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Abstract. Introduction. This article examines the Kazakh famine of the 1930s, triggered
by Soviet collectivization, forced sedentarization, and grain requisitioning, as a transformative tragedy that
claimed over a million lives and was long marginalized in both Soviet and Western scholarship, but has
recently gained renewed attention through foreign historiography employing new archives and comparative
approaches. Objective and Tasks. The primary objective of this study is to systematically examine how
foreign historians and scholars have represented the 1930s famine in Kazakhstan. By tracing the evolution of
foreign historiographical approaches — from earlier treatments focused on wider Soviet agricultural policy to
more recent perspectives drawing from genocide studies, post-colonial theory, and environmental
history — the article highlights shifts in interpretive frameworks. Special emphasis is placed on the treatment
of ethnonational dimensions and on comparisons with other Soviet famines, particularly the Ukrainian
Holodomor. Materials and Methods. This study employs an integrative qualitative methodology centered on
historiographical analysis, drawing upon a diverse corpus of Western, North American, and European
academic literature, translated archival documents and diplomatic correspondence, as well as revised Soviet
demographic data, to critically examine how the 1930s famine in Kazakhstan has been represented in foreign
scholarship within broader Soviet and global comparative frameworks. Results. The analysis highlights a
shift in foreign scholarship from marginalization to nuanced engagement with the Kazakh famine,
emphasizing its role in Soviet demographic engineering, memory politics, and state propaganda, while
situating it within broader patterns of Soviet modernization, regional disparities, and comparative famine
studies. Conclusions. Foreign historiography has substantially advanced the recognition of the Kazakh famine
as a central episode in Soviet and global history, foregrounding its relevance for understanding state-led
disaster, ethnic policy, and memory politics. Continued access to Kazakhstani archives and cross-disciplinary
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inquiry remain crucial for refining global understanding of this historical event and for ensuring nuanced
representation in international scholarship.
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Anpatna. Kipicne. byn wmakana 1930-xeugapnarel Kazakcrangarel amtbikTel — Kenec OparbIHBIH
YKBIMIIACTBIPYHI, KOILUMENi XalbIKTBl MKOYpJeN OTBHIPBIKIIBUIAHABIPYBl XKOHE AaCTHIK TOPKIJEYy cascaTbl
caljapblHaH OpbIH ainfaH, Oip MIUIMOHHAH acrtaM aJaMHbIH ©MIpiH KHFaH KaWfbUIbl TapuXu
Ke3eHJi — KOFaMHBIH JIeMOTpa(UsIIBbIK JKOHE 9JIEYMETTIK-CasiCH KYPBUIBIMBIH TYOETeisIi e3repTKeH KacipeTTi
OKHMFa peTiHze KapacTelpaibl. KeHecTik oHe OaTBICTBHIK TapuXHamajapAa Y3aK YakbIT OOWbI IIETTETUTin
KelnreH OyJl TakpIpbIl COHFBI OHXKBULABIKTApAa MICTENAIK 3epTTEYIIiIep TapamnblHaH XaHa MYpParaTThIK
JIEpeKTep MEH CalbICTBIPMaNbl OSAIiCTep apKbUIbl KaiTa 3epaeneHyne. Makxcamol men MiHOemmepi.
3eprreynin OacTel MakcaTbl — INETENAIK TapUXIUbUIap MeH FajabiMaapaslH — 1930-xsuigapaarsl
KaszakcTangarpl —amapIibUIBIKTBI  Kalail CHNATTAHTBIHBIH OKyieni Typae Tangay. KeHecTik —aybin
HIapyalbUIbIK — casicaTblHa ~ OaFbITTalFaH — ajfallikbl  eHOexTepaeH Oacram, Kasipri TeHOUMATaHY,
MOCTKOJIOHUAIIIIBIK JKOHE SKOJIOTHSUIBIK TapuX OAICTEpiH KOJNJaHATBIH €HOEKTepre NeHiHrT TapuXHaMallbIK
JaMy Ke3eHJAEpiH capajay apKbUIbl Makaiaja 3epTTeYJIepIiH HHTEpIpeTalusyIbIK asChIHAAFbl e3repicTep
Kepceriyieni. OTHOYITTHIK acleKkTiiep MeH YKpauHaaarbl [omogoMop cHsKTBI 0acka KEHECTiK
aIIapIIbUIBIKTApMEH CaNBICTBIPYJIAp epeKlle Hazapra anblHagbl. Homuowcenep. Tannmay KepceTKeHIEH,
HIeTeNnaiK TapuxHamana Kasakcranzarbl alThIK TakbIpbIOBl HazapJaH ThIC KajlMai, KepiciHiue Kypaemi opi
JKaH-)KaKThl TYCIHIIpyre Kapail Oetr OypraH. AIUTHIK KEHECTIK JeMOrpadusIIbIK YCTaHBIMBI, YT casicaTbl MEH
IponaraH/aHblH Kypamaac Oeriiri peTiHae KapacThIPbUIBIN, OHBI KEHECTIK AHFBIPTY YpPIICTepi, eHipmiK
TEHCI3IKTEp KOHE CAIBICTBIPMAJIbl AIUTHIK 3EPTTEYNepl ascChlHOa 3epAeiey TEHACHLMSCHI KyLlelhe TYCTI.
Kopvimuinowi. 1lerennik TapuxHama KazakcTanaarbl alapiibUIBIKTBI KEHECTIK XKoHE jKahaHABIK TapUXTaFbl
MaHBI3[Ibl OKHFa PETIHAE MOHBIHAATYFa eneyli yJiec KOCTBl. By 3epTrey — MeMIEKeTTiK IeHreine
TybIHZAFaH amaTTap, YITTHIK cascaT NEH TapuXW JKaJ MacellelepiH TYciHy YyuliH Mmasbp3abl. Kazaxcran
apXUBTEPiHE KOJDKETIMAUTIKTI KEHEHTY JOoHE IoHAPANBIK 3epPTTEyNIep JKYPri3y — OChl TapuXH OKWUFaHBI
XaJIBIKApaNbIK JIEHTeiiie TepeHIpeK YFBIHYFa )KOHE OHBI FBUIBIMU TYPFBIAA 91T KepceTyre cen O0IMak.

Tyiiin ce3aep: AIapIIbUIBIK, YKOJIOTUSIIBIK TAPHX, MIETENAIK TApUXHaMa, KeHECTiK Ke3eH, Kasakcran
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AnHoTtaums. Beeoenue. Ctatbsi paccmarpuBaeT rojoa B Kazaxcrane 1930-x rofoB, BEI3BaHHBIH COBETCKOM
KOJUICKTUBU3aLlMEH, HACWIBCTBEHHBIM OCEJaHHMEM KOYEBOI'O HACENEHHA M U3BATHEM 3€pHa, Kak
TpaHCHOPMALMOHHYIO Tpareauto, yHECHIyro Oomee MwumMoHa >xu3Heid. Jlonroe BpeMsi 3TO coObiTHE
OCTaBaJioCch Ha mepudepur Kak COBETCKOW, Tak M 3amagHoil ucropuorpaduu, OJHAKO B TOCIEAHUE
JECATHIICTHS TIPUBJICKIO BHUMaHKE 3apyOeXHBIX HCClIeaoBaTeneii Onaroaaps AOCTYIy K HOBBIM apXuBaM U
MPUMEHEHUIO CPaBHHUTENBHBIX MOAXONOB. [lenv u 3adayu. OCHOBHOHM LENbIO HMCCICAOBAHMS SIBISETCS
CHCTEMHBII aHall3 TOTo, KaKk 3apyOe)KHbIe MCTOPHKHA M MCCIEAOBATENH TPakTyioT roiox 1930-x rogos B

Kazaxcrane. IlpocnexuBas pa3BUTHE HCTOPHOrpapHUUECKHX MOAXOAOB — OT paHHUX paOdor,
COCpPEIOTOYEHHBIX Ha COBETCKOM arpapHOd TONMTUKE, 0 COBPEMEHHBIX WCCIECOBAHWNH B paMKax
TE€HOUUO0JIOIMH, MOCTKOJIOHHAIBHOW TEOpPUHM M DKOJOTMYECKOH HCTOPHUM — aBTOpP BBIABIAET CMEHY

WHTEPIPETAUOHHBIX paMoK. Ocoboe BHUMaHME YIEJICHO STHOHAIMOHAIBHBIM aClEeKTaM M CPaBHEHHUIO C
JIPYTUMH TIEPHOAAMH COBETCKOTO T0JI0JIa, OCOOCHHO ¢ yKpanHckuM ['onomomopom. Mamepuanst u memoowi.
B pabote nmpumeHsieTcss HHTErpaTHBHAs Ka4eCTBEHHAs] METOJOJIOIHA C aKIEHTOM Ha UCTOpHOrpaduvecKuit
aHanu3. MccnenoBanue omupaercs Ha IIMPOKUN KOPIYC 3amaJHOM, CEBEpOAMEPHUKAHCKOM M €BpONEeMCKON
aKaJeMHUYECKOW JINTEPATyphl, NEPEBENEHHBIE apXUBHBIE NOKYMEHTHl M IUIIOMaTHUYECKYIO MEPENUCKy, a
TaKKe TEPEeCMOTPEHHBIC COBETCKHE JeMorpaduueckue JaHHble. OJTO TMO3BOJSIET KPUTHYECKH
MPOaHAIM3UPOBATh HHTEPHPETALUH Ka3aXxCKOIro rojoja B 3apy0OexxHO ucropuorpaduu B KOHTEKCTE Ooiee
LIMPOKHUX COBETCKMX W TJIOOANbHBIX CpPaBHEHUH. Pesyrbmamoei. AHanmu3 BBISBISAET CABHI B 3apyOe:HOM
ucropuorpaduu: OT MapruHAIU3alMU Ka3axCKoOro rojoja — K Oosee riyOOKOMY M MHOTOCIOHHOMY €ro
ocMmbiciieHnto. Ocoboe BHHMaHHME YAENAETCS €ro pOoJM B COBETCKOH JeMorpaduyeckoil HWHKEHEpUH,
MOJIMTUKE MaMATH W mpomnaraszae. ['onox paccMaTpuBaeTcsi B KOHTEKCTE MOJCPHU3ALMOHHBIX IPOLIECCOB,
PETHOHANIBHBIX pa3iuuuii W cpaBHUTENbHBIX uccnenoBannii romoma B CCCP. Bwigoodw:. 3apyOexHas
ucroprorpadusi BHeCIa 3HAYUTEJIbHBINA BKJIAA B IPU3HAHHME Ka3aXCKOI'0 rojiofa Kak LHEeHTPAIBHOrO 3MU301a
COBETCKOH M MHPOBOM HCTOpUH. OTO HMEeT KII0YeBOe 3HAa4YeHHWE [UId IMOHMMaHHs KartacTpod,
CIIPOBOLIMPOBAHHBIX T'OCYJApCTBOM, HALMOHAIBHONW IOJIWTUKA M BOIPOCOB HMCTOPHUYECKONH MaMSTH.
HanpHeHmMH AOCTyn K Ka3aXCTaHCKUM apXuMBaM M MEXIUCHMIUIMHAPHBIE MCCIEIOBAHUS OCTAIOTCS
HEOOXOIUMBIMH AJIsl YIiIyOJIEHHOIO MEXKIYHAapOAHOIO OCMBICICHHS STOH Tparenuu M e€ aJeKBaTHOIO
OTpPaXEHUSI B MUPOBOW Hay4YHOU MOBECTKE.
e
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Introduction. The famine that engulfed Kazakhstan in the early 1930s stands as one of the gravest
demographic and social catastrophes of the twentieth century, yet for decades it remained marginalized in
both Soviet and global scholarship. Rooted in forced collectivization, coerced settlement of nomadic
populations, and the extraction of agricultural resources to support rapid industrialization, the tragedy
resulted in the deaths of an estimated 1.3 to 1.5 million people — predominantly ethnic Kazakhs, but also
members of other nationalities residing in the republic [Olcott, 1981]. This episode marked a profound
rupture in Kazakhstan’s historical trajectory, leading not only to the decimation of the indigenous population,
but also to dramatic shifts in ethnic composition, the destruction of traditional pastoral ways of life, mass
displacement, and long-term social disintegration [Pianciola, 2019; Tolts, 2006; Kassymbekova, 2021].

Soviet efforts to conceal the scale and mechanisms of the famine, including systematic manipulation
of census data and information flows, ensured that discussion of the event remained heavily circumscribed
within both official narratives and early scholarly work [Tolts, 2006]. Throughout the Soviet period, the
Kazakh famine was either downplayed, subsumed under generic accounts of Soviet modernization, or
framed exclusively within the context of agricultural mismanagement — a tendency reinforced by ideological
controls and limited archival access [Olcott, 1981; Tolts, 2006]. In contrast to the substantial international
attention afforded to the Ukrainian Holodomor, particularly in debates about genocide and state intent, the
Kazakh famine long languished as an understudied episode in foreign historiography [Casu, 2020;
Kuzio, 2018; Kasike1, 2023].

Only after the dissolution of the USSR and the subsequent opening of post-Soviet archives have
international scholars begun to rigorously interrogate the causes, mechanisms, and consequences of the
Kazakh famine. Recent research has illuminated the distinctiveness of the Kazakh case, especially its
targeting of a nomadic and semi-nomadic society and the unique demographic and cultural impacts arising
from that context [Pianciola, 2019; Olcott, 1981; Kassymbekova, 2021]. Comparative studies increasingly
position the famine not only as an instance of state-sponsored violence and catastrophic social engineering,
but also as a touchstone for understanding larger patterns of Soviet repression, modernization, and nation-
building — raising questions of culpability, intentionality, and the politics of memory that continue to animate
scholarly debate [Casu, 2020; Nefedov, Ellman, 2019; Kasike1, 2023].

This article examines the evolving representation of the Kazakh famine within foreign historiography,
tracing how narratives and analytic frameworks have shifted over time as new archival and testimonial
sources have emerged [Kasik¢i, 2023; Kassymbekova, 2021]. By exploring key turning points in
international scholarship, the diversity of interpretive models employed, and the persisting challenges of
evidence and conceptualization, this study situates the Kazakh famine as a pivotal, yet long-silenced, episode
in both Soviet and global history. Attention is given both to the specificities of the Kazakh experience and to
the broader historiographical currents that have shaped, and at times limited, foreign engagement with this
tragedy.

Materials and Research Methods. This study adopts an integrative qualitative research methodology
with a principal focus on historiographical analysis to investigate how the famine in Kazakhstan during the
1930s has been represented in foreign scholarship. The approach emphasizes both critical evaluation of source
materials and contextual interpretation, drawing upon a multidimensional corpus of primary, secondary, and
tertiary sources. The strategy is informed by recent scholarship emphasizing the benefits of comparative and
regional studies for understanding the specificity of the Kazakh famine within broader Soviet and global
contexts.

Three main categories of materials form the foundation of the research. First, a comprehensive review
of monographs, peer-reviewed articles, and edited volumes by Western, North American, and European
historians is conducted. These works span from early Cold War-era analyses, often constrained by restricted
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archival access, to contemporary studies that benefit from the opening of Russian and Kazakhstani archives
after the collapse of the Soviet Union [Olcott, 1981; Fonzi, 2019]. Special consideration is given to
influential comparative works that address both the Kazakh famine and parallel events such as the
Holodomor in Ukraine, enabling analysis of divergent frameworks, such as the use of genocide studies
versus socio-economic interpretations [Casu, 2020; Nefedov & Ellman, 2019; Kasike1, 2023; Levchuk et al.,
2020; Ellman, 2007].

Second, the study analyzes translated archival materials and published diplomatic correspondence
from the 1930s, including reports from British, German, Italian, and Polish diplomats and observers. These
documents offer valuable outsider perspectives on the evolving humanitarian crisis, the perceived intent of
Soviet policy, and the interplay between nationality policy and famine conditions [Fonzi, 2019].
Additionally, survivor testimonies, recently leveraged by cultural historians, are incorporated to capture not
only the political-economic context but also the lived experience and evolving memory of the famine
[Kasike, 2023].

Third, the research engages with re-examinations of Soviet demographic data, including analyses of
the distortion and manipulation of census results, to critically assess the impact of Soviet information policy
on foreign historiographical trends [Tolts, 2006]. This quantitative dimension is essential for situating
foreign interpretations within debates about the scale of the tragedy as well as the politics of documentation
and denial.

Discussion. The historiography of the Kazakh famine of the 1930s reveals an evolving and contested
field, shaped by politicized memory, differences in methodological approaches, and the gradual opening of
archival sources. Initially, studies on the Soviet famines of the interwar period prioritized events in Ukraine,
often relegating the Kazakh tragedy to the margins of broader narratives about collectivization, resistance,
and state violence. While foundational works in Soviet famine studies set the terms of scholarly debate
regarding causation, intentionality, and demographic consequences, Kazakhstan’s experience was rarely the
central focus, typically subsumed within analyses of the Soviet agrarian crisis or totalitarian modernization
projects [Casu, 2020; Olcott, 1981]. During the Cold War, Western historiography — limited by restricted
access to Soviet archives and reliant on émigré testimony — framed famine primarily within the context of
anti-communist critique. Seminal works, such as Robert Conquest’s The Harvest of Sorrow, directed
attention to Ukraine, making only passing references to Kazakh suffering [Casu, 2020; Kuzio, 2018]. This
period was characterized by both generalized assessments of collectivization and a lack of appreciation for
the specific social, environmental, and demographic dynamics that made the Kazakh famine distinctive. The
lack of detailed demographic or survivor evidence perpetuated the notion that Kazakhstan’s experience was
less thoroughly documented or understood than other regions [Kasike¢i, 2023].

Understanding the Kazakh famine necessitates a contextual engagement with Soviet policies of
economic centralization and agricultural collectivization. Olcott’s foundational study elucidates the
distinctive severity of collectivization in Kazakhstan, noting that the socio-economic structures of Kazakh
society — predominantly pastoral and mobile — rendered its population particularly vulnerable to state-driven
disruption and resource appropriation [Olcott, 1981: 117]. The destruction of nearly 80% of livestock,
combined with coerced sedentarization and administrative excess, precipitated demographic and cultural
catastrophe—an event whose full scope was systematically concealed by Soviet authorities through
manipulation of population statistics, as demonstrated by Tolts, who details distortions in the 1939 census
and their implications for understanding the magnitude of Kazakh losses [Tolts, 2006: 146].

Importantly, region-specific studies have illuminated the heterogeneity of famine’s impact. Pianciola’s
exploration of the Aral Sea region demonstrates how infrastructural factors, more than geography alone,
shaped communities’ exposure to famine. The railway's presence in northern Kazakh territories facilitated
forcible grain and livestock requisitions, while its absence in Karakalpakstan shielded the southern
populations from the full brunt of mass starvation [Pianciola, 2019]. Such findings underscore the complex
interplay between local contexts and centralized Soviet economic imperatives.

The dissolution of the Soviet Union marked a transformative moment for famine studies. New access
to Party archives, regional data, and previously suppressed demographic records enabled a surge in research
that brought Kazakhstani perspectives and experiences to the fore [Tolts, 2006; Fonzi, 2019; Kornilov,
2023]. Notably, works emerging from both Kazakhstani and international scholars began to reframe the
famine as a unique tragedy rooted in forced sedentarization, massive livestock loss, and the destruction of
nomadic life [Olcott, 1981; Kassymbekova, 2021]. Scholars such as Sarah Cameron and Niccolo Pianciola,
building upon extensive archival research, traced both the extraordinary scale of mortality [estimated
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at 1.3—1.5 million deaths] and the profound cultural devastation, highlighting how Soviet modernization
imperatives dislocated nomadic societies, caused mass flight, and permanently altered Kazakhstan’s
demographic landscape [Pianciola, 2019; Kassymbekova, 2021].

Recent Western historiography has increasingly situated the Kazakh famine within comparative
studies of Soviet famines, probing similarities and differences with the Ukrainian Holodomor and Russian
food crises to test models of state violence and social engineering [Casu, 2020; Levchuk et al., 2020;
Pianciola, 2019]. Scholars debate whether the Kazakh famine should be interpreted as genocide, ethnocide,
or a case of structural violence. Many foreign researchers remain cautious in deploying the concept of
genocide for Kazakhstan, instead using frameworks that examine coercive modernization, the state’s
willingness to inflict mass suffering, and repressive nationality policies [Nefedov & Ellman, 2019; Ellman,
2007; Kornilov, 2023]. The severity of repression, infrastructural reach (as, for example, with the Orenburg-
Tashkent railway exacerbating extraction in northern Aral regions), and patterns of administrative neglect
have been meticulously charted to account for regional and ethnic disparities in excess deaths [Pianciola,
2019; Levchuk et al., 2020]. Studies also highlight how administrative manipulations of the 1939 census
purposefully obscured the scale of Kazakh demographic losses, further complicating historical reckoning and
scholarly estimates [Tolts, 2006].

A significant recent development in the field has been the integration of survivor testimonies and the
rise of memory studies. New research has challenged the misconception that the Kazakh famine is poorly
documented in terms of lived experience, drawing on hundreds of oral histories and accounts recorded in
Kazakh and other languages. These works expose not merely the policy mechanics of famine, but also the
cascade of dehumanization, trauma, and loss that marks survivors’ collective memory [Kasike1, 2023].
Post-Soviet nation-building in Kazakhstan has further politicized famine remembrance, with debates over
whether the catastrophe constitutes genocide, serves as a unifying national trauma, or is instrumentalized in
contemporary cultural and linguistic policy [Smagulova, 2006; Kornilov, 2023].

The memory of the famine has been intricately woven into Kazakh narratives of nationhood and

postcolonial identity. Kudaibergenova’s work foregrounds how Soviet and post-Soviet Kazakh literature
engaged in reimagining community, identity, and statehood in the aftermath of the famine. Historicity and
continual referencing of tribal genealogies became prominent thematic elements in Kazakh literary
production, acting as both a means of cultural resilience and a platform for contesting colonial legacies
[Kudaibergenova, 2013]. These narratives process the famine not merely as a humanitarian disaster but as a
pivotal episode in the ethnic and political transformation of Kazakhstan.
Further, Kasik¢1 introduces a significant corrective to Western historiographical assumptions,
demonstrating — through extensive survivor testimonies — that personal memories and collective trauma
associated with the famine are robust and multidimensional. Survivor accounts, often overlooked in foreign
literature, are saturated with images of horror and loss that have come to symbolize both the rupture with the
past and the subsequent reshaping of Kazakh social solidarity [Kasik¢i, 2023]. This memory culture is
further visualized in contemporary art, with Shoshanova (2024) documenting how public and independent art
projects in Kazakhstan contest narratives of the famine, oscillating between state-sanctioned remembrance
and claims of genocide, thus politicizing memory within national and international discourses.

Disagreements over the chronological boundaries of famine, the accuracy of loss estimates, and the
geographies most affected persist within the literature [Kornilov, 2023; Levchuk et al., 2020; Tolts, 2006].
Furthermore, there is an ongoing need for deeper comparative analyses that place Kazakhstan’s famine
alongside other cases of state-induced -catastrophe, drawing from both quantitative demographic
reconstruction and cultural-historical narrative. Scholars increasingly call for the expansion and critical
synthesis of the existing document base — including diplomatic reports from non-Soviet sources — to provide
a more holistic and globally resonant account of the famine’s origins and consequences [Fonzi, 2019;
Kornilov, 2023]. In summary, foreign historiography has advanced markedly in its engagement with the
Kazakh famine, moving from peripheral acknowledgment to focused critical analysis that recognizes its
specificity within wider Soviet and world history. Methodological pluralism, increased attention to survivor
memory, and the incorporation of newly accessible archives have all contributed to an emerging, more
complex understanding of this tragedy — one that insists on the fundamental interconnectedness of nationality
policy, modernization, violence, and memory in the twentieth century.

Research Results. Recent scholarly investigation reveals that the famine in Kazakhstan during
the 1930s, once sidelined in international historiography, has emerged as a distinct subject of inquiry and
debate, marked by thematic, methodological, and regional complexity. The research demonstrates a
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progressive shift from generalized, often peripheral treatment of the famine to nuanced, comparative, and
interdisciplinary analyses that recognize its particularity in Soviet and world history [Casu, 2020;
Kassymbekova, 2021].

Early foreign accounts — constrained by Cold War ideologies, limited eyewitness material, and
hampered access to Soviet archives — commonly subsumed the Kazakh catastrophe under the broader
umbrella of collectivization-related crises across the USSR, treating it as a collateral outcome of agricultural
policy and mismanagement [Olcott, 1981]. Only after the Soviet Union’s collapse did scholars gain broad
archival access, uncovering the scale and mechanisms of the disaster; this archival revolution enabled a
transition to focused studies that investigate the famine as both a product of intentional policy and a
catastrophic social transformation unique to Kazakhstan [Kassymbekova, 2021; Olcott, 1981].

A central finding is the distinguishing role of Kazakhstan’s nomadic pastoral economy and its
vulnerability to the forced sedentarization and collectivization policies of the Stalinist regime. Whereas
famines in other Soviet regions — most notably Ukraine — were primarily linked to grain requisition and
peasant resistance, research highlights that in Kazakhstan, the destruction of livestock herds, enforced
settlement, and breakdown of traditional mobility fundamentally precipitated mass starvation and social
collapse [Kassymbekova, 2021; Olcott, 1981]. Estimates indicate that more than 1.5 million lives were lost
and approximately 80% of the Kazakh herd was lost in only a few years — a demographic disaster that
profoundly altered Kazakh society and ethnicity [Olcott, 1981; Tolts, 2006].

In comparative historiography, scholars increasingly emphasize the benefits of analyzing
the Kazakh famine alongside other Soviet famines to disentangle shared causes from regional distinctions
[Casu, 2020]. Such analyses reveal that the infrastructure, notably the Orenburg-Tashkent railway, facilitated
extractive policies in northern Kazakh regions, amplifying mortality, whereas more remote or
infrastructurally isolated areas, such as Karakalpakstan, were shielded from the most severe impacts
[Pianciola, 2019]. Industrial priorities, administrative capacity, and the geography of intervention thus
shaped highly uneven spatial and ethnic patterns of suffering.

Methodologically, recent studies have shifted from a narrow focus on state policy and economic data
to interdisciplinary approaches integrating environmental history, memory studies, and oral testimony
[Kasik¢i, 2023]. This has debunked the myth of sparse survivor accounts, revealing rich narratives,
especially in Kazakh, that speak to the trauma, dehumanization, and collapse of social solidarity amid mass
starvation [Kasik¢i, 2023]. Survivor-centered research not only augments the quantitative dimension of
population loss but also provides insight into the existential and cultural repercussions, underlining the
famine’s role as a rupture in Kazakh collective memory.

A further result is the heightened attention to the manipulation of demographic and statistical
data by the Soviet regime, with archival work exposing deliberate distortions in the 1939 Soviet census to
obfuscate Kazakh population losses and alter perceptions of ethnic composition [Tolts, 2006]. This
systematic underreporting has not only impeded demographic reconstruction but also complicated both
scholarly and public understanding of the tragedy’s scale.

Foreign historiography also reflects ongoing debates about causal responsibility and the potential for
genocidal intent. Comparative analyses underscore that, unlike the Ukrainian Holodomor, where questions of
national resistance and genocidal targeting are central, foreign scholars remain divided on whether the
Kazakh famine meets the criteria for genocide or is best characterized as a case of structural violence and
ethnic engineering [Casu, 2020; Nefedov & Ellman, 2019; Fonzi, 2019]. Non-Soviet diplomatic sources
from the period covered a plurality of perspectives on the intentionality and nationality policies behind the
famine, enriching the interpretive landscape in foreign scholarship.

From a foreign historiographical perspective, the Kazakh famine has been subject to a range of
interpretations, heavily influenced by the availability of sources and contemporary political contexts.
Nefedov and Ellman summarize the contentious debates that have characterized scholarly engagement with
the Soviet famine: was it the result of deliberate state intent (genocide), systemic policy failure, or a broader
conflict between the state and peasantry [Nefedov & Ellman, 2019]. These questions have been approached
with differing emphases in international scholarship, often reflecting the evolution of access to archival
materials and shifting historiographical paradigms.

Fonzi's comparative analysis of British, German, Italian, and Polish diplomatic reports illustrates significant
variance in foreign perceptions of the famine. Western diplomats grappled with limited and fragmented
information, often relying on anecdotal evidence. Nevertheless, their reports reveal early recognition of the
severity of state-peasantry conflict, the ambiguities surrounding Soviet intention, and an awareness of the
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complex intersection between nationalities policy and famine outcomes [Fonzi, 2019: 444-459].
Such external viewpoints are indispensable in tracing the evolution of the famine’s representation and the
nature of information flows between the Soviet Union and the wider world during the 1930s.

Finally, the representation and commemoration of the famine remain contested within Kazakhstan and
among foreign observers. In Kazakhstan, visual art and public commemoration strategies reflect discordant
narratives: government-sponsored art frames the famine as a humanitarian tragedy, while independent efforts
invoke politicized, often genocide-focused language — an incongruity paralleled in some foreign
historiographical treatments [Shoshanova, 2024]. The evolution of Kazakh national identity and memory
politics intertwines with scholarly engagement, highlighting the famine’s enduring significance beyond its
immediate demographic toll.

The research results display a maturation of foreign historiography on the Kazakh famine, driven by
archival breakthroughs, comparative analysis, interdisciplinary methods, and greater attention to survivor
memory. The famine is now widely recognized as a pivotal episode of mass violence that was not an
accidental by-product but a complex, regionally distinct, and socially transformative crisis with enduring
consequences for Kazakhstan’s demography, culture, and politics.

Recent scholarship, as highlighted in feature reviews and specialized comparative studies, continues to
probe the multiple dimensions of the famine. Thomas considers how the event was foundational
in the making of Soviet Kazakhstan, shaping the demographic, economic, and symbolic landscape of the
republic [Thomas, 2020]. At the same time, demographic analyses, such as the reevaluation of census data,
invite reconsideration of long-held assumptions about population loss, ethnic transformation, and the extent
of state intervention [Tolts, 2006]. Meanwhile, the politicization of famine commemoration and its reframing
in both national art and global politics demonstrate the ongoing evolution of this tragedy’s memory and
historiographical representation.

Foreign historiography on the Kazakh famine of the 1930s has increasingly recognized both the
specificity of the event within the larger landscape of Soviet crises and the role of narrative, memory, and
identity in shaping scholarly and public understandings. While earlier accounts were hampered by limited
access to sources and Cold War paradigms, contemporary research benefits from expanded
archival revelations, survivor testimony, and interdisciplinary methodologies. Nevertheless, the legacy of the
famine — whether considered through the lens of demographic catastrophe, nation-building, or contested
memory — remains central to the ongoing process of historical reinterpretation in both Kazakhstan and the
broader scholarly community.

Conclusion. The examination of the Kazakh famine of the 1930s and its representation in foreign
historiography has illuminated both the magnitude of the catastrophe and the complexities involved in
international scholarly engagement with this event. A key conclusion from recent research is that the famine was
not merely an incidental byproduct of generalized Soviet agricultural policy, but the result of systemic and
ideologically charged interventions — particularly forced collectivization, sedentarization, and aggressive
extraction policies — that specifically devastated Kazakhstan’s nomadic society and resulted in the loss of as
many as 1.5 million Kazakhs and the destruction of the vast majority of livestock, fundamentally altering the
nation’s demographic and socio-cultural landscape.

Foreign historiography long lagged behind in addressing these specificities, having initially rendered the
Kazakh famine peripheral within broader studies of Soviet modernization and peasant resistance. Only with
increased access to Soviet and Kazakhstani archives from the 1990s onwards — and the publication of critical
monographs and regional studies — has Kazakhstan’s famine received sustained scholarly focus. This shift
enabled historians to move beyond homogenizing or Ukraine-centered frameworks, recognizing the singular
dynamics at play in the Kazakh context: the rupture of nomadic pastoral life, infrastructure-driven extraction,
and distinctive regional variations in famine impact as elucidated by comparative research on the northern and
southern Aral Sea region.

The historiographical evolution is further marked by methodological diversification. Recent foreign
scholarship has leveraged oral histories and survivor testimonies to challenge persistent myths about a supposed
dearth of firsthand accounts, revealing instead the profound psychological, cultural, and symbolic rupture
experienced by those who survived the catastrophe. These narratives underscore the famine as more than a
demographic event, instead constituting a watershed in Kazakh memory, identity, and cultural continuity.

In addition, the manipulation and politicization of demographic statistics by Soviet authorities has
emerged as a central research theme, particularly through critical re-examination of the 1939 Soviet census,
which obscured the true scale of Kazakh losses and complicated post-famine ethnic and national dynamics.
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This deliberate data distortion continues to shape both scholarly discourse and the politics of remembrance in
independent Kazakhstan.

Foreign perspectives bring a critical comparative lens to the analysis of the famine, drawing attention
to both its similarities with and divergences from other contemporaneous crises in the Soviet Union. The
extensive work of scholars employing diplomatic archives and international sources has clarified
that non-Soviet observers grappled with both incomplete information and ideological bias, yet they still
recognized the scale of disaster and questioned Soviet intent. Moreover, modern historiographical analyses
highlight the manner in which Soviet authorities consciously manipulated demographic records and public
memory to obscure the disaster's true extent and reshape the ethnic composition of Kazakhstan. Over time,
the famine has come to occupy a contested space within both academic and public discourses: as seen in art,
literature, and education, narratives oscillate between depoliticized commemoration and assertions of
genocide or ethnocide, often reflecting broader debates about identity, nationhood, and the legacy of
repression in the Soviet period.

This pluralism of interpretations is further heightened by recent research into the experiences of survivors,
which demonstrates the famine's lasting cultural and psychological impact while dispelling myths regarding the
paucity of primary testimonies. The collapse of societal bonds and emergence of sustained trauma, reflected in
both oral histories and symbolic cultural productions, emphasize the multidimensional repercussions of the event
beyond the immediate demographic catastrophe. These findings collectively point to a growing recognition in
foreign historiography of the famine’s pivotal role in shaping modern Kazakhstan and the urgent need for
rigorous, nuanced engagement with its causes, consequences, and representation.

Debates over intent and causality persist as major points of contention among foreign historians. While
there is broad consensus about the catastrophic impact of Soviet policy in Kazakhstan, scholars diverge over
whether the famine constitutes genocide, ethnocide, or primarily a case of structurally induced mass violence.
Non-Soviet diplomatic sources reflect this plurality, often probing the underlying motivations of Soviet
leadership, the role of conflict between the state and rural populations, and the interaction between nationality
policies and food crisis dynamics. The work of Davies and Wheatcroft remains pivotal for its rigorous
assessment of motivations and responsibilities, though it too has spurred critical rejoinders regarding leadership
intent and the limits of available evidence.

The politics of commemoration — both in Kazakhstan and the international arena — provides further
evidence of the famine’s enduring significance. Contemporary Kazakh public art and historical discourse reflect
competing narratives: official representations emphasize humanitarian tragedy while independent and nationalist
perspectives are more assertive in invoking the language of genocide — a rhetorical divergence that often
outpaces differences in the underlying factual accounts. This tension between politicization and scholarly caution
is itself a testament to both the lasting trauma of the famine and the challenges of integrating it into global
discussions of twentieth-century mass violence.

Contemporary foreign historiography increasingly recognizes the Kazakh famine as a paradigmatic case
of how ideologically motivated state intervention can generate catastrophic social transformation — a narrative
now rooted in expanded archival evidence, interdisciplinary approaches, and the recovery of survivor memory.
Yet the field remains unsettled, shaped by ongoing disputes over terminology, intent, chronology, and the best
methods for reconstructing the past. Continued research, especially incorporating Kazakh-language sources,
regional oral traditions, and collaborative international inquiry, is essential for deepening our understanding of
both the historical event and its reverberations in national and global consciousness. The historiographical
rehabilitation of the Kazakh famine thus stands as not only a corrective to earlier neglect but also as a lens for
interrogating the intersections of state power, violence, and the construction of collective memory.

Despite recent advances, several unresolved issues and critical research gaps remain, underscoring the
necessity for a multi-layered, interdisciplinary approach moving forward. Firstly, the ambiguity surrounding the
chronology, exact geography, and scale of the famine, including contested population loss figures and patterns of
migration, warrants further archival investigation and demographic reinterpretation, especially drawing on recent
access to Russian and Kazakhstani sources. Integrating methodologies from historical demography, regional
studies, and geographic information systems could significantly refine our understanding of the event’s scope.

Second, the complexity of leadership perceptions and the intent behind Soviet policy persists as a central
historiographical debate. Future research should strive for deeper analytical engagement with the question of
intent, not only through examination of state archives, but also by using comparative genocide studies
frameworks to clarify whether the Kazakh famine should be classified as genocide or as a consequence of
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systemic socio-political conflict. This line of inquiry is especially important given the evolving political and
legal implications of such classification in international contexts.

Third, expanding the analysis to include the role of public commemoration and artistic representation,
especially independent and grassroots efforts, can deepen our understanding of the ongoing negotiation of
historical memory within Kazakhstan. An interdisciplinary approach that draws from cultural studies, art history,
and memory studies will enhance appreciation for how the famine’s remembrance continues to shape
Kazakhstani society and its global image.

Finally, increased comparative studies addressing the representation of the Kazakh famine in educational
materials and public discourse, both within Kazakhstan and internationally, are needed to unravel how
competing narratives emerge and are transmitted. Such research should examine curriculum development,
textbook analysis, and the intersection of state-led and grassroots memory politics. By addressing these gaps,
future research will be better positioned to provide a comprehensive, critically informed understanding of the
Kazakh famine and its multi-faceted legacy, cementing its place within both national history and the broader
context of twentieth-century human catastrophes.
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