The Kazakh Catastrophe and Stalin’s
Order of Priorities, 1929-1933:
Evidence from the Soviet Secret Archives

Introduction

For the population of the Kazakh Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR), the years from 1928 until 1933
were a period of almost unprecedented calamity. They brought about a major ambush on traditional social, eco-
nomic and cultural structures, which manifested itself in mass expropriations and large-scale deportations, and
triggered widespread social unrest. Yet the scale of these repressive measures was eclipsed by the consequences
of the breakdown of the Kazakh agricultural sector, which triggered a famine of horrendous dimensions, costing
roughly 1.3—1.5 million people’s lives from 1932-3.1 The scale and the horror of the cataclysm that raged across
the Soviet countryside at this time (and which was thus not limited to Kazakhstan, although this republic was
struck particularly badly), have been described in the scholarly literature before.2 The same applies to the main
stages of Soviet agricultural policy that characterized this period, namely: the collectivization and the “dekulak-
ization” campaigns.3 What can be said, then, about the particular background of the disastrous developments in
the Kazakh ASSR?

Martha Olcott saw their main reasons in a basic misunderstanding of the social and cultural arrangements of
Kazakh society that was inherent in Bolshevik applied in this republic. She argued that the main intentions behind
the Bolsheviks’ moves were to introduce, through “mass education and propaganda [...] the new socialist moral-
ity, as well as [...] technological education,” and to build “a new Kazakh society” on the basis of collective
farms.4 However, exaggerated optimism, or, more specifically, fallacious assumptions on the degree of resistance
the Kazakh population, entrenched in its traditional social and cultural patterns of life, would offer to the
Bolsheviks’ endeavors hampered the successful completion of their plans.> Indeed, the Bolsheviks had encoun-
tered serious problems throughout the 1920s already, when first attempts to “sovietize the Kazakh aul®” were
undertaken.” But was this misinterpretation of regional specifics the major reason for the catastrophe in the early
1930s?

Martha Olcott formulated her assessment at a moment when only limited information was available on the
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concrete actions of the political agents that shaped Soviet agricultural policy. Even less was known at that time
about the decision making mechanisms within the Soviet political leadership, and what information had been
available to the persons involved in these. With the opening of the former Soviet secret archives, this situation
has dramatically changed. In this paper, I will make use of information from these archival sources to scrutinize
the nature of the policy that lead to the Kazakh catastrophe.8 I find that it was, in the first place, Stalin, who made
the crucial decisions that determined the fate of Kazakh agriculture. Analyzing his behavior, I shall argue that the
policy he consistently implemented throughout this period in Kazakhstan, similar to his treatment of other parts
of the USSR, reflected not the intention to form a new, socialist Kazakh society, but much simpler objectives.
Stalin’s actions were dominated by the goal to extract as much surplus as possible from Kazakh agriculture. It
was the brutality and implacability in his application of this approach, which led to the disastrous results. In this
policy, collectivization and dekulakization were not as much aims per se, but served primarily as tools to enforce
tight control over the countryside, which was a key prerequisite for surplus-extraction.

The policy of grain procurement and its significance for Kazakhstan

The core element of Stalin’s policy, adopted during the turn of the year 1927/28, and preserved throughout all
following years, was the practice of compulsory extraction of agricultural production (mainly, but not exclusive-
ly grain) from the peasantry at artificially low prices, favorable to the state. Although several significant indica-
tors of a policy change in late 1927, such as the end of the conciliatory attitude towards well-to-do peasants and
a renewed emphasis that was put on the development of the model of collective farms, have been identified in
the literature before,? it is only now that archival materials reveal the centrality and the watershed character of
the shift in the grain procurement practices in full clarity. In fact, it represented the first step towards the overall
shift in Soviet industrial and agricultural policies—away from the rule of market forces, albeit limited by discre-
tionary, yet not structural or permanent interference with price-building mechanisms (as was characteristic for
the period of NEP), towards the set-up of a command system in which the will of the dictator would become the
predominant instance to decide over resource allocation.

After the XV party congress, the issue of adopting a policy of forced procurement was put on the agenda of
the first session of the newly elected Politburo, which composition fully reflected Stalin’s recent victory over the
“leftist” opposition. During the following days and weeks, the party leadership’s resolutions on this matter turned
increasingly radical. From now on, the local party organizations frequently received directives from the center,
sometimes almost on a weekly basis, in which they were urged to bring about a “turnaround” (perelom) in the
grain collection practice.!0 The language used throughout these documents became more and more similar to
wartime rhetoric. In a directive from January 14, 1928, Stalin repeated the need for “brutal” pressure (nazhat’
zverski) to be put on the party organizations. His and the Central Committee’s (TsK) actions were not confined
to the issuance of sharply-worded orders, though. In the same document, Stalin announced his departure for
Siberia on the same day (Molotov had already left for the Urals region), with the intent to “press on all levers in
the state and party structures, everywhere.” The ending of this directive left no doubt about both the crucial
importance and the warlike character the grain procurement campaign had in Stalin’s eyes: “The whole matter
rests, as you can see, on the grain procurements. The grain procurements thus represent a fortress that we must
take by all means. And we will, certainly, if we do our work in a bolshevist fashion [po-bol shevistski], with bol-
shevist pressing.”!!

It was on these trips when the “Ural-Siberian method” was born, the prototype for the widespread use of
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overt pressure and even brute force to impose the economic will of the leadership on the peasants. At this
moment, the main target was still well-to-do peasants (“kulaks”)—a distinction that over time, however, would
more and more become meaningless.!2 Although Stalin occasionally paid lip service to a softer approach, as, for
instance, at the TsK plenum in July 1928,13 he in fact proved unwilling to make any concessions in this policy,
continuing to use forcible grain procurement on a broad basis during the entire following agricultural year, too.
When the “Ural-Siberian Method” eventually was formally adopted in March 1929—to be applied in
“Kazakhstan, Siberia and the Urals,” this was already, as noted by Taniuchi, “not the action of creating a novel
institution, but ratification of faits accomplis in the eastern regions.”14

In general, Stalin’s uncompromising line about the procurement of agricultural production was to be
enforced over all parts of the union with equal vigor. Threatening directions, intended to propel this undertaking,
were regularly circulated among party officials across all regions. If regional distinctions were made, they relat-
ed mainly to the relative economic importance of a given agricultural area. The order of treatment of various
regions was not always constant, though, but could be subject to shifts: If one region failed to provide the envis-
aged results, the pressure on other regions was increased accordingly.l5 Yet in general, Kazakhstan, as a large
grain producer and exporter, would occupy a prominent place in the TsK’s new agricultural policy.

This policy reversal set in at a moment when the Kazakh agricultural sector was already struggling with dif-
ficulties. One of the reports on the grain collection campaign for 1927/28, prepared by the economic department
of the OGPU by December 12, 1927, stated that, as a result of crop failure, the “question of grain supplies on the
interior market of the Kazakh ASSR [...] is extremely tense.” This situation affected the grain markets in neigh-
boring regions as well, as the population of Southern Kazakhstan was, in response to the lack of grain in their
home regions, “wending its way [...] to certain regions that did not suffer from crop failure [to acquire grain
there], which ruins the prices in those regions.”10 The same problem was the subject of a telegram, sent to Stalin
by the secretary of the Siberian regional party committee at the end of the year 1927.17 Whereas this phenome-
non might have appeared, to a sober observer, as a predictable and natural reaction by people facing a scarcity in
vital goods, the Soviet leadership thus adopted a different stance: Not the food shortage itself, but the loss of con-
trol on the development of grain prices constituted the main concern. Stalin did not pay much attention to spe-
cific local or regional factors or problems. The fulfillment of the grain collection plan at established prices had
top priority. Consequently, on January 20, 1928, during his trip to Siberia, he dispatched a telegram to Kazakh
party secretary Goloshchekin, in which he fiercely attacked the increases in grain prices in northern Kazakh and
adjacent Siberian regions, labeling them “gross infractions” of the official grain price policy. Stalin pledged to
personally visit party secretaries at the places in question to liquidate such kind of “shocking disgrace.”18

However, the Bolsheviks were not yet able to establish full control over the Kazakh agricultural markets.
From an OGPU report dated March 10, 1928, we learn that the grain collections did not work well in Kazakhstan.
Peasants were still reluctant to hand out their grain to consumer cooperatives in exchange for manufactured
goods, preferring other purchasers, who, one must assume, were offering higher prices (although this issue was
not even raised in the document!).19 And after a temporary considerable increase in the sum of grain collected in
Kazakhstan in 1928/29, procurements in autumn 1929 were again going “weakly” and “unsatisfactorily.”20 The
factors blamed by the authors of the report were manifold—poor harvest, bottlenecks provoked by management
failure, arbitrage practiced by “speculants.”?! By the end of the year, the amount of grain collected fell short of
the results of the previous year, whereas the plan had envisaged a significant increase.22 Thus there should be lit-
tle surprise that Stalin was, once again, pressing on party secretaries, issuing reprimands to the regional and dis-
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trict party committees in Siberia, Kazakhstan and other regions.23 And pressure of this kind would not abate, but
increase over the following years.

The Collectivization and “Dekulakization” Drives in Kazakhstan

The Bolshevik project to gain and to maintain control over the countryside necessitated the overturn of the exist-
ing ownership structures. The establishment of large collective farms (kolkhozy) and state farms (sovkhozy)
would serve as the core instrument to control and to regulate, but also, as was the frequently expressed hope, to
significantly increase the amount of agricultural production. The mass campaign of driving the rural population,
parts of which were still adhering to a nomadic or, more often, semi-nomadic lifestyle, into these new farms,
which entailed the requisition of the most part of their possessions, including livestock, material stores and agri-
cultural instruments, was unleashed in mid-1929 already. Yet it gained full momentum only after the TsK reso-
lutions of January 5, 1930, which, although not providing an explicit guideline for the process, gave the all-clear
for the “crusade and revolution” that would follow.24

Over the first half of the year 1930, collectivization in Kazakhstan proceeded, at least on the paper, at break-
neck speed, and more rapidly than in any other region of the USSR. Although it actually exceeded the analogous
figures for the entire union, the degree of collectivization in this republic had remained at low levels until late
1929: In 46% of its districts, less than 15% of all households had entered collectives by then, and in another 26%
of districts this number ranged between 15% and 30%.25 In early March 1930, according to official data, 40% of
all households in Kazakhstan had joined the kolkhozy—according to another source, the number stood even at
48%.26 These figures went down by mid-1930 again, a tardy reaction to the reprieve triggered by Stalin’s famous
Pravda article (“Dizzy from success”). Within a few months, however, the collectivization drive was resumed,
encouraged by an unexpectedly good harvest (mainly a consequence of favorable weather conditions27), as well
as by well-cultivated illusions of productivity gains that would be achieved at collective and state farms.28
Kazakhstan did not remain unaffected by this development. In February 1931, Southern Kazakhstan, “a region
dominated by Kazakh nomadic and semi-nomadic sheep farmers,” was earmarked, like the rest of the republic,
for “reinforced sovkhoz and kolkhoz construction,”?® and a decree of August 1931 determined that the cotton-
growing area of Kazakhstan, along with the according parts of the other Central Asian republics, was due for col-
lectivization during the year of 1931.30 Accordingly, the collectivization quota in the republic surged again,
reaching 73% in June 1932.3!

According to the nature of the Bolshevik’s collectivization program, peasants who disposed over the largest
share of means of production were uniformly categorized as “kulaks” and identified as the core targets for expro-
priation. To legitimize this approach, they were depicted not only as exploiters of the poor strata of the rural soci-
ety, traditionally labeled “bedniaks,” but also, to make their exclusion from the future economic arrangement per-
manent, as enemies of the project of the socialist order per se. Hence, a ‘friend or foe’ discourse was generated
to clearly and irreversibly delineate the ‘enemy’—and to rule out any option to compromise with him. A vivid
illustration of this policy was provided at the April, 1928 joint plenum of the TsK and the Central Control
Committee of the Party, where problems of food supplies for the cities and the maintenance of temps in the indus-
trialization process were discussed. Along with various measures aiming at establishing tighter party control over
production and its distribution, and at securing high flows of food products from the village to the cities, attacks
against “the upper classes at the villages” were passed, including the “cleansing [chistka] of Soviet, cooperative
and party apparatus in grain-growing regions of blatantly degenerated elements not acknowledging classes at the
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countryside and not wishing to fall out with the kulaks.”32

In the livestock regions of Kazakhstan, the main target of the drive against the kulaks were local clan lead-
ers, usually referred to as beys (bai). The first major assault on this group was carried out in 1928. On August
27, the Central Executive Committee and the Council of People’s Commissars, the two top government bodies
in the Kazakh ASSR, issued a joint decree “On the confiscation of bey households.” Its single point reads as fol-
lows:

1. Carry out in the Kazakh ASSR, with the exception of the Adaevskii region and the cotton-growing regions of the
former Dzhegysiiskii and Syr-Dar’inskii gubernii and the Kara-Kalpakskii autonomous region, the resettlement of all
those large scale stock breeders from the indigenous population, who, conserving semi-feudal, patriarchal and kin-
ship relationships, are preventing through their economic and public influence the sovietization of the aul.33

Although a total number of 700 households was affected by this measure, this first attempt to liquidate resist-
ance to the planned takeover of absolute economic power in the countryside (and also to win over the support of
poorer parts of the population) still fell far short, in terms of scale, of the repressions initiated by the TsK decree
of February 20, 1930 on the “the struggle with the kulaks” in the “national, economically backward regions” of
the Soviet Union, which targeted up to about 2-3% of the population. In fact, more than 5% of all Kazakh house-
holds would have fallen victim to “dekulakization” in early 1932.34 In this act, the TsK specified a policy of
toughness, characterized by the relentless will to apply and to enforce the simplified class schemata, and to gain
absolute political and economic control over the inhabitants of every region of the union. The Bolsheviki would
allow no escape from their rule. The tendency of Kazakhs to evade the pressure of collectivization through emi-
gration across the border was to be eliminated through a tightening of border controls, but also through ‘preemp-
tive’ measures, culminating in “the confiscation of the cattle and all [sic/] property from those households that
are trying to emigrate through the border.”35 At the same time, it is telling that for regions close to the border,
the conclusion of special contracts with kulak households was recommended, stimulating them to deliver their
entire production to cooperatives in exchange for manufactured goods and grain—until they would ultimately
become victims of the inescapable means of repression that ultimately awaited them, including imprisonment in
concentration camps, and even immediate execution of “counterrevolutionary bey-kulak activists (organizers,
participants and henchmen of banditry and counterrevolutionary organizations).” The document thus illustrates
that the Bolsheviki were resolved to seize absolute power over the countryside, and that they stuck firmly to their
doctrine, which held that such an endeavor could succeed only if their defined enemies—‘kulaks” or “beys” like-
wise—were crushed.

However, the core motive behind the massive assault on the existing socio-economic structures remains vis-
ible: to ensure a steady and controllable flow of agricultural production to the cities and the industry. Throughout
the collectivization and “dekulakization” campaigns, the procurement policies kept being enforced relentlessly.
The entire amount of grain procurements in the Soviet Union exhibited a steady growth, both in absolute terms
and as a percentage of the entire production, throughout the period from 1929 until 1932.36 In autumn 1930, the
Soviet leadership, facing a shortage of manufactured goods, which discouraged peasants from handing over their
grain at official prices, set up significantly increased quota for an extended range of agricultural products,37 while
sticking to its policy of combining artificially low prices with coercion, thus making it “transparently obvious
that the primary concern of the authorities was [...] to squeeze as much grain as possible out of the peasants.”38
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Stalinist Policies in Kazakhstan in Early 1930s and their Consequences

Like in virtually every agricultural region of the USSR, collectivization and “dekulakization” in Kazakhstan were
carried out by means of massive coercion. Not seldom brute force was involved, but most common was the sim-
ple pattern of the privation of peasants unwilling to join the kolkhozy or unable to hand over the required amount
of agricultural production, of all their possessions. At the same time, the policy of forced procurements was firm-
ly maintained. As archival documents reveal, the Soviet government was, at any moment, well apprised of the
developments on the ground and of the consequences they had for the population as well as for the rural econo-
my. A letter from a “society of the Urals region of the Kazakh ASSR” informed the Soviet Council of Ministers
in April 1930 that

the major burden of meat collections falls on middle and poor peasants, and [they] are not taking away surpluses, but
the last bit [we have] [...] The local authorities imposed compulsory wool deliveries on the population in December
1929 and January 1930. So the population sheared the wool off its rams and camels, irrespective of the bitter cold
[...] so that the animals [...] would not withstand the icy cold any more and perished.3°

As early as March 1930, information about incidents of hunger in several regions in Kazakhstan appeared in
OGPU reports. A memo informed its reader that

“In connection with difficulties in supply in the [Pavlodarskii] district, the sentiment among the population becomes
more and more tightened. In a number of settlements many cases of hunger swelling and of consumption of [food]
substitutes and of cadavers have been registered [...] We dispose of declarations of kolkhoz members that they will,
in the case of failure of being supplied with food, start to butcher the remaining productive sloggers to escape star-
vation.”40

Similarly, local OGPU staff from the Petropavloskii district reported to the Kazakh Executive Committee: “In
most cases, it is the poor who are starving.”4! The OGPU kept delivering such information, which became
increasingly comprehensive over time—supply crises, hunger, resulting illnesses and starving, and, as a reaction,
numerous cases of collective protest, often involving hundreds of persons, were spreading all over the republic.#2
The situation remained extremely tense as the year went on. In September, the OGPU plenipotentiary in
Kazakhstan reported to the center that the process of grain collection was dragging again. One explicitly men-
tioned factor to explain these problems was the extremely poor state of the kolkhozy and sovkhozy, which were
lacking technical working equipment as well as effective organization.*3 After a relative relaxation of the supply
situation, the situation aggravated extremely after the poor harvest in 1931. According to OGPU reports, the
northern parts of Kazakhstan were struck particularly badly. Among a “totally incomplete” sample of data from
232 settlements in 32 various districts throughout the republic, 1219 deaths from hunger, and 4304 cases of
hunger swelling had been registered throughout the period from December 1931 until March 1932. As the report
stated, “the majority of the deaths and the starving are kolkhozniki.”44

More revealing insights into the nature of the crisis offers a letter an agronomist, working for the district
kolkhoz federation (raikolkhozsoiuz, RKZ) in the Ubanskii district in Kazakhstan, sent to Kolkhoztsentr#> in
early February 1932. He described the situation of the kolkhoz “Nash trud” (“Our Work™), which, according to
him, was representative for that of “all kolkhozy, without exception, in the district.” Although knowing about the
forlornness of such initiatives, peasants from these collectives were asking the RKZ to provide them with grain:
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the same peasants, who, after the mediocre harvest of 1930 overfulfilled the grain procurement plan, who overfulfil-
led the 20d plan of bolshevist sowings and received [for this] as a present [from] Ukraine a radio receiver, the same
kolkhozniki, who were, throughout the entire Kazakhstan, among the first to accomplish the construction work for
the settlement of the Kazakh nomadic population, which earned the district an award [...]—these kolkhozniki are
now writing letters to the RKZ and pleading for grain as alms, saying: ‘Why did you, our leaders, made us give away
our grain, while you knew that there was crop failure this year, while you know all too well that we are lacking grain
at this moment already, even with the sowing not having been done yet?!’—*The grain collection plan must be ful-
filled!’—this is the answer they get.40

The same letter contains information about the predisposition towards the Bolshevik’s agrarian policy across
the two different national groups, composing the population of that district—Europeans (about 60%, mostly
Ukrainians) and Kazakhs (40%): “Europeans [...] are very good-natured folks [...], among the Kazakhs, with the
support of the European [part of the] population, things are getting settled, although with serious difficulties.”

The author of the letter went on to make a strong point that the region, in general, had significant potential
for economic development, especially in terms of livestock farming. But he also deplored that the newly estab-
lished state meat farm [miasosovkhoz] at that moment disposed of just 23,000 animals, whereas just one single
settlement in the district counted, shortly before, “about one and a half as much cattle as this miasosovkhoz, not
counting the remaining parts of the district.” Between the lines, he thus denounced the appalling loss of livestock
that collectivization had already brought about, and concluded with a desperate plea to the Bolsheviki at the cen-
ter not to be “that weak and ignorant” to allow such developments.*’

From these letters we learn that nothing—neither ethnicity, nor kolkhoz membership, nor a positive attitude
towards collectivization—could exempt rural dwellers from exaggerated grain collections. At the same time, they
expose how the ruthless grain procurement policy disturbed the economic balance between crop farmers and the
livestock-cultivating population, which traditionally had been importing grain: With the disappearance of mar-
keted grain, a significant increase in the meat consumption by the latter was induced. To be sure, this was just
one factor contributing to the disastrous outcome—the virtual annihilation of the overwhelming part of livestock
in the region.48 Other causes involved were increased livestock collections imposed by the central authorities,
the confiscation of cattle for the kolkhozy and sovkhozy, and the subsequent perishing of much, if not most of
the livestock affected by these two measures, as well as mass slaughters that occurred as an act of protest, the
lack of fodder and, finally, the flight of Kazakhs, together with their livestock, across the border.

Altogether, the catastrophic decline in livestock was one major reason for the mass famine that broke out in
Kazakhstan in 1932 and 1933, reaching a scale unprecedented by everything that had happened before. And
again, as soon as the mass famine loomed, the center received information quickly and through various channels.
In a letter to Mikhail Kalinin, chairman of the All-Union Executive Committee and, at the same time, politburo
member, an inhabitant of the Maksim-Gorkii-district (former Pavlodarskii district) depicted the situation in his
region as follows:

In recent times, there is doom [gibel’] everywhere, death of the population, the sowings did not grow, all cattle is
handed out to the state, the kolkhozniki are not supplied with grain from the side of the state, the population has noth-
ing to eat [...] the local activists [...] once they have seen a citizen with a piece of bread, a pound of flour, a piece
of meat, they take it from him and consume it themselves, [labeling it] as a handing out to the state, but in fact they
gulp it themselves [...] Besides that, the local authorities carry out, among the hungry population, various procure-
ment campaigns, while the populace is unable to find food, not a single piece of bread.*9
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When the cataclysm was reaching its peak in August 1932, Uraz Isaev, chairman of the Kazakh Council of
People’s Commissars addressed himself to Stalin, providing an analysis of the reasons of the Kazakh crisis.
Although one of his main arguments was directed against Goloshchekin, the regional party secretary, whom he
depicted as unable to cope with the problems that had accumulated,>? he nevertheless discussed other key fac-
tors that had led into the catastrophe. Among these, he identified, besides arbitrary, chaotic and disorganized rule
on the level of the auls, the fact that the grain supply namely of the cattle farming population had suffered a major
collapse. For this, he blamed nothing else than the continuation of the state grain collections to the full extent,
irrespective of the crop failures Kazakh agriculture had suffered during precedent years. Accordingly, among the
numerous actions Isaev put forward as a means to solve the crisis, he applied “to exempt Kazakhstan, for the next
2-3 years, from centralized meat collections in the collective and individual sector,” and, furthermore, “to exempt
all cattle farming regions with ancillary crop farming from centralized grain collections.”>!

Were these suggestions, which would have meant a reversal of the core element of Stalin’s agricultural pol-
icy, which they, in veiled terms, identified as a major reason for the disastrous results in Kazakhstan, taken into
account? On the one hand, the TsK appears to have made a limited concession in September 1932, reducing the
plan figure for grain collections for Kazakhstan by 3 mls. pud and postponing the payment of additional 5 mls.
pud from a credit until the following year, so that the new plan as of October 1932 equaled 46 mls. pud (or
753,477 tons), three-fourths of which was to be collected from the kolkhozy.32 On the other hand, such amend-
ments of the initial, preliminary plan figure were a rule rather than the exception in the Soviet planning system,
and simultaneously with granting a limited reduction in the procurement plan (which was far less than Isaev had
claimed) the TsK categorically obliged the Kazakh party leadership and government to fulfill this new plan.

However, given the shattered state of Kazakh agriculture, these targets were still unachievable. In 1932,
starving masses were moving around in the Kazakh countryside. The frequency and scale of mass unrests and
riots had increased dramatically. Groups counting up to several hundreds, or even thousands of persons were try-
ing to obtain food through raids of collective farms or meat factories. In many cases formal party members were
involved in such hunger revolts, which, in OGPU reports, figured uniformly as “counterrevolutionary” acts.53
The mass unrests along with the depopulation of the collective farms and the still continuing reduction of the
remaining livestock made, all ruthless pressure and force that was exerted notwithstanding, the fulfillment of the
grain collection plan illusory.54 As soon as this became obvious, Stalin would abide by his well-known princi-
ples. On November 8, 1932, the party committee and the SNK of the KASSR received a joint telegram from
Stalin and Molotov:

Regardless to the warnings of the SNK [the Council of People’s Commissars] and TsK [of the USSR / Communist
party], the grain collections in the republic continue to decline. References to numbers on the harvest, [provided as]
reasons for the nonfulfillment of the passed plan, cannot be taken into account by the TsK and the Council of People’s
Commissars as these numbers are clearly understated and aim at cheating the state. [...] The TsK and SNK warn you
that, in case there will not be organized a real breakthrough concerning the grain collections in the republic in the
most immediate future, they will be forced to resort to methods of repression, analogous to the repressions in the
North Caucasus.>>

Not surprisingly, three days later the recipients of these unequivocal threats finalized a wide range of coercive
methods to force the kolkhozy in the republic to fulfill the grain collection quota. In another telegram he sent two
weeks thereafter, Stalin would explicitly advise the leadership of the Kazakh communist party to resort to repres-
sions against communist activists and party officials in order to make sure that the grain requisition plan would
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be fulfilled by all means. Since the plan was already “maximally cut,” he argued, the logical answer to falling
yields from the procurement campaigns should be to “strike, in the first place, the communists in the regions and
below, who are totally captured by petty-burgeois elements [...] It is obvious, that, under these circumstances,
the SNK and the regional party committee could not act in any different manner, than switch to the track of
repression.”>0

Again, we see Stalin’s unshakable resolve to fulfill the procurement quotas, even at the costs of repression.
In fact there can be little doubt that his action was not just a punitive measure, directed against supposedly unre-
liable party activists, but also intended to directly translate into even more ruthless pressure exercised on the pop-
ulation. Stalin’s thinking was unamendable to any possible compromises, even—or should one say: more than
ever—at a moment when reports not only on hunger and starvation, but also on the collapse of many of the new,
shaky kolkhoz structures were reaching the center. At the united plenum of the TsK and the Central Control
Commission (TsKK) in January 1933, Stalin once again revealed his order of priorities: “What is the main defi-
ciency in our work at the countryside over the last year, 19327 The main deficiency consists in the fact that the
grain collections were carried out with greater difficulties in this year, than in the previous year. This cannot be
explained by a bad harvest at all, since our harvest was not worse, but better than in the previous year.”>7 It is
important to note, though, that, the Central Administration for National Accounting (TSUNKhU) had consistent-
ly been delivering data, according to which the harvest in 1932 was expected to yield 67,1 mls. tons of grain,
which would not only have been less than the figure for 1931 (68,9 mls tons), but also much lower than in all
previous years of the first Five-Year Plan, throughout which the annual yields had been, partly significantly, high-
er than 70 mls. tons. The deviation from the extremely ambitious plan figure for 1932 (85,3 mls. tons) was even
more drastic. As the end of the year was approaching, the TSUNKhU kept working with and publishing its low
estimate, until the Politburo would bar it, under the threat of repressions, from using these numbers. Hence there
is strong evidence that Stalin was not telling the truth when describing the harvest of 1932 as better than the pre-
vious one, and that he was consciously and deliberately doing so.8 Instead, he would stress the need for the party
to take full control over the kolkhozy, and to make sure that the grain collection had absolute priority over every
other use of grain: “the first precept—the fulfillment of the grain procurement plan, the second precept—the sow-
ings, and only after the fulfillment of these conditions can the grain trade within the kolkhozy begin and devel-
op.”39

In the case of Kazakhstan, it was just during the course of the year 1933 that this uncompromising policy,
which was, to a significant extent, responsible for the death of over one million people and a complete devasta-
tion of the entire economy, was finally revised.60

The Role of the Regional Party Leadership

Filipp Isaevich Goloshchekin served as party secretary in the KASSR from 1925 until 1933.6! Throughout his
entire tenure, his function entailed regulating the procurement of agricultural production, as well as the collec-
tivization process in Kazakhstan. He gave out orders, directions and instructions and controlled the actions of
subordinate party structures. On the one hand, one might therefore argue that he bore a distinct share of the
responsibility for the policy implemented in Kazakhstan. However, Goloshchekin was, like his colleagues in
other republics, held personally responsible for the fulfillment of tasks and plan targets defined by the center, so
that his leeway for independent action was limited.

Documents from the former Soviet central archives can shed some light on the role regional party officials
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played over the course of the collectivization through information on their behavior in decision making process-
es at the center in which they occasionally were involved. Since the end of 1929, Goloshchekin was a member
of the so-called “lakovlev commission,” established by the Politburo on December 5, 1929 and assigned with the
task of planning the stages of the collectivization campaign in the various regions of the USSR.62 In addition, he
was included in the commission that was expected to develop “measures concerning the kulaks,” which was set
up six weeks later.%3 Archival documents reveal that Goloshchekin was among those members, who pleaded for
more moderate temps in the collectivization drive—initially with some success, although amendments made to
the crucial legislative documents, arranged by Stalin, would later foil some of these reservations.®4 He also tried
to connect his approval of the collectivization in Kazakhstan with explicit claims for resources. According to a
regional party official, he held and articulated, by the end of 1929, the opinion that “comprehensive (sploshna-
ia) collectivization [in Kazakhstan] can be realized if you [the center] give us 180 mls. Rb., many thousand trac-
tors and so on.”63

As to the grain collection plans, other archival materials show him trying to minimize the burden for his
republic. On the Central Committee plenum, October 28-31, 1930, where grain collection quota for all regions
for the year 1931 were discussed, numerous regional party representatives expressed concern over or outright
objections against the proposed amount of grain to be collected in their region or republic. Reacting to these crit-
icisms, Stalin summoned a special gathering of all regional secretaries, where the plans for several regions were
lowered as compared with the initially proposed plan (for others, there were increases, but in sum the decreases
were more significant). We do not know what arguments were exchanged at these talks. What we do know is that,
as a result, the collection quota for Kazakhstan was lowered from an initial level of 65 mls. pud (1,065 mls. tons)
to 55 mls. pud (900,000 tons).%¢ Yet Goloshchekin considered this lowered figures still much too high, and open-
ly declared so at the subsequent plenum: “In any case, I must say that 55 million is impossible.”7 This time, his
repeated demur would earn him nothing more than a sharp rebuff by Anastas Mikoian, People’s Commissioner
for Supplies, and also one of Stalin’s most loyal allies—the plan figure remained unchanged. However, it is worth
noting that the first documented plan, presented in June 1931, had fixed a grain collection total of 1,428 mls. pud
for Kazakhstan.

Finally, Goloshchekin also tried occasionally to minimize, in the eyes of the leadership, his responsibility
for failures to fulfill the plan targets, blaming his own subordinates instead.®® Altogether, Goloshchekin exposed
all behavioral features, characteristic for a classical principal-agent relationship. Exposed to high pressure from
above, he was trying to negotiate outcomes that would be favorable to him. His bargaining power was limited,
though, as the discussions around the procurement quota exhibit. The asymmetric distribution of power led to
results that reflected Stalin’s will to a far greater extent than Goloshchekin’s. Without considering miscalcula-
tions and wrong decisions the latter might have made, this suggests that he was not the driving force behind the
Soviet agrarian policy that was implemented in Kazakhstan. This policy was made in Moscow, not in Alma-Ata.

Conclusion

In this paper I have demonstrated that the policy leading to the Kazakh catastrophe was formulated by Stalin him-
self. It had one single objective: maximizing the extraction of agricultural production at artificially low prices.
For Stalin, collectivization and “dekulakization” were not primarily an endeavor to create a new society. He saw
and used them as an instrument to establish absolute control over the countryside in order to ensure the steady
flow of agricultural “surplus,”needed for his larger project to industrialize the country. As a general rule, this pol-
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icy was uniformly applied throughout the entire Soviet agriculture, without respect to regional specifics of indi-
vidual republics. Regional party officials had little leeway to amend it—until 1933, the center would not accept
such reasons or, at the most, grant marginal concessions. If problems became overwhelming, Stalin’s answer was
equally simple and uncompromising, consisting nearly exclusively in the application of repression against both
the population and the party apparatus that was supposed to carry out his orders. The Kazakh tragedy was thus
the result of a simple, brutalized policy, defined by Stalin, that prioritized procurement aims, and used utmost
pressure as a means to enforce it.

Indeed, the fact that the specific structure of the Kazakh society, culture and economy was largely ignored
exacerbated the scope of the results. In the republic, the degree of (often destructive) resistance was particularly
high, and the Kazakh livestock farmers were struck particularly badly. To a certain extent, it might therefore
appear appropriate to talk about miscalculations in Stalin’s strategy, as Martha Olcott proposed. However,
archival sources also reveal that ample evidence on the disastrous consequences of the Bolshevik’s policy in
Kazakhstan reached the center promptly and through various channels. Yet even with this information available,
Stalin’s order of priorities was not shaken. He stuck to the policy of forcedly extracting agricultural production
even after it had become obvious that this was thwarting any effort to create stable, functioning collective pro-
duction structures in the countryside, and that it was even destroying those at places where they previously had
been set up. Even less did he seem to care about the mass starving that went on in many regions, including
Kazakhstan. Stalin made no effort to find a smart way of molding a new model of rural society, based on Soviet
ideology, not to talk about the even more sophisticated task of turning a traditional, semi-nomad population in
places like Kazakhstan into socialist farm workers. Instead, he was waging a war to achieve full control over the
agricultural sector, with the ultimate aim to achieve the extraction of the resources he needed, and he was fully
aware of it. If he has miscalculated something, then this were the costs and the benefits of this strategy.
Economically, the collectivization campaign was a failure: Over the period of the first Five-Year Plan, no net
resources could be extracted from the countryside.%®
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