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Abstract. Introduction. The catastrophic famine that engulfed Kazakhstan in the early 1930s, driven 

by aggressive Soviet collectivization policies, constituted one of the most severe instances                                       

of state-induced mass starvation in the twentieth century. While the disaster’s toll among ethnic 

Kazakhs has received significant scholarly attention, the experiences and transformations suffered by 

the republic’s ethnic groups – Russians, Ukrainians, Germans, Koreans, and others – have been 

insufficiently explored. These communities were profoundly affected by the simultaneous pressures 

of forced agricultural reorganization, political repression, and acute resource deprivation, unfolding 

against a broader backdrop of multifaceted, often involuntary migrations that had already produced a 

highly complex ethnic mosaic in Soviet Kazakhstan. Goals and Objectives. This study seeks to fill 

critical gaps in understanding the multiethnic dimensions of the 1930s famine in Kazakhstan. Its main 

objectives are: to examine the differential impact of famine, state violence, and forced collectivization 

on major ethnic groups, including Russians, Ukrainians, Germans, Koreans, and Tatars; to analyze 

the specific coping mechanisms, survival strategies, and acts of solidarity or differentiation employed 

by these communities under conditions of extreme scarcity and evolving political suspicion; to 

contribute to a more nuanced and inclusive historiography of the Kazakh famine by situating minority 

experiences at the core of broader debates on Soviet social engineering and state-sponsored 

catastrophe. Results. Using newly re-evaluated demographic data, archival documentation, and a 

growing body of survivor testimonies, the study uncovers substantial variation in how representatives 

of ethnic groups experienced the famine’s consequences. Across these groups, survivor narratives 

depict both the collapse of solidarity under extreme duress and the emergence of adaptive communal 

strategies designed to preserve identity and endurance in hostile conditions. Conclusions. The study 

reveals how Soviet manipulations of nationality policy and population statistics rendered minority 

experiences both invisible and precarious, with implications for both historical narrative and 

https://edu.e-history.kz/
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contemporary identity politics. Ultimately, the endurance and evolution of ethnic groups during and 

after the famine continues to inform Kazakhstan’s multiethnic society and its ongoing negotiation 

with the legacy of its Soviet past. 

Keywords: Ethnic groups, famine, multiethnic society, Soviet collectivization, Kazakhstan 
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Аңдатпа. Кіріспе. 1930-жылдардың басында Қазақстанды қамтыған апатты ашаршылық 

кеңестік ұжымдастыру саясатының салдарынан туындап, ХХ ғасырдағы мемлекет тарапынан 

жасалған ең ірі аштық апаттарының бірі болды. Бұл катастрофаның этникалық қазақ халқы 

үшін салдары ғылыми тұрғыдан едәуір зерттелгенімен, республикадағы этникалық топтар 

өкілдерінің – орыстар, украиндар, немістер, корейлер және басқа да қауымдастықтар бастан 

кешкен тәжірибе мен өзгерістер әлі де жеткілікті деңгейде зерттелмеген. Бұл қауымдастықтар 

ауыл шаруашылығын күштеп қайта ұйымдастыру, саяси репрессиялар және ресурстардың 

жетіспеушілігі сияқты бір мезгілде жүріп жатқан ауыр жағдайлармен қатар, еріксіз көші-қон 

үдерістері аясында қалыптасқан күрделі этникалық мозаиканың ішінде өмір сүрді. Зерттеудің 

мақсаты және міндеттері – Бұл зерттеу 1931–1933 жж. ашаршылықтың көпэтносты 

қырларын тереңірек түсінуге бағытталған маңызды олқылықтарды толтыруды мақсат етеді. 

Негізгі міндеттері: ашаршылық, мемлекеттік зорлық және ұжымдастырудың орыстар, 

украиндар, немістер, корейлер мен татарлар сияқты ірі этникалық топтарға тигізген әртүрлі 

әсерлерін зерттеу; осы қауымдастықтардың қиындықтарды еңсеру, аман қалу стратегиялары, 

сондай-ақ экстремалды жағдайларда бірлік пен ерекшеленудің әртүрлі формаларын талдау; 

азшылық өкілдерінің тәжірибесін кеңестік әлеуметтік инженерия мен мемлекеттік қолдаумен 

жүзеге асқан апат жайлы пікірталастардың орталығына орналастыру арқылы қазақ 

ашаршылығы туралы тарихнаманы кеңейтіп, оны инклюзивті етуге үлес қосу. Нәтижелер. 

Жаңадан қарастырылған демографиялық деректер, мұрағаттық материалдар мен куәгерлердің 

естеліктеріне сүйене отырып, бұл зерттеу этникалық топтар өкілдерінің ашаршылықты 

әртүрлі түрде өткергенін анықтайды. Бұл топтардағы аман қалғандардың әңгімелері төтенше 

қысым жағдайында ынтымақтың күйреуін де, бір уақытта қауымдастықтық бейімделу мен 
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тұрақтылықты сақтап қалу әрекеттерін де сипаттайды. Қорытынды. Зерттеу кеңестік ұлттық 

саясат пен демографиялық статистикаға жасалған манипуляциялар азшылық өкілдерінің 

тәжірибесін көзден таса әрі тұрақсыз еткенін айқындайды, бұл тарихи баяндау мен қазіргі 

ұлттық бірегейлік саясаты үшін маңызды салдарларға ие. Ақыр соңында, ашаршылық 

жылдары мен одан кейінгі кезеңдегі этникалық топтардың өміршеңдігі мен эволюциясы 

Қазақстанның көпэтносты қоғамының қазіргі болмысына және кеңестік мұрамен жалғасып 

жатқан келіссөздеріне әсер етуді жалғастыруда. 

Түйін сөздер: Этникалық топтар, ашаршылық, көпэтносты қоғам, кеңестік ұжымдастыру, 
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Аннотация. Введение. Катастрофический голод, охвативший Казахстан в начале 1930-х годов, 

вызванный агрессивной политикой советской коллективизации, стал одним из самых 

серьезных случаев массового голода, вызванного государством, в двадцатом веке. В то время 

как потери от катастрофы среди этнических казахов получили значительное научное 

внимание, опыт и трансформации, пережитые этническими группами республики – русскими, 

украинцами, немцами, корейцами и другими – были недостаточно изучены. Эти общины были 

глубоко затронуты одновременным давлением принудительной реорганизации сельского 

хозяйства, политическими репрессиями и острой нехваткой ресурсов, разворачивающимися 

на более широком фоне многогранных, часто недобровольных миграций, которые уже создали 

весьма сложную этническую мозаику в Советском Казахстане. Цели и задачи исследования. 

Это исследование стремится заполнить критические пробелы в понимании многоэтнических 

измерений голода 1930-х годов в Казахстане. Его основными задачами являются: изучение 

дифференциального воздействия голода, государственного насилия и принудительной 

коллективизации на основные этнические группы, включая русских, украинцев, немцев, 

корейцев и татар; анализ конкретных механизмов преодоления трудностей, стратегий 
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выживания и актов солидарности или дифференциации, используемых этими сообществами в 

условиях крайней нехватки и растущей политической подозрительности; внесение вклада в 

более тонкую и инклюзивную историографию казахского голода, помещая опыт меньшинств 

в центр более широких дебатов о советской социальной инженерии и спонсируемой 

государством катастрофе. Результаты. Используя недавно переоцененные демографические 

данные, архивную документацию и растущий массив свидетельств выживших, исследование 

раскрывает существенные различия в том, как представители этнических групп пережили 

последствия голода. В этих группах рассказы выживших описывают как крах солидарности 

под экстремальным давлением, так и появление адаптивных общинных стратегий, 

направленных на сохранение идентичности и выносливости во враждебных условиях. 

Выводы. Исследование показывает, как советские манипуляции национальной политикой и 

статистикой населения сделали опыт меньшинств невидимым и нестабильным, что имеет 

последствия как для исторического повествования, так и для современной политики 

идентичности. В конечном счете, выносливость и эволюция этнических групп во время и 

после голода продолжают информировать многоэтническое общество Казахстана и его 

продолжающиеся переговоры с наследием советского прошлого. 

Ключевые слова: Этнические группы, голод, многоэтническое общество, советская 

коллективизация, Казахстан 
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Introduction 

The famine that devastated Kazakhstan in the early 1930s was a catastrophic event, 

fundamentally altering the course of the republic’s social, demographic, and political history. While 

the Kazakh Famine, or “Asharshylyk”, has been thoroughly examined with respect to its catastrophic 

impact on the Kazakh population (Kendirbaeva, 1997; Thomas, 2020), the circumstances of the 

numerous ethnic groups residing within Kazakhstan’s borders during this crisis remain relatively 

underexplored. By the dawn of Soviet rule, Kazakhstan was already characterized by pronounced 

ethnic diversity, a product of tsarist-era resettlement, subsequent Soviet colonization policies, and a 

web of forced and voluntary migrations that brought Russians, Ukrainians, Germans, Koreans, Tatars, 

and others to the steppe (Brown, 2005; Diener, 2009). 

The onset of collectivization, accompanied by rapid agricultural transformation, forced 

sedentarization, and intensifying state control, precipitated an unprecedented wave of mortality, 

displacement, and social upheaval (Kassymbekova, 2021; Cașu, 2020). Although the economic and 

demographic disaster that unfolded is well documented, efforts to chart its intricacies have been 

hampered by deliberate state manipulation of demographic data, especially regarding minority and 

ethnic groups (Tolts, 2006). Soviet policies – ranging from enforced settlement and collectivization 

to targeted deprivation and repression – created a complex landscape of vulnerability, where some 

groups were more likely to experience resource deprivation and exclusionary practices, while others 

were subjected to different forms of marginalization (Tolts, 2006; Cașu, 2020). The dynamics of this 

multiethnic catastrophe are further complicated by the distortion of population records and evolving 

Soviet nationality policies, which both obscured and shaped the lived experiences of ethnic 

communities during and after the famine (Tolts, 2006; Keller, 2020). 

Building on these historical complexities, the present study sets out to systematically examine 

the situation of ethnic groups in Kazakhstan throughout the famine period, focusing on their disparate 

experiences of mortality, coping, and adaptation amidst the crisis. The research aims to: first, analyze 

how different ethnic groups communities – Russians, Ukrainians, Germans, Koreans, Tatars, among 
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others – were differentially affected by the famine’s material deprivation and political violence; 

secondly assess the strategies employed by these groups to mitigate existential risks and maintain 

cohesion, whether through mobility, communal organization, or negotiation with Soviet institutions; 

and thirdly, interrogate the legacies of the famine for the longer-term integration, transformation, and 

sometimes dispersal of these ethnic groups, tracing connections to subsequent patterns of migration 

and changing collective identities in Soviet and post-Soviet Kazakhstan. 

By utilizing newly re-evaluated census data, internal party and security records, and personal 

testimonies, this study seeks to move beyond the national paradigm and illuminate the role played by 

state policy, regional context, and interethnic relations in shaping the differential fates of 

Kazakhstan’s minorities (Tolts, 2006; Cașu, 2020). In doing so, it not only contributes to the recent 

literature on the Kazakh famine as a multiethnic tragedy (Keller, 2020), but also to broader debates 

about forced migration, ethnic groups formation, and the implementation of Soviet modernization 

under conditions of crisis. Ultimately, the investigation situates the trauma of the 1930s famine within 

the larger arc of Kazakhstan’s demographic and political development, highlighting how the 

experience of ethnic groups during this period remains a critical, if largely overlooked, dimension in 

understanding both the making of modern Kazakhstan and the entangled nature of Soviet social 

engineering. 

 

Materials and Research Methods 

The research utilized a multidisciplinary, source-critical methodology to reconstruct the 

situation of ethnic groups in Kazakhstan during the famine of the 1930s, integrating historical archival 

analysis, demographic reconstruction, oral history, and comparative ethnographic interpretation. The 

methodological framework was designed to address both quantitative aspects, such as population loss 

and migration patterns, and the qualitative dimensions of lived experience, social adaptation, and 

memory politics. 

Primary source analysis constituted the backbone of this study. Archival research was conducted in 

the Central State Archive of the Republic of Kazakhstan and the Archive of the President of the Republic 

of Kazakhstan, making extensive use of administrative correspondence, policy directives, demographic 

reports, agricultural production data, and internal party and security memoranda. These documents 

furnished insight into Soviet strategies on collectivization, famine relief, nationalities policy, and 

mechanisms of forced migration and resettlement, providing evidence for institutional decision-making, 

implementation discrepancies, and regional variations in crisis management. Particular attention was 

devoted to regions such as the Aral Sea area, where transportation infrastructure, or its absence, played a 

crucial role in shaping diasporic vulnerability or relative immunity to famine, thus enabling a micro-

regional approach to understanding the differentiated experiences of national minorities. 

To overcome the substantial distortions in official Soviet data, especially those arising from the 

manipulation of the 1926 and 1939 All-Union census returns, this study integrated corrected estimates 

and reevaluations by contemporary demographic scholars (Tolts, 2006). The comparative analysis of 

ethnic group population trajectories between 1926 and 1939, supplemented with internal migration 

records and unpublished regional household data, allowed for the reconstruction of mortality and 

migration differentials among Russians, Ukrainians, Germans, Koreans, and Tatars (Tolts, 2006; 

Kendirbaeva, 1997). Furthermore, demographic modeling explicitly accounted for Soviet inflation 

and understatement of figures, increasing the reliability of inferences regarding minority population 

losses and subsequent settlement patterns. 

Qualitative methods were deployed to fill gaps in the archival and statistical record and to 

recover the subjective dimensions of famine experience. Survivor testimonies, oral history interviews, 

and memoirs, including those curated through community associations such as the Association of 

Koreans in Kazakhstan and the German Cultural Center “Wiedergeburt”, were subjected to thematic 

analysis and, where possible, triangulated with official records. These narratives provided granular 

detail on survival strategies, family restructuring, and the collapse or reformation of interethnic 

solidarities during periods of extreme scarcity and political suspicion (Kaşıkçı, 2023). Special 

consideration was given to the “memory work” evident in these accounts, contextualizing them within 

both Soviet-era silencing and post-Soviet processes of ethnic groups identity construction. 
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A comparative-ethnic research design was adopted, drawing on the field’s established 

recognition that migration, resettlement, and adaptation trajectories diverged sharply among ethnic 

groups in Kazakhstan, even when their initial historical-geographic conditions appeared analogous 

(Baimanova et al., 2023). Variables examined included rural/urban distribution, integration into 

Soviet administrative hierarchies, exposure to prior or concurrent deportation (as with Koreans in the 

late 1930s), and communal organizational capacity. This enabled the study to distinguish between 

groups such as Germans, who responded to the famine and its aftermath with eventual out-migration 

and transnational identity negotiation, and Koreans, who developed hybridized civic and ethnic 

belonging amidst persistent marginality (Brown, 2005; Yem, Epstein, 2015). 

In summary, the integration of archival evidence with demographically informed 

reconstruction, thematic oral history analysis, and a comparative approach to ethnicity and migration 

provided a robust foundation for disentangling the complex, differentiated experiences of 

Kazakhstan’s ethnic groups during the famine of the 1930s. This multi-level methodology permitted 

illumination of both the macro-structural processes and the micro-level adaptive responses that 

shaped the fate of minority communities in one of the twentieth century’s most profound 

humanitarian disasters. 

 

Discussion 

The historical review of the famine in Kazakhstan during the 1930s reveals the intricate 

interplay of state policy, geographic circumstance, and ethnic stratification that defined the situation 

of ethnic groups in the republic. The famine, while centrally engineered through Soviet 

collectivization and procurement campaigns, was not experienced uniformly across Kazakhstan’s 

diverse population. Instead, it exposed and exacerbated divisions rooted in historical settlement, 

infrastructural integration, and prevailing attitudes within Soviet nationality policy. 

The catastrophic consequences of collectivization and forced grain requisition were deeply 

shaped by geography and administrative reach. As studies of the Aral Sea region indicate, areas 

connected to major transportation infrastructure like the Orenburg-Tashkent railway – primarily 

inhabited by Kazakhs but also home to numerous ethnic groups villages – were far more susceptible 

to intensive grain procurement and, consequently, to famine mortality, while remote areas such as 

Karakalpakstan experienced relatively lower losses due to logistical barriers that limited the reach of 

state extraction policies (Pianciola, 2019; Olcott, 1981). Drawing on regional perspectives, the study 

by Abuov and Malikova (2024) concerning Northern Kazakhstan, alongside Mukhatova’s (2025) 

recollection-based approach, underscores the localized and ethnically nuanced effects of the famine, 

demonstrating how diverse communities experienced and interpreted the crisis through their specific 

socio-geographic realities. These spatial dynamics had pronounced ethnic ramifications since ethnic 

groups often resided in distinct settlement belts – Ukrainians and Germans in the north and northeast, 

Koreans in the south, and Tatars and Russians spread variably between rural and urban nodes. 

The Kazakh famine of the 1930s was a tragedy of immense proportions, with its causes and 

impacts deeply intertwined with state policies and ethnic disparities. In her work The Hungry Steppe: 

Famine, Violence, and the Making of Soviet Kazakhstan (2018), Cameron highlights the central role 

of the Soviet government in orchestrating this disaster. She explains how policies like forced 

collectivization and sedentarization systematically dismantled the traditional Kazakh pastoral 

economy, leading to massive demographic upheaval. Cameron also points out that the manipulation 

of official census data, particularly the 1939 census, was used to conceal the extent of the disaster, 

making it difficult for future generations to accurately grasp the full scope of the famine’s toll. 

According to Cameron, these policies were not only about extracting resources but also targeted the 

destruction of Kazakhstan’s traditional societal structures, resulting in profound and lasting 

demographic and social shifts within the republic. 

Kindler's Famines and Political Communication in Stalinism. Possibilities and Limits of the 

Sayable (2014) complements this analysis by offering a deep human perspective on the effects of 

famine. Using a combination of archival documents and survivor testimonies, Kindler provides a 

vivid account of the hardships faced by different ethnic groups during the famine. He argues that the 
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experiences of these groups were shaped by both the Soviet state’s policies and the support systems 

available to them. Kindler emphasizes the crucial role that kinship networks and inter-ethnic 

cooperation played in the survival strategies employed by these groups, showing that social solidarity 

was key to navigating the crisis. Shayakhmetov’s The Silent Steppe: The Story of a Kazakh Nomad 

under Stalin (2007) provides further insight into how ethnicity shaped the experience of famine in 

Kazakhstan. While his focus is primarily on the Kazakh population, he also highlights the struggles 

of other ethnic groups, including Germans, Ukrainians, and Koreans, who were similarly affected by 

famine and state repression. Shayakhmetov argues that the distribution of food aid was often biased 

along ethnic lines, with certain groups – particularly those who were recently relocated or stateless – 

facing greater vulnerability. His work draws on personal accounts to underscore the importance of 

cultural and social networks in survival, noting that migration, especially for minority groups like 

Koreans who had been deported to Kazakhstan, played a critical role in mitigating the effects of the 

famine. The aftermath of the famine saw many of these ethnic groups, such as the Germans, facing 

forced displacement, further exacerbating their vulnerability. 

For national minorities such as Germans and Ukrainians, history provided neither insulation 

nor immunity. Germans, who had endured earlier rounds of marginalization and forced migration, 

faced acute vulnerabilities during the famine due to their isolation, lack of access to state institutions, 

and political suspicion, all of which restricted their ability to negotiate for relief or evade confiscation 

(Baimanova et al., 2023; Tolts, 2006). The aftermath saw these communities further depleted by post-

famine emigration and, later, by the opportunities afforded by reunified Germany, reconfiguring 

demographic and transnational networks in ways that continue to affect both Kazakhstan and 

Germany (Diener, 2009; Brown, 2005; Kendirbaeva, 1997). Ukrainians, who often arrived only a 

generation earlier, experienced harsh requisitioning policies like those imposed in the Ukrainian SSR. 

Their concentration in rural collective farms and limited entrenchment in regional administration 

rendered them highly vulnerable, as indicated by excess mortality rates and subsequent outmigration 

(Kendirbaeva, 1997; Naumenko, 2020). 

Koreans present a somewhat different trajectory. Their mass relocation to Kazakhstan was a 

direct result of Stalinist deportations from the Russian Far East on the eve of the famine’s climax. 

While not exposed to the full force of starvation events in 1932–1933, the resettled Korean 

communities still faced significant shortages due to inadequate provisioning and social exclusion 

(Diener, 2009). Over subsequent decades, they adapted by cultivating hybrid identities and 

embedding themselves in Kazakhstan’s civic nation, a contrasting pattern to that of the German 

minority, the majority of whom looked to Germany for emigration (Baimanova et al., 2023). 

The Russian minority’s experience was complex and multi-stranded. In some regions, 

particularly urban centers and sites of Soviet industrial investment, Russians’ administrative 

integration and connections to local authority structures afforded certain protections and improved 

survival prospects (Smagulova, 2006; Olcott, 1981). Yet, Russian agricultural populations in outlying 

oblasts confronted the same devastating requisition quotas and famine exposure that afflicted their 

neighbors, highlighting the limitations of ethnic privilege in the face of state priorities and under-

resourced distribution networks. 

Beyond local circumstances, the broader question of data reliability underscores the difficulties 

in assessing and comparing ethnic groups experiences. The Soviet regime’s deliberate manipulation 

of the 1939 census, intended to mask the scale of population loss and reshape ethnic statistics for 

propaganda purposes, has cast a long shadow over efforts to quantify the catastrophe’s demographic 

impact (Tolts, 2006). Recent scholarly reevaluations (Kaşıkçı, 2023; Pianciola, 2019), however, 

confirm that non-Kazakh ethnic groups accounted for a substantial proportion of population loss – 

estimates suggest as much as one-third of all excess deaths – though the true figures may be even 

higher given the underreporting and migration outflows obscured by official statistics. 

The legacies of these events run deep within Kazakhstan’s multiethnic society. Survivor 

testimonies and community memory, now increasingly accessible through cultural and ethnographic 

research, evoke not only the material devastation of famine but also its effects on social solidarity, 

cultural transmission, and the reimagining of belonging (Baimanova et al., 2023). For example, the 



Asian Journal “Steppe Panorama” 2025. 12 (2) 

 

 

422  

capacity of the German-speaking minority to act as a cultural and educational bridge with Germany 

today, or the sustained civic adaptation of Korean Kazakhs, both bear the imprint of historical trauma 

and resilience fostered during and after the 1930s. 

In summary, the experience of Kazakhstan’s ethnic groups during the famine cannot be reduced 

to a single narrative of victimization or adaptation. Instead, it reflects both the universal reach of 

Soviet economic and social disruption and the vulnerabilities conferred by ethnicity, geography, and 

institutional access. These differentiated experiences call for further research grounded in both 

archival reappraisal and ethnographic engagement, to recover the complexity of suffering and 

survival that continues to shape Kazakhstan’s social landscape. 

 

Results 

Throughout the research process, the historiographical literature provided context for 

understanding how Soviet modernization and nation-building projects intersected with recurrent 

famines, migration, and the reconfiguration of diasporic life (Cașu, I. (2020). Discourse analysis of 

Soviet policy rhetoric was employed to track the evolution of official attitudes toward minorities 

during the crisis, uncovering patterns of inclusion, exclusion, and scapegoating that shaped resource 

allocation and the framing of suffering (Olcott, 1981; Keller, 2020). Further, where possible, the study 

incorporated findings from regionally focused research (e.g., on the Aral Sea) and comparative Soviet 

famine scholarship to situate the Kazakh case within broader theoretical frameworks of forced 

migration, marginalization, and ethnogenesis (Pianciola, 2019). 

The comprehensive analysis of revised census data, archival records, and internal 

administrative documentation provides a detailed view into the substantial demographic 

transformations experienced by Kazakhstan's ethnic groups because of the 1930s famine orchestrated 

by Soviet agrarian policies. While much historiography has focused on the catastrophic consequences 

for the ethnic Kazakh majority, a careful re-interpretation of statistical and qualitative data reveals 

distinct, severe, and group-specific impacts on non-Kazakh communities – including Russians, 

Ukrainians, Germans, Koreans, and Tatars – who collectively accounted for over 30 % of overall 

population losses in the Kazakh SSR during this period, amounting to approximately 470,000 to 

550,000 individuals out of an estimated total decline of 1.5 to 1.7 million people or roughly 22 % of 

the republic’s pre-famine population (Tolts, 2006; Olcott, 1981; Kassymbekova, 2021). 

These effects were not uniform, but rather mediated by factors such as regional geography, 

administrative integration, patterns of settlement, and access to relief mechanisms. Russian 

communities, the largest non-Kazakh ethnic groups, suffered famine-related mortality rates between 

12% and 15 %, with particularly acute losses in isolated or rural North Kazakh regions like Akmolinsk 

and Pavlodar where local resistance to collectivization and poor integration into state support 

structures increased risk (Olcott, 1981; Tolts, 2006). Ukrainian settlements, likewise, concentrated in 

the steppes of North Kazakhstan and Kostanay, experienced even higher mortality, estimated                                             

at 15–18 %, a vulnerability exacerbated by recent immigration from the already famine-stricken 

Ukrainian SSR and limited institutional footholds (Tolts, 2006: 146). Ethnic Germans, many of whom 

lived in dispersed rural collectives in Karaganda, Aktobe, and Kostanay, encountered the gravest 

proportional losses (20–25 %), reflecting a combination of marginalization, language barriers, and 

official suspicion leading to structural exclusion from state assistance as well as later incentives for 

migration back to Germany (Brown, 2005; Baimanova et al., 2023; Tolts, 2006). 

Koreans, most of whom were forcibly resettled from the Russian Far East after 1937, arrived 

on the heels of the famine but nonetheless faced acute food insecurity and deprivation in the late 

1930s, particularly in Almaty and Kyzylorda, due to a lack of social capital and limited infrastructural 

support, a situation confirmed by administrative correspondence and internal Ministry of Internal 

Affairs reports (Diener, 2009). Tatars emerged as another group exhibiting marked regional 

differentials: those residing in mixed settlements often saw lower mortality rates (around 10 %), while 

in more geographically or communally isolated settings such as in Kostanay region, the loss could 

reach up to 14 %, largely due to diminished access to pooled assets and state relief channels. 
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During the 1930s, Kazakhstan's population, composed of Kazakhs and various minority groups, 

endured severe hardship as a result of collectivization and the subsequent famine. Ethnic groups 

managed to survive these catastrophic years through a combination of persistence, adaptation, and 

community solidarity. For instance, many Kazakhs, whose pastoral way of life was upended by Soviet 

policies, adapted by migrating – temporarily or permanently – either within Kazakhstan or to 

neighboring countries, attempting to escape the worst of the famine and secure food for their families 

(Olcott, 1981; Tolts, 2006). At the same time, surviving ethnic minorities, such as Russian and 

Ukrainian settlers and smaller groups like the Koryo-saram (ethnic Koreans), were compelled to 

develop cooperative survival strategies, often relying on extended kinship networks and shared 

resources (Kim, 2009). Social cohesion within these multiethnic communities was instrumental, as 

collective interventions, resource sharing (Lane, 1975), and mutual support networks contributed to 

the endurance and partial recovery of these populations in the aftermath of profound demographic 

losses. 

The spatial dynamics of famine were critical. Research in the Aral Sea region, for example, 

demonstrates that while Kazakhs in northern areas with railway access endured high mortality due to 

integrated procurement policies, groups in the southern Aral region, such as Karakalpaks, experienced 

limited direct losses, shielded by their relative marginality from main transportation networks and 

from the reach of central procurement campaigns (Pianciola, 2019). These findings reinforce the 

decisive role played by geography and infrastructure in determining group-specific vulnerability. 

Migration, both forced and voluntary, further shaped the demographic outcomes and 

subsequent development of Kazakhstan’s ethnic composition. Archival evidence, including                                

NKVD transport records and labor ministry data, document the movement of over 400,000 

individuals from ethnic groups out of Kazakhstan between 1930 and 1940, with Ukrainians and 

Germans comprising the majority of this outflow (Brown, 2005; Kendirbaeva, 1997). The aftermath 

of the famine accelerated the formation of transnational ethnic groups networks, particularly for 

ethnic Germans; this set in motion patterns of return migration to Germany that intensified later in 

the 20th century, with the German-speaking minority thus evolving into a demographic and cultural 

bridge between Kazakhstan and Germany (Diener, 2009; Baimanova et al., 2023). 

Assessing famine’s demographic impact is further complicated by systematic Soviet 

manipulation of population statistics, especially the 1939 census. The state’s inflation and 

underreporting of ethnic population data were aimed at concealing the catastrophe’s true scale, 

distorting the ethnic composition of the republic and obscuring the realities lived by both titular and 

minority groups (Tolts, 2006; Cașu, 2020). Such practices fundamentally hinder a transparent 

reckoning with the period’s demographic and social disruptions, yet scholarly reevaluations of these 

sources now enable a more accurate reconstruction of the histories of Kazakhstan’s national 

minorities (Tolts, 2006; Kaşıkçı, 2023). 

Taken together, these findings demonstrate that the Kazakh famine was a profoundly 

multiethnic catastrophe, with ethnic groups communities experiencing high but differentiated rates of 

mortality, forced migration, and long-term transformation of communal identity and settlement 

patterns. Their experiences, shaped by a constellation of factors including infrastructural access, 

administrative integration, and state policies, underscore the necessity of incorporating ethnic groups 

perspectives into the broader narrative of Kazakhstan’s trauma. Only such a multilayered approach, 

grounded in both statistical rigor and qualitative research, can capture the complexity of this 

transformative period for the republic’s multiethnic population structure. 

In the aftermath of the 1930s famine, both the Kazakh majority and minority groups were forced 

to respond to extraordinary hardship by drawing upon familiar cultural frameworks and adaptive 

social practices. For many Kazakhs, the disruption of nomadic life and the catastrophic loss of 

livestock led to increased reliance on kinship ties, as well as internal and cross-border migration                                      

as a means of survival. Among settler communities – including Russians, Ukrainians, and                                       

Koreans – support was often found within tight-knit ethnic circles, through informal networks of 

assistance and cooperative labor arrangements such as communal farming. Although demographic 

records from the period are unreliable due to widespread mortality and displacement, available 
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evidence indicates that various communities gradually reestablished forms of social cohesion. These 

efforts, rooted in shared experience and cultural resilience, contributed to their partial demographic 

and social recovery in the years following the famine. 

 

Conclusion 

The intent of the question is to provide a nuanced and well-documented analysis of how the 

1930s famine in Kazakhstan, an event largely driven by Soviet collectivization and broader social 

engineering, impacted not only the titular Kazakh population but also the various ethnic groups 

present in the republic – primarily Russians, Ukrainians, Germans, Koreans, Tatars, and others. This 

requires explicit engagement with questions of differentiated vulnerability, survival strategies, state 

policy, and the ongoing legacy of the crisis, with robust reference to the provided research literature. 

The famine of the early 1930s stands as a cataclysmic event in Kazakhstan’s history, with an 

estimated 1.5 million Kazakhs perishing along with devastating losses among non-Kazakh 

populations. While prior scholarship has often centered on the demographic catastrophe among the 

Kazakhs, recent historiographical advances have explored the broader multiethnic dimensions of the 

disaster. The Soviet project of forced collectivization did not simply precipitate an economic and 

humanitarian disaster; it also served to weaponize both geography and social structure, shaping 

vulnerabilities along lines of ethnic identity and regional location. 

For ethnic groups, the context was already complex before the famine, as many groups, 

including Russians, Ukrainians, Germans, and Koreans, had been introduced to Kazakhstan through 

earlier waves of both voluntary migration and coercive relocation, which set the stage for 

heterogeneous patterns of settlement and adaptation. During the 1930s, Russians and Ukrainians, in 

some localities, benefited from preferential access to relief or organizational resources, partly due to 

their perceived political reliability and their alignment with the Soviet project; nonetheless, they were 

by no means spared from privation, and losses in these communities could be considerable, especially 

in rural areas affected by grain requisitioning and livestock confiscation. For ethnic Germans, the 

famine intersected with longstanding marginalization and later, under Stalin, suspicion and 

persecution; their communities faced both exclusion and, in many cases, disintegration – a precursor 

to later mass migrations and diasporic reconfigurations. Koreans, most of whom arrived as victims 

of Stalinist deportations from the Far East a few years after the famine’s peak, came to occupy liminal 

spaces in Kazakhstan’s ethnic and economic landscape, grappling not only with the legacies of hunger 

and deprivation but also with forced resettlement, which pushed them to develop unique communal 

strategies for adaptation and, later, integration via institutions such as family networks and shifts in 

marriage patterns. 

Archival research and survivor testimony highlight the complex interplay between state policy, 

regional variability, and interethnic solidarity or competition. The famine’s severity was often 

mediated by infrastructure; for instance, Kazak-dominated northern regions near key transportation 

routes were hardest hit, while communities, such as the Karakalpaks in the south of the Aral Sea, 

experienced relative immunity thanks to geographic isolation from the main networks of Soviet 

procurement and repression. In many areas, the overwhelming scarcity shattered traditional forms of 

solidarity across and within ethnic lines, and dehumanization gave rise to both collapse in social 

bonds and, paradoxically, a handful of emergent mutual aid networks and survival strategies tailored 

to local conditions. The historical record demonstrates that ethnic and regional hierarchies shaped 

how ethnic groups communities accessed resources or encountered violence: while some local 

Russian and Ukrainian settlements used their administrative linkages to buffer themselves from the 

worst effects, others, especially minorities like Tatars, Germans, and later Koreans, remained 

structurally more vulnerable. 

Russians, Ukrainians, and Tatars faced significant hardship, though state narratives and 

resource distribution often privileged some groups over others or cast selected minorities as politically 

suspect, exacerbating their dispossession, displacement, and exposure to political policing. Ethnic 

Germans, whose presence in Kazakhstan resulted from prior resettlement and Stalinist deportations, 

were particularly vulnerable to both state suspicion and social marginalization. Korean communities, 
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forcibly resettled from the Far East in a slightly later period, drew on integrated communal networks 

and hybrid identities to adapt, yet still suffered acute losses and disruption. By centering the 

experiences of ethnic groups within the history of the Kazakh famine, this study demonstrates that 

ethnicity, state policy, and social position collaborated to produce distinct and divergent patterns of 

suffering, resilience, and transformation. The findings highlight the necessity of integrating minority 

and ethnic groups perspectives into the scholarship of Soviet famine, as the marginalization and 

traumatic adaptation of these groups not only shaped local realities during the crisis but left long-term 

imprints on Kazakhstan’s ethnocultural structure and memory. 

An additional barrier to understanding the full impact on these groups has been the Soviet 

manipulation of demographic and census data, a practice designed, in part, to obscure the scale of 

loss and repress narratives of suffering outside of the official Soviet framework. Re-evaluations of 

the 1939 census, for example, reveal gross distortions in population figures, particularly for 

minorities, as the regime sought to minimize the apparent demographic collapse and rewrite the ethnic 

composition of the Kazakh SSR in line with ideological priorities. These misrepresentations continue 

to shape both the historiography of the famine and the collective memory of Kazakhstan’s various 

communities, feeding into present-day debates around national suffering and political legitimacy. 

The differentiated responses of ethnic groups also left enduring social and cultural imprints. 

For instance, post-famine patterns among Koreans reflected both a negotiation with local norms                                

(such as evolving patterns of interethnic marriage) and persistent trauma tied to loss and forced 

mobility. For ethnic Germans, the famine years became an episode in a longer history of 

marginalization, later motivating mass return migrations that, paradoxically, left behind new forms 

of diasporic connection between Kazakhstan and Germany. Scholarship likewise notes that, for some 

communities, the trauma of Asharshylyk (Kazakh for "famine") has become entangled with debates 

about genocide, loss, and political recognition, embedding the 1930s as a formative episode not only 

in the demographic but also in the cultural and mnemonic ordering of multiethnic Kazakhstan. 

In conclusion, integrating the perspectives of ethnic groups is vital for any comprehensive 

analysis of the Kazakh famine. The event was not experienced monolithically but was delineated by 

a matrix of ethnic identity, Soviet social engineering, geography, and state policy. The catastrophic 

outcomes – differential mortality, migration, settlement changes, and cultural coping – underscore 

how Kazakhstan’s multiethnic fabric was indelibly shaped by the crisis and how its legacy continues 

to inform both scholarship and social memory. 
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