interactions between 

All-Union and republic-level organs, Party personnel files, and broader information on 

individuals who spent significant amounts of time in Moscow.  

Documents produced by the Soviet bureaucracy are useful both in broadly elucidating 

attitudes towards nationality and in offering important insight into individual trajectories within 

the Party. For instance, questionnaires completed during Party purges and as part of Bolshevik 

recruitment efforts provide a wealth of comprehensive data on social origin, education, and work 

history, often containing official autobiographies as well as Party officials’ evaluations of the 

individuals in question. In terms of both the language they use and the facts they contain, these 

forms provide insight into overall Party membership at various points in time and illustrate what 

characteristics the Party leadership considered important for Kazakh and non-Kazakh Party 

members at different levels in the political apparatus. Previously classified Party personnel files 

clarify the professional trajectories of Party functionaries, including evaluations of their 

performance. Such materials illustrate differences in how Kazakhs and Slavs were perceived, and 

the roles that they were ascribed within the Party at various levels in its hierarchy. Records of 

internal debates and disagreements as well as negotiations between republic and All-Union 

authorities in the form of transcripts, memos, and official correspondence demonstrate the role of 

individual actors within the Party, the articulation of interests, and the evolving nature of 

political factions and allegiances. 



In Moscow, I conducted research at the State Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF) 

and the Russian State Archive of Socio-Political History (RGASPI). At GARF I focused on 

fonds 130 (Sovnarkom), 1235 (VTsIK), and 1318 (Narkomnats). At RGASPI I looked at relevant 

materials in fonds 17 (TsK KPSS) and 62 (Sredazbiuro). At the Russian State Library, I looked 

though issues of Sovetskaia Step’ (later renamed Kazakhstanskaia Pravda), the Communist Party 

newspaper of Kazakhstan, from the 1920s and ‘30s. The holdings of Kazakhstanskaia Pravda 

are far more comprehensive in Moscow than they are at the Kazakhstani National Library in 

Almaty, and I was able to look at almost all issues of the paper for the years relevant to my 

research.  

Portraits of Seitgali Mendeshev and  
Saken Seifullin in a 1924 issue of Stepnaia Pravda 

 
In Almaty, I worked at the Archive of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan 

(APRK) and the Central State Archive of the Republic of Kazakhstan (TsGARK). I examined 



files from the state and Party bureaucracy, focusing on fonds 139, 141, 708, 718, 719, and 725 at 

APRK, as well as fonds 5, 30, and 269 at TsGARK.  

In the APRK reading room. Image source: KazInform (http://www.inform.kz/ru/v-
ssha-vyydet-kniga-o-golde-30-h-godov-v-kazakhstane_a2935003) 

 
 

Important Research Findings 

During my time in Almaty, I was given access to a biographical database of Party 

functionaries that is currently being complied by APRK. I used this material as the basis for a 

statistical analysis of Kazakhstan’s Party elite in the early Soviet period, focusing on those 

Kazakhs who served at the highest level of the Party bureaucracy, the Party bureau. Although 

several politically significant figures never served in Kazakhstan’s Party bureau, analyzing its 44 

Kazakh members offers insight into the broader process of elite formation in the early Soviet 

period. Examining when and where they were born, where they went to school, and when and 

how they joined the Party reveals clear patterns in terms of who became a Bolshevik and what 

types of people achieved political success in the first two decades of Soviet rule. Perhaps this 



cohort’s most salient feature is the fact that virtually all of the Kazakhs who reached the upper 

ranks of the Party between 1920 and 1937 had attended a so-called Russian-native school before 

1917. At a very basic level, they were able to reach the upper echelons of the Party because they 

were literate in Russian at the time of the revolution.  

Understanding who became part of Kazakhstan’s early Soviet elite is therefore at least in 

part a question of understanding who attended school in the pre-revolutionary period. One 

important consideration was proximity—most of those who went on to advance through the 

Party ranks lived in, or more often near, population centers that were large enough to have 

schools. Moreover, they experienced cultural and social contact with Russians, and their 

trajectories were heavily influenced by the interpenetration of populations in Imperial Russia’s 

colonial periphery in the years before the Revolution. Colonization was profoundly economically 

and socially disruptive for the Kazakh population, but the cohort of elite Kazakh Bolsheviks 

comprised people who had benefited from the Russian imperial presence in concrete ways. They 

were already at least partially assimilated and already upwardly mobile in the years preceding the 

establishment of Soviet power. Unlike the educated intellectuals from the areas that would 

become Uzbekistan, they had opted in to a Russian civilizational model and a Russian-mediated 

view of modernity. This meant that the nature of the Russian colonial presence in Kazakhstan 

was deeply influential in determining the course of revolutionary change in the republic, and 

indeed its political landscape across the first two decades of Soviet rule.  

Another part of my research concerned the nature of Russian-Kazakh relations within the 

Party. Throughout the 1920s, Party officials both within and outside of Kazakhstan discussed 

tensions within the republic’s political apparatus using a framework of Kazakh “nationalists” and 

Russian “colonialists” that endured in Party discourse even if it did not always correspond to the 



actual political landscape within the republic. The specter of interethnic tensions within the Party 

apparatus and within Kazakhstan more broadly was an enduring concern, and the language of 

“nationalists” and “colonialists” continued to be invoked into the 1930s. Nevertheless, it was 

most salient in the first years of Soviet rule. Although they were presented as ostensibly 

equivalent, “nationalism” was clearly the greater sin. Indeed, Russian “colonialism” was often 

presented as dangerous primarily because it was seen as fueling pre-existing nationalist 

sentiments among the Kazakhs. Despite that fact, and despite the fact that some Party officials 

considered it to be an inaccurate reflection of political realities within Kazakhstan, Kazakhs 

within the Party elite were sometimes able to use this language to their advantage. Ultimately, 

however, the framework of “nationalists” and “colonialists” was part of a broader system of 

nationally determined criticism that was used to marginalize and push out those Kazakh Party 

officials whose concern for local interests placed them at odds with the Party secretary, 

especially once that post was assumed by Filipp Goloshchekin in September 1925. 

Although it was not universally endorsed, the rhetoric of “colonialists” and “nationalists” 

did reflect real tensions between Kazakh and Russian (or as they were often termed, “European”) 

Communists. While they did not necessarily agree with the nationalist-colonialist framework, 

Kazakh Communists were to an extent able to use it to their advantage. This is especially clear 

when we consider Kazakhstan’s shifting territorial and administrative boundaries between 1920 

and 1925, when Kazakh Communists were able to successfully restructure the republic’s center 

of political gravity not only by advocating for the incorporation of territories from the former 

Turkestan ASSR, but also by successfully lobbying for the relocation of the Kazakhstani capital 

from Russian-dominated Orenburg to the blank slate of Qizil Orda.  



Soviet Kazakhstan’s first administrative center and capital was Orenburg, a city that 

today lies in southern Russian. This was a legacy of tsarist administrative structures rather than 

the result of any deeper connection between that city and the Kazakh steppe. The relationship 

between the city-level Party apparatus, which was well developed and predominantly Russian, 

and the Kazakhstan-level Party apparatus, which was much less mature as a political 

organization and more diverse, was often acrimonious. Once Civil War hostilities died down and 

Soviet rule became more firmly established with the promulgation of the Kazakh ASSR in 1920, 

Kazakh Communists almost immediately began lobbying that the capital be moved—perhaps to 

Turgai, perhaps to Omsk, or perhaps even to Tashkent. There was a negligible Kazakh presence 

in Orenburg, they explained, and the city was not closely connected to the rest of Kazakhstan 

either historically or economically. Thanks in part to their recourse to the terminology of Russian 

“colonialism” and their allusions to the settler colonialist past, Kazakhstan’s capital was indeed 

moved, and in fact the entire Orenburg region was excised from Kazakhstan. 

 

Policy Implications and Recommendations 

Many of the issues inherent to Soviet nationalities policy and its legacy remain current, 

manifesting themselves in ethnic tensions and regional power dynamics in the post-Soviet space. 

Indeed, the legacy of interethnic relations and the question of a Kazakhstani identity are central 

to understanding Kazakhstan’s present as an independent nation state. Although the country’s 

demographics have shifted in favor of ethnic Kazakhs since independence (according to the most 

recent census, conducted in 2009, ethnic Kazakhs account for 63.1 percent of the population), 

Kazakhstan remains a highly diverse country, a fact that features prominently in government 



discourse. Understanding the historical dimensions of that diversity is an important factor in 

understanding Kazakhstan as it exists today. 

Moreover, in recent years, the government of Kazakhstan has been placing increased 

emphasis on the importance of studying and understanding the country’s history. President 

Nursultan Nazarbayev’s Kazakhstan-2050 Strategy, announced in December 2012, focuses 

primarily on economic development, but it also addresses issues of identity and historical 

consciousness as key to strengthening Kazakhstan’s global position. One of the program’s seven 

stated priorities is fostering a multi-ethnic Kazakhstani patriotism that maintains cultural 

distinctions and national traditions. Historical consciousness is presented as a central aspect of 

this new, Kazakhstani identity, and the government has instituted a series of measures aimed 

directly at fostering a new historical awareness in Kazakhstan. For that reason, increased 

understanding of Kazakhstan’s twentieth-century history is becoming highly relevant to U.S. 

policymakers concerned with the region. 

Understandings of and attitudes towards Kazakhstan’s history within the country are also 

important as reflections of the country’s evolving relationship with Russia, as evidenced by 

recent celebrations of 2015 as the 550th anniversary of the Kazakh Khanate. This is widely seen 

as a response to comments by Vladimir Putin. In the context of shifting regional relationships, 

questions of national history and historical memory are taking on increased importance. 

 

Co-Curricular Activities 
 

During my stay in Almaty, I participated in US-KZ Fest, a series of events organized the 

U.S. Embassy to commemorate the 25th anniversary of official diplomatic relations between the 

United States and Poland. I spoke on the main stage about my experiences in Kazakhstan, going 



back to my first stay in Almaty in 2007 and highlighting my research in Kazakhstani archives. 

More broadly, I spoke about why American scholars are interested in the history of Kazakhstan, 

and how studying Kazakhstan’s history illuminates bigger questions relevant to international and 

global history. I also spoke with American diplomatic personnel about plans for a trip by APRK 

staff to the United States. As a result of meetings I arranged between the Archive’s director and 

the U.S. Embassy in Kazakhstan last year, a group of Kazakhstani archivists will travel to the 

United States in Spring 2017 to study international best practices at American archives and 

university libraries. 

 
Speaking at US-KZ Fest in August 2016 
 

During my time in Almaty I gave a presentation at APRK for the Archive’s Young 

Archivists’ Council. I spoke about my own research experience in archives in Kazakhstan and 

how it compares to my research experiences in Russia, Poland, and the United States. I also gave 

an overview of American historical scholarship that makes use of Kazakhstani archives, 

highlighting recent publications. My presentation was covered in a news story by KazInform. 

Additionally, I met with Professor Gulnara Mendikulova of Al-Farabi Kazakh National 



University to discuss plans for potential joint publications and for a panel that we organized for 

the Central Eurasian Studies Society Annual Conference.  

 

Conclusions 

Examining the Bolshevik political elite at the republic level reveals clear patterns in the 

process of elite formation in the Soviet Union. In Kazakhstan, those local actors who joined the 

Party and reached its upper levels in the years between 1920 and 1937 were predominantly 

young and educated, but they were not the most educated members of Kazakh society. They 

were literate in Russian, but they did not have any university education. They tended to come 

from areas with a significant Russian settler presence, and their educational and professional 

trajectories were shaped by cultural and social contact with Russians. On the whole, they came 

from less privileged backgrounds than the members of Kazakhstan’s pre-revolutionary 

intelligentsia. Unlike Kazakh intellectuals who were active before 1917, as a general rule the 

Kazakhs who comprised the republic’s future Bolshevik elite they did not have significant 

political experience predating the Revolution. Indeed, in most cases it was the Revolution that 

served as the primary factor in their political mobilization. But it was the nature of the Russian 

colonial presence in Kazakh territories that meant that they were in a position to be politically 

mobilized in the aftermath of 1917. 

In de-centering the study of the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union and emphasizing 

the concrete destinies of specific individuals, my research explores the practical implications of 

state ideology and state projects. Across my academic work, I engage in detailed examination of 

what central policies meant on the ground in order to more fully illustrate the broader 

implications of the multiethnic nature of the imperial Russian and Soviet polities. As I finish my 



doctoral dissertation, I hope to provide valuable insights into Kazakhstan’s history—and 

present—as a multi-national country and illuminate unique aspects of the Soviet experience that 

continue to find resonance in the twenty-first century. 

 

Plans for Future Research Agenda/Presentations and Publications 

I am currently writing up my dissertation, with a defense planned for May 2017. I will 

present a paper on the discussions concerning the location of Kazakhstan’s capital at the annual 

BASEES conference at Cambridge University in March 2017. I am also using the archival 

materials I collected over the summer to prepare a stand-alone article on the phenomenon of 

interethnic marriage among the Kazakh Party elite. Although official Soviet discourse presented 

marriages between Russian women and Central Asian men as a positive Russifying and therefore 

“civilizing” force, I demonstrate that in practice, the opposite was often true—non-Kazakh wives 

self-consciously adopted attributes of “Kazakhness” and explicitly identified themselves with the 

Kazakh nation.  

As I develop my dissertation into a monograph for publication, I will incorporate 

additional research on the post-Stalin period, including archival sources, published materials, and 

interviews, in order to examine the multi-generational implications of elite formation in the 

Soviet Union and explore what I have observed to be a remarkable permanency among the 

Kazakh elite across the twentieth century. Those Kazakhs who reached the upper echelons of the 

Party hierarchy in the 1920s and ‘30s were able to do so because they belonged to a tiny minority 

of Kazakhs who were literate in Russian before the Revolution. Most of these Party activists 

were executed during the purges of 1937-1938. Their families were branded as wives and 

children of “enemies of the people” and were sent into internal exile or to prison camps. Despite 



the stigma and material hardships they endured, the children of Kazakhstan’s early Bolsheviks 

often went on to achieve a great deal of success in their adult lives, becoming highly educated, 

pursuing prestigious careers, and in some cases attaining significant social prominence. Their 

descendants continue to enjoy considerable social capital in today’s Kazakhstan. I will examine 

these families’ strategies for survival before the Khrushchev Thaw, the maintenance and 

development of personal networks, and how the members of Kazakhstan’s early Soviet elite 

were remembered and commemorated across the second half of the twentieth century. In doing 

so, I hope to illuminate the enduring legacy of imperial and colonial structures in the Soviet 

Union and its successor states.   


