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Editorial
Revisiting Soviet Modernity in the Non-Russian 
Periphery
by Olena Palko and Fabian Baumann

doi: 10.55337/LFPO6235

In October 1920, Joseph Stalin, then serving as the Russian Soviet Federative 
Socialist Republic’s People’s Commissar for Nationalities, observed that the very 
success of the Russian Revolution depended on gaining the trust of those living in 
the former empire’s peripheries: 

central Russia, that hearth of the world revolution, cannot hold out long without 
the assistance of the border regions, which abound in raw materials, fuel and 
foodstuffs. The border regions of Russia in their turn would be inevitably doomed 
to imperialist bondage without the political, military, and organizational support 
of more developed central Russia.1

Two months later, Lev Kamenev, another Bolshevik leader, seconded Stalin 
in an address to delegates from the newly established federation’s autonomous 
republics. The outbreak of the Russian Civil War in 1919, he said, had taught the 
party a valuable strategic lesson: 

the unity between the center and the periphery is necessary for the survival of 
both the center and the periphery. Communist society in Moscow cannot be built 
without establishing a fair relationship with the peoples living around the Donets 
[coal] basin, or around Baku oil, or Siberian bread, or steppe pastures.2

Thеse declarations, voiced amidst the ongoing Polish-Soviet war, led to а major re-
assessment of the center-periphery relationship within the Soviet state. Eventually, 
the central party leadership redefined its treatment of the future constituent 
republics, paying serious attention to issues concerning the nationalities question, 
budgeting and planning, and control over resources. Consequently, the state’s 
peripheries became important targets for Soviet modernization policies, or even 
laboratories for state-led technical and social innovation. 

The applicability of the concept of “modernity” in relation to the Soviet 
experience has been one of the most contested terminological disagreements 
within East European historiography. The late 1990s and early 2000s witnessed the 
culmination of the debate between adherents of the modernity paradigm and the 
so-called “neo-traditionalists.” While the former described the Soviet experience as 
a socialist alternative to Western modernity, the latter stressed archaic elements in 
Soviet governing practices, such as corruption, patronage, petitions, and personal 
ties, over the modernizing, regularizing aspects of the Soviet state.3 As Michael 
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David-Fox has pointed out, this debate continued (and partially inverted) patterns 
that long predated it in the discussion between proponents of Russia’s purported 
authoritarian Sonderweg and those who, in a more universalist spirit, advocated 
comparison with Western countries.4 While both approaches continue to have their 
adherents, many historians have at least implicitly accepted Terry Martin’s dictum 
that “Modernization is the theory of Soviet intentions; neo-traditionalism, this 
theory of their unintended consequences.”5 David-Fox, meanwhile, has suggested 
resolving the disagreement by understanding Soviet modernity as one, specific 
instance of what Shmuel Eisenstadt originally termed “multiple modernities” – an 
“intelligentsia-statist modernity” that grew out of Russian intellectuals’ attempt 
to overcome their country’s backwardness while bypassing the evils of capitalist 
development. After the revolution, David-Fox argues, the modernizing intelligentsia 
acquired a powerful tool in the form of the communist coercive state.6 Yet, if Soviet 
modernity is just one regional incarnation of modernity, then what is its specificity 
as opposed to other non-Western, state-sponsored modernities?

Much of this debate has pivoted around the role of Bolshevik ideology in the 
workings of Soviet society. In a sense, the assertion of a separate Soviet modernity 
is predicated on the centrality of ideology within the one-party state. In his highly 
influential 1995 monograph Magnetic Mountain, Stephen Kotkin proposes that 
Stalinism be treated as a form of “progressive modernity,” an “Enlightenment” 
phenomenon founded on the ambition to create a harmonious new society based 
on rational, scientific principles. Accordingly, the Soviet authorities sought to 
transform the socioeconomic order and refashion society; to this end, the state was 
ready to employ an unprecedented level of social intervention.7 These intentions 
were not unique to the Soviet leadership, however. James Scott equates the tenets 
of Stalinism to those of Nazi Germany or communist China. Each of these states’ 
governments exercised what he dubs “high modernism” – that is the state’s desire 
for “the mastery of nature (including human nature), and, above all, the rational 
design of social order commensurate with the scientific understanding of natural 
laws.”8 Each and every case of extreme state intervention and social engineering 
ultimately led to societal disaster, as the history of the 20th century’s various 
homogenizing states has broadly demonstrated.

Kotkin, however, postulates that the distinguishing feature of the Soviet 
experience was the process whereby Russian society learned to “speak Bolshevik,” 
with the wider populace coming to communicate, act, and think in a way compatible 
with the ruling socialist ideology.9 Drawing on and developing Kotkin’s concept, 
historians of the “Soviet subjectivity” school went on to study how individual 
activists grappled with the new reality of communist society and attempted to 
write themselves into the Bolshevik project.10 Thus, for Jochen Hellbeck, Bolshevik 
ideology was not something imposed on the population from above but “a ferment 
working in individuals and producing a great deal of variation as it interacts with the 
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subjective life of a particular person.”11 More recently, Anna Krylova has criticized 
Kotkin’s conception of Soviet modernity for reproducing outdated, totalitarian-
school ideas concerning a direct continuity from Marxist ideology via Stalinism 
to the purportedly complete stagnation of the post-war period. In particular, 
Krylova contends that Kotkin, and many of the cultural historians who followed 
his approach, have taken for granted the notion that the ideology at the heart of 
Soviet society remained static, collectivist, and anti-individualist – an idea that 
she deems particularly unsuitable for the developed modernity of post-war Soviet 
(or “post-Bolshevik”) society.12 One might also ask whether this preoccupation 
with the ideological underpinnings of Soviet modernity has led researchers to 
underestimate the extent to which the managerial and organizational aspects 
of modernization processes in the Soviet Union were comparable to those in 
the capitalist West, as evident for instance in the studies of regional healthcare 
development in this issue.

Regarding Soviet modernity in the periphery, the existing literature’s central 
concern has been its encounter with the population’s ethno-linguistic diversity. 
For Terry Martin, Soviet policies in the national republics aimed to fulfil the 
cultural aspirations of non-Russians in order to depoliticize them. However, the 
constant national classification required for such nationality-based “affirmative 
action” ended up reifying those exact cultural differences that the Soviet 
modernization project had meant to eventually overcome (hence Martin’s 
insistence on the “neo-traditional” results of the Soviet project).13 Francine Hirsch 
has advanced a different interpretation, proposing that the national categorization 
of populations was meant to lead to a process of “double assimilation,” whereby 
individuals would first become part of a pre-defined nationality, which would 
later be dissolved in a unitary Soviet one. Hirsch thus implies that the Bolsheviks 
had a clear timeline planned for the integration of non-Russians into a future 
supra-national modernity.14 A third important account that explores how Soviet 
modernity was brought to bear on ethnically diverse hinterlands is Kate Brown’s 
portrayal of the Sovietization of the Polissia region in Northern Ukraine. Brown 
tells the compelling story of an essentially weak state attempting to drag its 
borderlands into modernity by applying the “generalizing, standardizing efforts 
of modern governance.” Through this process, national categories were imposed 
from above “in a colonial pattern,” including both persuasion and violence, “to 
replace localized identities and cultural complexities.”15 Given the co-existence of 
colonial governance and cultural homogenization, recent historiography tends to 
argue that the Soviet Union was “neither an empire nor a unitary state but had 
features of both.”16 The Soviet regime is thus viewed as a modernizing multi-ethnic 
state, or, in Adeeb Khalid’s words, a “different kind of modern polity, the activist, 
interventionist, mobilizational state that seeks to sculpt its citizenry in an ideal 
image.”17 
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However, Brown’s book also reminds us – as do several contributions to this 
issue – that while ethnicity very much mattered to Soviet administrators, it did not 
determine all of their policies, nor did it pre-determine the actions and opinions of 
local populations. In many Soviet peripheries, the communist state continued and 
completed processes of administrative integration and technocratic regularization 
that had been set into motion in the late-imperial period.18 Indeed, the more 
closely one examines the workings of the Soviet administration in the provinces, 
the more Bolshevik ideology seems to vanish behind the everyday worries of 
administrating an underdeveloped periphery. Nevertheless, it remains contested 
how relevant these kinds of technical modernization actually were to the more 
outlying peripheries, particularly the Asian territories of the Soviet state. In a very 
recent intervention, Botakoz Kassymbekova and Aminat Chokobaeva vigorously 
reject the modernization paradigm: It has, they argue, led researchers of the Soviet 
Union to focus on “soft-line” policies relating to culture and identity formation and 
to neglect the top-down nature of the regime. For Kassymbekova and Chokobaeva, 
modernization and development are political claims that obscure the violence 
of governmental practices on the ground and are thus unsuitable as categories 
of analysis. Accounts of Soviet modernity in Central Asia, they argue, often just 
reproduce Eurocentric assumptions by ascribing progress to Soviet policies and 
assigning blame for violence to local communist cadres or ideological abstractions 

If our issue still makes reference to the framework of “Soviet modernity,” it is 
because modernization was doubtless an aspiration of the various protagonists 
analyzed in the articles – if not always the outcome of their projects. Each article 
describes an attempt at bringing peripheral Soviet society into a supposedly 
more rational and orderly state, whether through categorization of the 
population, the professionalization of medical services, promoting secularism, 
or the institutionalization of scholarship. Our contributors highlight how the 
socioeconomic project of Soviet modernity emanated from elites with a connection 
to the center, whether represented by Russian medics in Tuva, microbiologists in 
Tbilissi, or demographers in Volhynia. The issue therefore looks to problematize 
the implementation of the Soviet leadership’s declared modernizing intentions 
within their country’s less developed regions. When read together, the articles 
provide a valuable contribution to the ongoing scholarly debate on the nature 
of Soviet modernity and offer a new angle for understanding center-periphery 
relations in the Soviet context.

One of the key themes the issue wishes to enhance is that of continuity 
across 1917. To this end, each article provides a framework for understanding 
the trajectory of modernity on both sides of the revolutionary divide, linking 
pre- and post-revolutionary Russia. Bolshevik ideology and propaganda were 
centered around the idea of a definitive break with the imperial past. The regime’s 
adherence to homogenizing modern values was meant to mark a radical departure 
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from Tsarist practices of social segregation, unbridgeable distinctions between 
the Empire’s social “estates” (sosloviya), the perpetual backwardness of remoter 
regions, and the system of privileges based on belonging to an “official” nationality 
or religious community. Instead, the Bolsheviks – at least in theory – embraced 
the modernizing ideology of Marxism and set out to create a new society based on 
universalistic principles whereby each citizen would be treated equally. 

The authors in this volume challenge these Bolshevik propaganda slogans 
and highlight numerous instances of continuity between the late-imperial period 
and the interwar decades. The pre-revolutionary context provided a necessary 
foundation for the Soviet modernization process, either in terms of educated 
specialists and infrastructure, or knowledge and practices that were in short supply 
after the October revolution. As such, the Bolsheviks did not come to destroy the 
old order and build “the new world.” Instead, they often appropriated and made use 
of previous practices and networks, which were particularly valuable in the early 
post-revolutionary years. In relation to the mass provision of modern healthcare, 
for instance, Andrey Zamoisky and Vsevolod Bashkuev convincingly show that 
the Bolsheviks were faced with problems such as insufficient infrastructure, poor 
facilities, and popular ignorance concerning health and hygiene, a prominent 
feature of pre-revolutionary society that had been further exacerbated by the 
First World War. Most importantly, due to chronic shortages of medical personnel, 
especially in the countryside and remote peripheries, the Soviet leaders had no 
other choice than turn to pre-revolutionary specialists and medical experts.

The Soviet political project was founded on the ambition to create a new 
harmonious society predicated on rational and scientific principles. In this regard, 
Timothy Blauvelt examines the case of the Georgian microbiologist Giorgi Eliava 
and his Institute of Bacteriophages in Tbilisi, which endeavored to provide a 
foundation for modern mass healthcare. Although initially supported by the state, 
Eliava’s status and success set him in conflict with the increasingly influential secret 
police, eventually leading to his arrest and execution. Blauvelt’s nuanced study 
of a nascent field research illustrates the limitations that informal connections, 
personalized networks, and clientelistic relationships of obligation imposed on the 
Soviet leadership’s modern aspirations. Such traditionalist features also infiltrated 
Soviet-sponsored healthcare in the remote Tuvinian People’s Republic (TPR), a 
semi-independent Soviet protectorate bordering Mongolia that existed from 1921 
to 1944. Bashkuev shows how informal connections and personal intrigues amidst 
the republic’s meagre medical community undermined Soviet endeavors to make 
medical assistance available to all.

These same limitations also become apparent where the Bolshevik approach 
to social structure was concerned. Class and nationality – two of the founding 
principles of Soviet society – came to replace the rigid imperial social hierarchy.19 
By devising the category of nationality (natsional’nost’), the Bolsheviks not only 
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rejected the hereditary and immutable nature of language, religion, or social 
status, but also declared the primacy of subjective national self-consciousness, 
whereby each individual could freely decide on the national category to which they 
felt most affiliated. Olena Palko and Bozhena Kozakevych expose the limitations 
of these modern aspirations when applied to mixed and ethnically ambivalent 
communities in Russia’s western provinces. Doubtless a few people did make use 
of provisions within the census to individually define their nationality: Kozakevych 
posits that this was especially the case of the Jewish population, who occasionally 
opted to register as Ukrainians or Russians to avoid any future discrimination on 
anti-Semitic grounds. However, ethnic categories were still habitually ascribed 
from above in line with the state’s administrative and economic concerns. Both 
authors concur in their support of Martin’s argument, according to which the Soviet 
strategy of ethnic stratification and labelling turned the impersonal category of 
nationality into a “valuable form of social capital,” ascribing statuses comparable 
to the traditional estate (sosloviye) divisions.20 As such, the Soviet category of 
“nationality” continued the processes of perpetual social segregation that had 
been in place since imperial times, albeit on ethnic rather than social grounds.

No less important was the Soviet desire to overcome the legacy of imperial 
colonial practices, which had resulted in economic and social backwardness 
and a considerable degree of animosity in ethnically mixed peripheries. Soviet 
ideologists and propagandists established a dichotomy between the Russian 
Empire’s colonialism and the Union’s purported anti-colonialism. However, 
were Soviet practices that different to imperial ones where the extension of 
state power was concerned? In this collection, the TPR offers the best example of 
Soviet colonizing endeavors. In its dealings with the Tuvinian people, the Soviet 
leadership used medicine as a “soft power” tool to transmit Soviet ideology and 
convert locals to the socialist cause. Iryna Pupurs’s discussion of Soviet Kyrgyzstan 
presents a similar observation. In this particular periphery, Soviet leaders managed 
to embed themselves within Kyrgyz society, gradually transforming the traditional 
lifestyle from within through the use of familiar elements of nomadic life. While the 
early Soviet Union largely eschewed violence as a means of territorial expansion, 
its colonizing aspirations were no less concerted than those of its imperial 
predecessors.

The case studies covered in this issue support the view that Soviet modernity 
was a state-driven process. In the context of a vast, economically underdeveloped 
and socially backward periphery, the success of Soviet modernizing intentions 
hinged on unprecedented levels of state intervention. Indeed, the state controlled 
not only the mechanisms of modernization, but also its extent, deciding which 
social and ethnic groups could benefit from its achievements, and which would 
be excluded in their entirety. In this regard, laboring populations were seen 
as the primary benefactors of Soviet policy. This was especially the case for the 
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peasantry, as Zamoisky argues. The promise of political rights and benefits on a 
scale previously unseen was meant to overcome latent rural resistance, as well as 
ensure a stable future influx of workers into the urban labor force. Yet in practice, 
at least during the early 1920s, the Bolsheviks possessed very limited resources 
to fulfil their promises, thus failing to utilize rural healthcare as a tool of political 
control. The primacy of state interests also meant that no modernizing objective 
could contradict the ideological purity of a “class-less” Soviet society. Thus, the 
modernization process could not be championed by individuals of “untrustworthy” 
social origin, regardless of their qualifications or professional experience. Such 
was the case among the medical expeditions to the TPR, or the Institute of 
Bacteriophages in Tbilisi, where professionals were often refused leading positions 
due to links to the pre-revolutionary intelligentsia. Overall, universal modernizing 
values could only be promoted inasmuch as they did not challenge the security of 
the newly established state. To this end, entire social groups viewed as dangerous 
to the stability of the Soviet state would be labelled as counter-revolutionary and 
excluded from society, as in the case of the Soviet Poles.

Focusing on the primacy of the state in the modernizing process implies a certain 
chronology: the stronger the state was, the greater its capacity for intervention in 
the process of economic and social transformation. Indeed, throughout the 1920s, 
the tempo of modernization (or sovietization, which was often used as a synonym) 
of Soviet society increased tremendously. As the state grew more powerful, it came 
to replace other agents and mechanisms of modernization, making the entire 
process an exclusively state-run and state-controlled endeavor. Kozakevych and 
Blauvelt’s respective assessments of the transformation of Jewish life in Soviet 
Berdychiv and the fate of the Bacteriophage Institute in Tiflis, attest to this gradual 
political consolidation. When addressing the population, the Soviet government 
wanted to present itself as the only agent of change. This image of linear progress is 
reflected in the travelogues written during the Ukrainian expedition to Central Asia 
and analyzed in Pupurs’ article. Composed in the early 1930s, these propaganda 
accounts attributed the region’s development to the growing presence of the state 
in all spheres of public and private life. 

At the same time, other articles in this issue seek to challenge this conventional, 
linear periodization of Soviet history, according to which the years 1928 and 1929 
marked a victorious turning-point in the development of the Soviet hegemonic 
state. Bashkuev demonstrates that the challenges to public healthcare in the TPR 
after 1928 were not dissimilar to those that Soviet Belarus experienced in the 
first years after the revolution, as discussed by Zamoisky. Even in the early 1930s, 
Bashkuev maintains, the position of the Soviet state in this semi-independent 
periphery remained weak, forcing the state to incorporate pre-revolutionary 
practices, facilities, and experts. In a similar vein, Palko’s article examines the 
prerequisites of the Soviet minorities policy, arguing that ethnic heterogeneity 
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remained a feature of society well into the 1930s.21

While modernization projects in the periphery depended on the acquiescence 
of the central government, local actors played key roles. As this issue demonstrates, 
it was often specialists from the periphery who lobbied, devised, and implemented 
practices which were later appropriated by the center. Blauvelt presents a 
particularly interesting case, demonstrating that the Georgian capital was set 
to become a center of Soviet biological research, on par with other European 
scientific institutions. Meanwhile, the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic played a 
pioneering role as a testing ground for minorities policies that were subsequently 
implemented Union-wide. It was here that an innovative administrative reform 
first provided each national minority with the possibility of self-rule within a 
linguistically homogeneous national territory. Nevertheless, the center accepted 
the leading role of the periphery only to the extent that developments there did 
not contravene its centralizing and homogenizing intentions, as is evident from 
the reinforced position of the secret services network across the peripheries from 
the early 1930s. 

Each of the articles in this issue therefore represents a challenge to an 
established perspective, according to which a “highly-developed” center undertook 
an “enlightening mission” towards the underdeveloped periphery, bringing its 
people “from backwardness towards civilization.” The Russians assume a top 
position in this imagined scale of progress, with the non-Russian populations 
of Eastern Europe placed in the middle of the hierarchy, while the indigenous 
communities of the Soviet East are positioned at the very bottom. The imperial 
legacy of discrimination and linguistic russification had long helped preserve 
the historically dominant role of Russians throughout the empire. Yet, were 
Russian (and more generally, European) settlers in Central Asia more “modern” 
than indigenous populations? The sources analyzed in Pupurs and Bashkuev’s 
contributions to this volume challenge this Eurocentric assumption, prevalent 
among Soviet administrators. Both note that despite the privileged position these 
communities came to enjoy as representatives of a colonizing power in the region, 
emissaries from the Soviet center found that their personal hygiene, the upkeep of 
their households, and their skills often lagged far behind those of local populations.

The contributors also point to the relative nature of center-periphery dynamics 
within the Soviet Union. In the travelogues analyzed by Pupurs, the “Orient” 
is presented as an exotic mirror in contrast to the “modern civilization” of the 
West, as represented by Ukrainian members of the expedition to the Tian Shan 
mountains. Such accounts tended to emulate the same orientalist stereotypes and 
conceptualizations of Asiatic cultures that had previously been used to define and 
legitimize Russian imperialism. Thus, Ukrainian settlers and visitors appeared 
as representatives of metropolitan Soviet culture in remote areas of Kyrgyzstan. 
However, from Moscow’s perspective, the same Ukrainian travel writers were 

Editorial



Euxeinos, Vol. 12, No. 34/ 2022 11

also cultural agents of a smaller nationality – a constellation that raises important 
questions about Ukrainians’ implication in the colonization of others both in the 
imperial and later Soviet context. This dual role played by populations from the 
Soviet Union’s western peripheries also becomes visible elsewhere: Belarusian 
villagers or the Jews and Poles of Soviet Ukraine were the objects of top-down 
Soviet modernization attempts, but in the TPR, doctors of Armenian, Latvian, 
and Jewish origin worked alongside their Russian colleagues in a venture that 
reflected the colonial and geopolitical aspirations of the Soviet Union in Asia. 
The involvement of certain populations as both purveyors and recipients of 
Soviet state-driven modernization efforts is reminiscent of what Kate Brown has 
described as “colonialism in one country.” And yet, while a detailed discussion of 
the Soviet Union’s colonial nature is beyond the scope of this single issue, the very 
diversity of peripheral experiences described in its contributing articles challenges 
the coherence of this all-Union perspective.22

Overall, the six papers convincingly show that the reverse perspective on Soviet 
modernity – the modernizing strategies read from the peripheries – enhances 
our understanding of the Soviet regime and its mechanisms. Developments in 
the Soviet periphery were never completely detached from events in the center. 
However, the periphery still remains an ideal vantage point from which to challenge 
conventional approaches to Soviet history as a linear and well-devised progression 
towards a strong homogenizing entity.
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Constructing Identities, Ascribing Nationalities: 
The Polish Minority in Ukraine During Late-
imperial and Early-Soviet Rule
by Olena Palko1

This article investigates underlying state intentions behind the counting and 
standardizing minority populations in view of the dire need to modernize the 
country. It takes a close look at the statistics regarding the Polish minority 
provided by the 1897 Imperial and 1926 Soviet censuses to understand how, 
within a span of only thirty years, the abstract figures of language, religion, 
and social status came to represent rigidly ascribed and hereditary national 
categories. The article also explores how the category of “nationality” was 
understood and how its meaning, political, and economic significance changed 
in the decades between these two censuses.
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identity
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As a result of the three partitions of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 
the late eighteenth century, the Russian Empire acquired vast territorial holdings 
between the Bug and Dnieper rivers. The Western Region, known in Polish 
historiography as Ziemie Zabrane (“taken lands”) or more frequently zabór rosyjski 
(Russian partition), consisted of two administrative units — the Northwestern 
region, encompassing the present-day territory of Lithuania and western Belarus, 
and the Southwestern region, comprising the three General Governorates of Kyiv, 
Podolia and Volhynia and corresponding to present-day right-bank Ukraine. The 
Western provinces were home to a large segment of educated Polish nobility 
who remained loyal to their vanished state. Indeed, throughout the second half 
of the nineteenth century, Polish nobles continued to assert cultural and political 
dominance over this area, often seeking support from among the local Ukrainian 
and Belarusian populations. Consequently, this strong Polish national and 
separatist movement remained a root cause for the continuous political “headache” 
that plagued the local authorities. Their desire to restore their state manifested in 
two major Polish Uprisings of 1830–31 and 1863–64, spreading throughout the 
western provinces and engaging many locals across ethnic and confessional lines. 
The popular tactics to cope with the belligerent Poles was land expropriation and 
redistribution, as well as assimilation and russification, combined with occasional 
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support for weaker national movements, especially those of Lithuanians, 
Belarusians, and Ukrainians.2

Distrust of Poles remained high during the early Soviet decades. This sentiment 
was particularly obvious in Soviet Ukraine, where the Polish minority was perceived 
as a permanent security concern, especially given the support they had offered 
to their kin state during the Second Polish Republic’s brief military occupation in 
1920.3 Although the number of Poles in the territory was significantly reduced as 
a result of the new territorial arrangements agreed at Paris in 1919, and through 
the subsequent 1921 Treaty of Riga, fears of Polish subversion had only increased 
by the end of the 1920s. Unlike their predecessors, however, the Soviet leadership 
did not try to suppress Polish culture. Instead, the new government promoted 
ethnic self-identification among its ethnically diverse population, guaranteeing 
national rights and freedoms. Nevertheless, the need to grapple with this ongoing 
security dilemma, this article argues, was not the only reason why the Bolsheviks 
attempted to mobilize different national populations. Various minorities were 
to play an equal part in the process of constructing Soviet socialism and the 
country’s modernization. Yet, the process of modernizing these backward regions, 
necessitated a need to standardize and order their populations via the filter of 
national categories.4 The Soviet strategy of ethnic proliferation was therefore an 
important constituent for building socialism, synonymous for modernization, in 
Soviet parlance.5

This article is based on a close interrogation and comparison of the quantitative 
data gathered by state ethnographers, as well as statisticians and demographers, 
during the first Imperial (1897) and Soviet (1926) censuses relating to the Polish 
population residing on the territory of the present-day right-bank Ukraine, 
especially the Podolia and Volhynia gubernii. In terms of geographical parameters, 
the Podolia guberniya had been created in 1793 through the merging of lands 
seized by Russia following the second partition of Poland; its administrative center 
was situated in Kamianets-Podilskyi,but was moved to Vinnytsia in 1914. The 
Volhynia guberniya was established in 1796, encompassing territories acquired 
after the third partition. These included today’s Rivne, Volhynia, and Zhytomyr 
oblasti as well as the northern parts of Ternopil and Khmelnytskyi oblasti. Since 
1804, the city of Zhytomyr was the seat of the Volhynia Governor-General.

This article also intends to demonstrate how the process of enumerating the 
number of Poles residing in Russia’s western reaches was not a matter of science, 
but of politics. Overall, seeking to establish the total number of subjects served 
multiple objectives. An accurate, or reasonably accurate, census could help 
unify a particular space, turning heterogeneous populations into neatly defined 
categories. Statistical data also provided the authorities with the means to 
evaluate, conceptualize, transform, and control this diversity of inhabitants. On the 
other hand, censuses help shape a sense of identity among those being counted by 
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making them think and ascertain themselves in terms of these strictly defined and 
limited categories. Therefore, regardless of claims of objectivity, as David W. Darrow 
points out, census taking is a political act, inextricably linked to questions of power 
and identity.6 Fundamentally, it is the state’s interests that gain pre-eminence in 
the process of gathering, processing, and interpreting statistical data. As the Soviet 
strategy of positive discrimination came to replace the imperial ethnic bias, the 
tendency to magnify the number of Poles in the Soviet-Polish borderland outpaced 
the authorities’ propensity to reduce it.

With this in mind, the article seeks to examine a range of questions concerning 
how the category of “nationality” was conceptualized by imperial and Soviet 
ethnographers, statisticians, and demographers, and how those externally defined, 
and rigidly ascribed, ethnic identities were subsequently instrumentalized by the 
authorities. It also builds on previous examinations of the census’ political role 
highlighted by Benedict Anderson, as well as its application to the imperial Russian 
and Soviet context, previously explored by Darrow, Juliette Cadiot, and Francine 
Hirsch.7 However, instead of scrutinizing “nationality” as a census category, the 
article aims to investigate how those rigid forms of division corresponded to 
realities on the ground. The first part mostly accounts for the imperial interests 
in enumerating Poles in the western provinces and considers, based on existing 
ethnographic reports and census data, how those state interests impacted upon 
demographic statistics. 

The second part scrutinizes the primary archival sources available for these 
Polish communities in the west of Soviet Ukraine to understand the motives 
behind national categorization, as well as how these communities responded to 
the state’s actions. In my analysis, I have decided to limit my focus to the statistical 
data provided by the 1897 and 1926 censuses only since it allows the best means 
for evaluating the dynamic of demographical changes and trace the evolution of 
political interests across the 1917 divide. The present analysis of these processes 
of constructing Polish “identity”’ during the late imperial and early Soviet decades 
also contributes to the recent historiography on the “Polish question,” state 
conceptualizations of national differences, and the role of scientific knowledge 
in organizing populations. At the same time, the comparative nature of this 
analysis highlights important continuities between the imperial and early Soviet 
approaches to ordering different national and ethnic groups, illustrating how the 
state interest took prevalence over declared modernizing intentions. 

The Polish Language, the Catholic Faith, and the Noble Estate: Defining 
“Rebellious” Poles in the Russian Empire 

The Russian Empire was the principal beneficiary of Poland’s historic partitions. 
More than 60% of the former Commonwealth’s constituent territories, and nearly 
half of its 14 million-strong population, were incorporated within the empire’s 
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“recovered territories.” According to the 1886 “Alphabetical list of peoples (narody) 
living in the Russian Empire,” some 6 million Poles were living under the Tsar’s rule, 
most of whom resided in right-bank Ukraine, their homelands having been seized 
in the 1793 partition, and the Vistula land (Kraj Nadwiślański) encompassing the 
territories of the former Kingdom of Poland (or Congress Poland) to the immediate 
west.8 Throughout the long nineteenth century, two processes concurred in the 
former Polish lands: the more the authorities wished to centralized the empire’s 
western provinces, the more their actions continued to provoke grassroots 
resistance. Already in 1819, Tsar Alexander I had moved to abolish freedom of the 
press and impose draconian censorship laws in the semi-autonomous Kingdom of 
Poland. In 1829, Nicholas I, the future “gendarme of Europe,” formally abandoned 
his oath to abide by the Kingdom’s constitution, introduced by his predecessor, 
proceeding to instead implement various assimilation policies. These measures 
precipitated the disastrous November Uprising of 1830–31, resulting in Poland 
losing its semi-independence and being forced into even closer political integration 
with the rest of the empire. This was later followed by the January Uprising of 
1863–64, the defeat of which only further accelerated the integration of the former 
Commonwealth’s territories. Regarded as the least loyal of the Romanovs’ subjects, 
Poles were subjected to constant assimilation that took the form of russification, 
a continual loss of privileges, and forced conversion to Orthodoxy.9 Consequently, 
ethnic distinctions within the Kingdom of Poland became increasingly blurred, 
making self-determination based on one’s national or ethnic background ever-
more difficult. 

Ethnographic Knowledge
The first attempt at separating national identities in the Russian Empire 

was undertaken by ethnographers, who, as demonstrated by Hirsch, played an 
important role in state-sponsored efforts to promote the empire.10 State interest 
defined the activities of the newly created and officially sponsored Russian Imperial 
Geographical Society (RGO), a learned organization founded in 1845, devoted to 
the study of the lands, peoples, and resources of the Russian Empire. In the words 
of Nathaniel Knight, the RGO, stood “at an awkward juncture between the forces of 
science, empire, and nationality.”11 

During the late 19th century, one of the most important attempts at mobilizing 
ethnographic knowledge for political ends was the ethnographic and statistical 
expedition to the West Russian region (Zapadno-Russkiy kray), organized in 1869–
70 by the RGO. The expedition was headed by the ethnographer Pavlo Chubynskyi, 
who had only recently received permission to return from Arkhangelsk in northern 
Russia, where he had been exiled since 1862 for his “harmful” Ukrainophile 
activities. The government sponsored this ethnographic study in the hope that it 
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would provide a scientific basis for these western province’s Russian character 
– despite being the last territorial acquisition of the Romanov Empire after the 
partition of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth – and thus rebuff the popular 
view of them as still being “Poland” and its nobility as “Polish.”12

While the  expedition’s stated aim was to chart the ethnic make-up of the 
region, its underlying motive was to negate Polish demographic dominance in 
favor of Little Russians (Orthodox people inhabiting territories of modern-day 
Ukraine who spoke dialects similar to modern-day Ukrainian), and thus enhancing 
Russian superiority.13 With this in mind, Chubynskyi faced a challenge over how 
he and colleagues were to disentangle complex local identities in a region, where 
language, culture, and religion were especially mixed.14 Consequently, the first step 
in his strategy was in seeking to divorce ethnicity and religion, thus providing a 
conceptual difference between “Catholics” and “Poles.”15 Instead, linguistic (defined 
as a “native,” or rodnoy16, language) and ethnographic criteria were prioritized. 
During the expedition, Chubynskyi and his team contrasted existing demographic 
data (with the lack of any historical censuses requiring them to turn to parish 
books) with their own observations of the characteristic elements of everyday 
life, local customs, and habits among mixed populations in the Kyiv, Volhynia, and 
Podolia gubernii. This survey also encompassed parts of Minsk, Grodno, Lublin, 
Sedlets provinces, and Bessarabia.17

Based on his analysis, Chubynskyi asserted that an adherence to Roman 
Catholicism did not determine Polish ethnicity. According to the church registers, 
389,100 individuals in the region were recorded as Catholics. The question, 
however, was how many of these Catholics could actually be categorized as ethnic 
Poles. Within the study itself, “Poles” were defined not only as a national group 
(narodnost’), but a religious denomination (veroispovedaniye) and social estate 
(sosloviye): bourgeoisie and nobility.18 Thus the “true” number of Poles in the 
southwestern Ukrainian provinces could only be calculated by cross-referencing 
these three components. For Chubynskyi, only Catholic dvoryane (nobles or 
szlachta, in Polish), who had preserved their language and byt (national “being” 
or “essence”), could automatically be regarded as Poles. The wider Catholic 
population, he claimed, were indistinguishable in everyday customs and habits 
from their Orthodox (“Little Russian”) fellows. This was especially true among 
poorer segments of the population, most notably the peasantry. This observation 
of byt, customs, and religious rites subsequently allowed Chubynskyi to estimate 
the exact number of Poles in the region: out of 389,100 Roman Catholics, only 
91,996 met his criteria of being Poles (for his specific calculations, see Table 1). 

These interventions resulted in a significant increase in the number of Little 
Russians (termed malorosy in the study). Chubynskyi’s conclusions were both 
necessary and desirable for the authorities — among the total Catholic population 
of the West Russian region, Poles constituted a minority of only 25%; with the 
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remaining 75% of the Catholic population officially regarded as Little Russians.19

Interpreting the 1897 Census
These hybrid identities and intertwined notions of ethnic and cultural belonging 

presented a major challenge to the imperial demographers, especially in view 
of the first census, which had been organized by the Ministry of Interior with 
both scientific and administrative concerns.20 Guided by the belief that imperial 
subjects had little awareness of their national identity, the officials tasked with 
putting together the 1897 census questionnaire decided not to include a direct 
question on nationality. Instead, the ethnic make-up of the empire was defined 
by a combination of questions relating to native language (rodnoy yazyk), religion 
(veroispovedaniye), and social estate (sosloviye). Alongside these, respondents 
were also asked to respond to questions about civic status and occupation, literacy, 
and mental and physical impairments.

Nevertheless, as a close examination of the data gathered by experts studying 
the Polish population in the southwestern provinces illustrates, the context of a 
centralized and authoritarian empire made any objective criteria for nationality, 
such as language or national belonging, impracticable. In the absence of a clearly 
defined category for nationality, any data obtained was open to easy manipulation, 
error, and abuse; those recording the results, aware of the various political 
necessities underpinning their work, were ultimately granted exclusive power 
over defining who belonged to which nationality.21 

From the outset, it was recognized that language remained the most useful 
criterion for obtaining data on nationality. However, translating any data on 
language into evidence of an inherent sense of national identity was far from 
straightforward, with the category of “native language” (rodnoy yazyk) itself 
allowing substantial room for interpretation. Indeed, the instructions issued to 
registrars even stipulated that each respondent could freely define their native 
language, thus permitting them to indicate either their mother tongue, or the 
language they used most often in their day-to-day life, but not both. Therefore, 
Cadiot maintains, the census recorded a sense of “belonging to a particular 
language, hence culture,” and not the kinship, as projected by the organizers.22 

According to the 1897 census, 7,931,307 people throughout the empire chose 
Polish as their “native language”. At the same time, the total population of the 
former Kingdom of Poland alone accounted for 9,442,590.23 The disproportionate 
number of self-reported Polish speakers could only partly be attributed to the 
design of the census categories. It must be noted, however, that in this Polish-
Ukrainian borderland, local vernaculars often blend, and the language people 
spoke, although distinct, had become very similar. This was an expected outcome 
of systematic administrative and linguistic russification (obruseniye) in the empire 
that had been operating under the three-pronged ideology of so-called “Official 
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Nationality,” comprising “Orthodoxy, Autocracy and Nationality” (pravoslaviye, 
samoderzhaviye, narodnost’).24 Nevertheless, the Polish language survived since, as 
Theodor Weeks argues, the Russian administration in the region was unconcerned 
about the languages people spoke at home, as long as these non-Russian elements 
did not resist the hegemony of Russian culture.25 

Given the state’s widespread implementation of assimilationist policies, the 
responses on language needed to be cross-referenced with those on religion, 
deemed a more durable ethnic marker. Moreover, within the Russian Empire there 
was even an officially acknowledged delineation between confessional registration 
and nationality. For instance, the 1903 instruction to the Governor of Vilna suggested 
the following equivalents used to reconstitute national composition: Orthodox 
were Russians, Catholics were Poles or Lithuanians, Protestants were Germans, 
and Iudeii were Jews.26 These equivalents held since the official registration of 
religion, up until the twentieth century, was regarded as hereditary. Changing 
confessions, although bolstered by an edict on freedom of consciousness (svoboda 
sovesti) issued by Tsar Nicholas II’s government as an emergency response to the 
1905 Russian Revolution, remained a strictly regulated, and generally discouraged 
process. Still, Orthodoxy continued to enjoy the advantageous position as the 
recognized state religion, meaning that those seeking governmental jobs or 
promotion opportunities were compelled to convert. As far as statistics was 
concerned, “moving from one religion or faith to another is most often followed 
by the loss of nationality.”27 Consequently, rising numbers of Orthodox converts 
were likewise increasing the number of Russians recorded in the official statistical 
registers.

According to the census results, Roman Catholics numbered 11,467,994 
people, constituting 9.13% of the empire’s total population. Based on the above-
cited equation, apart from Poles, Lithuanians also belonged to the Catholic rite. 
However, even the combined number of Polish and Lithuanian (termed Aukštaitian 
in the census) speakers still only totaled 9,141,817 individuals, leaving more than 
two million Roman Catholics as uncategorized. Large number of these “left-outs” 
were those Catholics who spoke local Ukrainian and Belarusian dialects, and who 
had converted to Catholicism at some point during the centuries-long Polish rule. 
In the case of Podolia and Volhynia gubernii alone, as accounted for by Chubynskyi, 
that number stood at around 300,000.

There was yet another religious community that complicated the interpretation 
of the data on religion gathered in 1897: the Uniates. The Uniate Church, or Greek 
Catholic Church, had been established under the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
through the 1596 Union of Brest; it retained the Orthodox rite but accepted the 
authority of the Catholic Pope. Following the Commonwealth’s partition, more 
than three million Belarusian and Ukrainian Uniate believers were incorporated 
into the Russian Empire. The imperial government had treated the Uniate Church 
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with utmost hostility, forcing its “return” to the Orthodox faith and subsequent 
“reunion” with the Russian Orthodox Church. The “Act of Reunion” was signed in 
1839, formally severing all historical contacts between the Uniates and the Holy 
See in Rome. This Act was further extended to the Kingdom of Poland after the 
1863 uprising, in which the majority of Uniates had supported the Catholics and 
Polish szlachta against the Russians. In 1875, the Union of Brest was annulled, 
prompting a wave of mass conversions to Eastern Orthodoxy.28 

Uniates did not feature in the 1864 Atlas of the Population of the West-Russian 
Region According to Their Faith, compiled by the Imperial Russian general, 
cartographer, ethnographer, journalist, and RGO member, Aleksandr Rittikh.29 
However, the denomination was referenced as one of the confessional affiliations 
of Belarusians in the 1886 Alphabetical List of Peoples. Of particular note was the 
manner in which the list labelled Belarusians (belarusy) as “a variety (raznovidnost’) 
of the Russians,” which could be Orthodox, Catholic or Uniate, whereas Little 
Russians (malorosy) were seen as one of “the main tribal modifications of the 
Russian people (plemennoye vidoizmeneniye russkogo naroda),” hence Orthodox 
only. Unsurprisingly, the 1897 census did not include Uniates, with those believers 
often registered as either Catholics or Orthodox, regardless of whether they were 
Ukrainian or Belarusian speakers.

The absence of a statistical category did not amount to the Uniate faith being 
erased, however. Weeks cites the case of Sedlets province, where the acting governor 
complained in 1876 that out of 136,215 “Russians”, some 20,000 considered 
themselves Catholics. These “confused souls” were former Uniates, who preferred 
to attend Catholic mass, as well as have their children baptized by Catholic priests.30 
On the other hand, in view of the imperial government’s assimilationist policies, 
as tallied by Bohdan Bociurkiw, “some 200,000 ‘reunited’ believers in the Kholm-
Podlachia region opted for Roman Catholicism and, inevitably, Polonization.”31

In their search to establish what constituted an individual’s “true” nationality, 
the statisticians and demographers who compiled the census also introduced the 
notion of estate (sosloviye), or social status, into the equation.32 Indeed, in the 
centuries leading up to the survey, social status had often been directly defined 
by one’s nationality. Such overgeneralizations had even resulted in numerous 
pogroms in the region. Socio-economic tensions had long been at heart of ethnic 
violence, which had seen poorer Ukrainians rising up against their Polish landlords 
and Jewish arrendars (leaseholders), such as during the Cossack raids on Jewish 
settlements in the seventeenth century, or the bloody uprising of summer 1768, 
known as Koliivshchyna.33 Poles, as seen from Chubynskyi’s ethnographic study, 
were mostly associated with the upper classes, primarily the szlachta, since those 
of lower social standing were more likely to assimilate. However, the ingrained 
rigidity of the imperial Russian social system had been somewhat shaken by the 
Great Reforms of the 1860s - notably the formal abolition of serfdom in 1861 - 
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which had permitted a greater degree of social mobility, thus leading to a gradual 
transformation of the traditional sosloviya into modern classes. Such a move would 
eventually make any correlation between one’s social status and ethnic belonging 
obsolete. Nevertheless, even at the beginning of the twentieth century, Gregory L. 
Freeze claims that most of Imperial Russian society continued to emphasize the 
estate as their primary reference group, while many others referred to their ethnic 
background, occupation, or property ownership as basis for their social identity.34 

Poles in Volhynia and Podolia Gubernii
Looking at the census data at the level of particular guberniya allows for a 

more nuanced understanding of the complexities faced by statisticians when 
using individuals’ census questionnaires to establish their “nationality,” as well as 
frequent manipulations by officials on the ground, especially in relation to Polish 
communities in the empire’s western provinces.35 In Volhynia guberniya, the census 
recorded 184,161 individuals, or 6.16% of the total population, who answered 
“Polish” to the question of their native language. The data also reported that the 
number of Roman Catholics stood at 298,110, or 9.9%. In Podolia guberniya, there 
were 69,156, or 2.3%, Polish speakers against 262,738, or 8.7%, Roman Catholics.

A closer look at the data on religious affiliation also reveals some other interesting 
features (for Volhynia, see Table 3, and for Podolia Table 4). In Podolia, against the 
expectations of the demographers, many Ukrainian speakers identified as Roman 
Catholics, 191,127 or 7.8% of the total populace. The share of Ukrainian-speaking 
Catholics was also significant in Volhynia (105,749 or 5.1% of the population) and 
Kyiv guberniya (33,600 or 1.2%). The census also revealed that the greatest share 
of Ukrainian Roman Catholics resided in Proskuriv (20,7%), Letychiv (13.2%), 
Ushytsia (12.8%), Novohrad-Volynskyi (10.3%) and Zhytomyr (10.4%) districts. 
Conversely, Polish speakers were found among Orthodox Christians, (1,451 
recorded in Volhynia and 625 in Podolia), Protestants and Iudei.

Similarly, the statistical data for these two provinces disproved the stated link 
between the language (read: “nationality”) and the social status of the respondents, 
with the biggest share of Polish-speakers registered from among both urban 
and rural dwellers (see Table 4). At this stage, one could refer to Chubynskyi’s 
ethnographic methodology to estimate how many of these Roman Catholics (and 
Polish speakers) viewed themselves as possessing a distinct form of national 
identity (demonstrated through their byt and customs) (see Table 5). By applying 
this approach, the nobility (those “Poles by definition,” as specified by Chubynskyi) 
were always minority, albeit a significant one, representing 11% in Volhynia and 
23.5% in Podolia. Instead, urban commoners (meshchane), single homesteaders 
(odnodvortsy), and rural dwellers (krestyane) did not possess, or rather, had not 
expressed, a distinct national identity. Hence, out of the total number of the Polish 



Euxeinos, Vol. 12, No. 34/ 2022 24

Olena Palko

speakers across all sosloviya in Volhynia guberniya (184,161), only 33,907 (nobility 
and foreign subjects), or 18.4% could be regarded as “conscious” Poles.36

Despite the deliberate efforts of imperial statisticians and demographers, the 
results of the 1897 census quickly proved to be inapplicable. The modernization 
and urbanization of the Russian Empire had increased individual social mobility, 
thus breaking the restrictive social chains of the estate system. In a similar vein, 
religious categorization became obsolete in view of the “Edict on Religious 
Tolerance” (Ob Ukreplenii Nachal Veroterpimosti) signed by Nicholas II on 17 April 
1905. This removed restrictions on practicing religions other than Orthodoxy, 
ostensibly granting freedom of consciousness to all imperial subjects.37 Most 
importantly, the politicization of everyday life split the local elites along national 
lines. As seen during the revolutionary period of 1905–07, the empire’s long-
simmering national question could no longer be ignored. 

Amidst these events, Imperial Russia’s Poles started to organize themselves. 
Major Polish political parties, such as People’s Democracy (Narodowa Demokracja, 
ND), the Polish Socialist Party (Polska Partia Socjalistyczna, PPS), and the Social 
Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (Socjaldemokracja Królestwa 
Polskiego i Litwy, SDKPiL), were soon established with some of them incorporating 
demands for Poland’s independence into their propaganda. Social upheavals and 
strikes in Łódź and Warsaw involved hundreds of thousands of workers, peasants, 
and students, who, besides social and economic concerns, posed political demands 
– namely, the end to russification and the restoration of Poland’s sovereignty.38 
Besides, former members of the “Russian language group,” others, especially 
Ukrainians, also started to demand recognition as representatives of a separate 
national group.

Nevertheless, prior to the outbreak of the First World War, the urgency of the 
“national” categorization remained a mostly academic concern.39 In 1914, the 
“language of nationality” was instead adopted by internationalists, socialist, and 
nationalists alike. The February Revolution of 1917 further advanced demands for 
self-determination for the various natsional’nost’ (or, depending on the author and 
context, narodnost’ or natsiia).40 However, it was the Bolsheviks who supported, as 
well as often constructed, national identities, institutionalized national differences 
within the former Russian Empire, and made use of these national categories as a 
formative principle in the founding of the new Soviet state.

‘Would a man become a horse if he was born in a stable?’: searching for Poles 
in Soviet Ukraine 

In contrast to 1897, the category of narodnost’ was to become the key 
determinant of the first Soviet census of 1926. Indeed, after the respondent’s 
personal details, this specific detail served as the survey’s very first question.41 As 
explained, narodnost’ meant “tribal origin, that is the belonging of a person to a 
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particular ethnic group.”42 It is important to highlight however, that, unlike in 1897, 
when demographers interpreted the respondents’ national identity based on how 
they had answered questions relating to language, religion, and social status, the 
1926 census was based on subjective self-determination of nationality, with no 
category of religion included in the questionnaire.43 Moreover, the census-taker was 
only permitted to intervene  when the respondent had problems understanding 
a question – replacing narodnost’ with native language, religion, grazhdanstvo 
(citizenship in the pre-revolutionary sense), or residence in a particular locality.44 
Among other questions recorded by registrars were native language, referred to as 
rodnoy yazyk – which could be different to narodnost’; place of birth and residence; 
and literacy, including the respondents specific linguistic repertoire. Respondents 
were invited to provide details regarding, among other things, their mental and 
physical health, occupation and profession, source of income, and family status 
and composition. 

It is worth mentioning that prior to 1926 general census, there were two other 
population surveys that had already featured a separate question on natsional’nost’, 
tautologically defined as “a population group united into a nationally self-conscious 
community.”45 The first of these demographic assessments had taken the form of 
a professional and agricultural census held in 1920. However, this had only been 
conducted on the territory controlled by the Bolsheviks during the Russian Civil 
War that, at the time, excluded Belarus, Transcaucasia, Crimea, Dagestan, the Kirgiz 
and Yakut Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republics, the former empire’s entire Far 
Eastern Territory, as well as a great part of Ukraine and some of Russia’s enclaves 
controlled by other military forces. Furthermore, the survey mainly focused on 
households, with the head of each household permitted to answer questions on 
behalf of all the members.46 The second of these surveys was an all-Union urban 
census conducted in 1923. However, it was the 1926 general population census 
that provided the main basis for studying the national make-up of the Soviet 
Union. For the purposes of this study, the discussion will be limited to the statistics 
regarding the Polish population of Soviet Ukraine, with particular attention placed 
on its western border zones.47

In the period between the two censuses under investigation, the number 
of Poles fell sharply from 7,931,300 Poles (based on language) in 1897 to only 
781,700 (based on a self-defined narodnost’) in 1926 (for comparison, see Tables 
6 and 7). The main reason for such a drastic decrease was the loss of Imperial 
Russia’s former western territories, as a result of the 1919 Paris Peace Conference 
treaties as well as the 1921 Treaty of Riga, which ended the Polish-Soviet War. 
Following these international territorial settlements, as Soviet statisticians 
claimed, 7,399,400 individuals of Polish origin remained on the territories ceded 
to other countries.48 If limited to those individuals who had remained within the 
Soviet borders, the number of self-declared Poles had increased by 68%, however, 
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from 531,900 to 781,700. Furthermore, of the total Polish population, only 46%, or 
362,400, cited Polish as their mother tongue.49

Among its territories, Ukraine was home to almost half of the Soviet Union’s 
Polish population – 476,435 Poles to be precise, constituting 1.64% of the total 
population. The majority of this group remained concentrated in the western 
provinces (okruh) of Soviet Ukraine’s newly reorganized Volhynia, Podolia and 
Kyiv gubernii, which were subsequently split into smaller administrative units after 
1925. Across the region, similar variance between narodnost’ and native language 
were observed: mirroring the situation Union-wide, the number of self-declared 
Poles was far higher than those who actually spoke the Polish language. Moreover, 
in every okruh, many more native speakers resided in urban areas than in the 
countryside where assimilation was a more frequent phenomenon (see Table 8).

The main objective of this section is to understand how the number of “ethnic” 
Poles could rise by 68% in only thirty years, given the fact that so many Poles 
remained on the territory ceded to Poland or had seized the opportunity to 
emigrate from the Soviet territories before it became a practical impossibility.50 
The results of the census were attributed to the success of the Soviet nationalities 
and minorities policies that allowed non-Russian populations, for the first time, to 
freely define their ethnic origin without it being tied to the language of everyday use. 
Could one therefore suggest that this rise was linked to the extreme development 
of Polish national consciousness across much of the region’s population, aptly 
defined by Kate Brown as “no place” – a borderland zone inhabited by a rural, 
poor, largely illiterate population and hardly any potential for either agriculture or 
industry”? 51 Or was it the outcome of a conscious and meticulous effort by Soviet 
bureaucrats and minorities specialists, tasked with organizing the country along 
national lines, who had assisted this once “nationally indifferent” population in 
acquiring a tangible sense of ethnic identity?52 

Motives behind the Promotion of Ethnic Identification
In reaching out to minorities, Soviet leaders were pursuing several objectives. 

The most pressing concern was the need to consolidate Bolshevik rule in the 
former empire’s non-Russian, or more ethnically diverse provinces. The traumatic 
experience of the civil war along the imperial frontiers had brought the question 
of necessary cooperation with local populations to the political fore. Instead of 
alienating, or even annihilating non-Russian elites, the Soviet leadership actively 
sought to gain their trust and turn them into eager contributors to the project 
of building socialism. In terms of “small western minorities,” such as Germans 
or Poles, there was also an urgent need to convince a shift in loyalties, given the 
enthusiastic support such groups had offered to their kin states during the German 
Empire’s occupation of Ukraine in 1918, and the brief Polish military occupation 
in 1920. 
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In order to convert said minorities’ to the cause of Soviet state-building, 
however, the party needed to overcome a century-long legacy of distrust in 
centralized (read, Russian) institutions. As highlighted by Joseph Stalin himself, 
in order to make Soviet power “near and dear to the masses of the border regions 
of Russia,” it was necessary to integrate “all the best local people” into the Soviet 
administration, since “the masses should see that Soviet power and its organs 
are the products of their own efforts, the embodiment of their aspirations.”53 The 
use of native languages was posited as a means of easing the process of political 
socialization. Their sovietization was, in Brown’s words, “the art of persuasion 
via enlightenment.”54 Therefore, native-language clubs, schools, drama circles, 
party cells, youth and women’s groups were quickly established. Alongside this 
other educational institutions, literacy circles, libraries, and periodicals were also 
founded with the stated aim of teaching more heavily assimilated populations 
their historical native languages.

Such initiatives were implemented as a part of the Soviet nationalities policy 
of korenizatsiya, which was launched Union-wide in April 1923. Scholars vary in 
their assessment of the Soviet leadership’s intentions behind the introduction of 
the korenisatsiya policy. Some have defined these early measures as “ethnophilia”55 
or a form of “affirmative action” intended to promote “national minorities” at the 
expense of “national majorities”.56 Others view the policy as indicative of a well-
elaborated strategy for standardizing ethnic diversity and, eventually, unifying 
the population. Hirsch, for example, calls this Soviet approach of seeking to 
transform populations “state sponsored evolutionism.”57 This strategy rested on 
the assumption that the state could intervene in the natural process of national 
development by creating favorable conditions for a quick acquisition of the 
necessary attributes of a nation, or even inventing nationalities in certain cases. 
The long-term goal was to achieve the amalgamation of diverse ethnic groups into 
a unified Soviet people or, as Hirsch opines, “to usher the entire population through 
the Marxist timeline of historical development to transform feudal-era clans and 
tribes into nationalities, and nationalities into socialist-era nations – which, at 
some point in the future, would merge together under communism”.58

Preferential treatment of minorities had broader implications too. The central 
party leadership did not stop treating “western national minorities,” such as 
Poles or Germans, with suspicion, especially given the widespread fear of a Polish 
invasion in the late 1920s.59 These minorities continued to be closely monitored by 
the Soviet secret services, which reported regularly on the influence the Warsaw 
continued to exercise mainly through its diplomatic services and religious leaders 
onto co-nationals in the Soviet Union.60 To prevent minorities from siding with 
their “home” states, the idea behind these state efforts was to reduce national 
discontent, and thereby the potential influence of hostile foreign governments in 
case of a future war. Particular emphasis was placed on poor and middle-income 
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peasants – who constituted the majority of the Polish minority population – who 
had potentially the most to gain from the Soviet modernization effort.

While fear of foreign invasion remained the dominant security concern of the 
day, the ostensibly generous treatment of minorities within the Soviet Union’s 
borders could also help improve the country’s image abroad, precipitating the 
spread of communism beyond its western borders. Indeed, every opportunity 
was used to contrast the Soviet Union’s preferential treatment of its minorities 
to the assimilatory policies of the Second Polish Republic. At the fifth anniversary 
of the Polish Marchlevsk region, Jan Saulevich, the vice director of the Ukrainian 
Commission of national Minority Affairs, explained that the Polish Autonomous 
Region served as an example for those workers and peasants just across the 
western border that a proletarian society based on Polish culture was indeed 
possible. As he elucidated further: 

Situated in the Polish-Ukrainian borderland, the Polish district is a living example 
of how different the policies in capitalist Poland are; it serves as a constant 
reminder of the political persecutions of the Ukrainians and Belarusians in 
Poland; the establishment of the district became one of the main factors to draw 
and engage the masses of Polish peasants into the building of socialism, gain their 
devotion to the common cause of the Motherland of all the workers – the Soviet 
Union.61 

The Ethnic Dimension of the Administrative Reform
Measuring the population and estimating their ethnic backgrounds was not 

only a statistical exercise. In the early 1920s, ethnicity became the basis for 
administrative and economic reform in the Soviet Union. Ronald G. Suny and Terry 
Martin define the 1920s as “the great era of the territorialization of ethnicity,” 
whereby each nationality, no matter how small, was granted the possibility 
for self-rule in its native language, which extended downward into smaller and 
smaller territories, the smallest being the size of a, typical, single village.62 In Soviet 
Ukraine, this administrative reform was launched by the Radnarkom’s (Council of 
People’s Commissars) decree from 29 August 1924: “On the formation of national 
districts and soviets.” Its declared objectives were to draw Soviet power closer to 
the local population and strengthen the lower-level Soviet state apparatus.63 The 
secretary for the all-Ukrainian Central Executive Committee (VUTsVK), Panas 
Butsenko claimed that the formation of separate administrative territorial units 
in the areas where minority nationals dominated, also served a dual-purpose of 
engaging the broader masses’ participation in Soviet state-building, while also 
reducing the level of ethnic conflict.64

In order to facilitate this, an intricate system of village soviets (silski rady, or 
silrady) was gradually established throughout Soviet Ukraine. By 1929, 1089 
national village soviets and 107 town soviets were in place, including some which 
had been formed on behalf of more demographically negligible minority groups 
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such as Swedes and Albanians. In addition, twenty-six national districts (raion) 
were set up, out of which nine were Russian, seven German, four Bulgarian, three 
Greek, one Polish, and two Jewish. Within those national-territorial units, the 
Soviet state strove to provide access to state institutions, political representation, 
police and judicial protection, health care, education, and cultural opportunities 
in minority language. Moreover, for those of minority origin residing beyond their 
respective national-territorial units, the state pledged to provide non-territorial 
autonomy with similar access to services in their own languages and guarantee of 
national rights.65

In theory, establishing a national soviet could represent a grassroots initiative. 
In villages with mixed populations, general meetings were organized to discuss 
the possible formation of independent national soviets. Local Poles, however, 
often objected to any plans that entailed ethnic segregation. The protocol of the 
Polish population’s meeting in the village of Horodniavka (Sudenkivsky raion66) 
from 25 June 1925, for instance, stated that the “local Catholic population (sic)” 
had nothing against co-existing with the Ukrainians in the local Ukrainian village 
soviet. Instead “if the authorities decide to establish a Polish national soviet in the 
village, we will not part, and if they decide to join [the Polish population of] another 
village – we will categorically reject it.”67 A similar decision was issued on 29 June 
1925 by the Polish population from the village of Velyka Novoselytyia (Polonne 
raion). According to this protocol, the delegates wished to express their gratitude 
to the Soviet authorities for their views on the minorities question. Nevertheless:

as for the creation of a [separate] Polish national soviet we, the citizens 
(hromadiany) of Velyka Novoselytsia are one family with the Ukrainians, with 
whom we have merged (zzhylysia) over the centuries and we have no difference 
with them either in the way we lead our households, or in our views. On the 
contrary, in unity, as one family and in mutual understanding it would be easier 
to solve different land and everyday disputes. So, we have decided that in no way 
will we agree to form a separate Polish soviet and we will remain in the same 
soviet with the Ukrainians.68 

Even in 1929, local mixed communities were still protesting the possibility of 
dividing their villages along ethnic lines. During the elections to the various local 
national soviets (elections were based on ascribed ethnicity) some peasants in the 
village of Mukhovata (Koziatyn raion) lamented that “it has never happened before 
that Poles and Ukrainians were split apart.”69 Ukrainians likewise opposed the 
formation of national soviets, although their considerations were more practical. 
As highlighted by Martin, the new administrative system often exacerbated fears 
among former “majorities” of the prospect of losing control over their land and 
possible popular ethnic expulsions.70 

Despite such local concerns, the final decision regarding the creation of national 
soviets rested with the party.71 In 1924–25, the VUTsVK Central Committee for 
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National Minorities organized an inspection of the ethnically mixed Volhynia 
guberniya to determine the ethnic composition of each potential soviet. Overall, 
some 150 villages were examined, with detailed reports on the region’s economic, 
social, and cultural situation being sent back to the then Soviet Ukrainian capital 
in Kharkiv.72 The language of these reports suggests that judgments on whether to 
establish a Polish national soviet were often arbitrary. 

For example, the inspector of the Pulyny rayon in Zhytomyr okruh, a certain 
Shopynsky reported that in the village of Novozavodske only 20% of the population 
spoke Polish, however most could understand and switch between languages if 
necessary. In the neighboring village of Koshelivka, however, the majority of locals 
used Ukrainian and only a few could understand Polish. Moreover, in Sosnova 
Boliarka, another village affiliated to the Koshelivka soviet, 30% used Polish on a 
day-to-day basis. Shopynsky’s recommendations were to therefore make (sdelat’) 
Novozavodske soviet a Polish one; Koshelivka – a Ukrainian soviet with a Polish 
school; and to remove Sosnova Boliarka from the jurisdiction of Koshelivka village 
and make it an independent Polish national soviet.73

As of April 1926, there were 129 Polish national soviets with a total population 
of 148,502 individuals. In 1925, the first national rayon for Poles was formed in 
Volhynia province (okruh) some 120 km east from the Polish border. The district 
was created from those village soviets with the majority of Polish population that 
had been separated out of the Novohrad-Volynskyi, Baranivka, Pulyny, Chudniv and 
Myropil rayony.74 The Polish national district occupied an area of approximately 
650 km2, with 7,667 households comprising 40,577 inhabitants. Out of these, 
69.83% were recorded as Poles, 20.4% Ukrainians, 7.05% Germans, and 3.25% 
Jews.75 The center of the Polish region was located in Dovbysh, soon renamed to 
Marchlevsk, in honor of the late Polish Bolshevik leader Julian Marchlevskii.

The Soviet Polish region was established in an economically and socially backward 
area; it was far from the railway with no telephone or telegraph lines connecting it 
to the more developed parts of Ukraine.76 The only industry was a ceramic factory 
that had opened in 1840, closed for the duration of the Great War and Civil War, 
and recommenced production in 1922. By 1925, the area remained predominantly 
agrarian (92% of the total population were listed as peasants); literacy was low, 
being recorded as 47% for men and 37 % for women; and only 4% of households 
had been collectivized, the lowest out of all the national units. Nevertheless, local 
Poles had been granted territorial and cultural autonomy while religious practices 
for Roman Catholics were permitted, albeit under strict party supervision.77 The 
Polish district also boasted its own newspaper – Marchlewszczyzna Radziecka 
(Soviet Marchlevsk region), while also having preferential access to state funding to 
allow for accelerated modernization of the region and its population.78
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Poles or Catholic Ukrainians: Defining Categories
In April 1926, the VUTsVK Central Committee for Nationalities reported that 

only 35% of the total Polish population in the Ukrainian republic belonged to 
national soviets.79 It is puzzling, therefore, that despite being one of the biggest 
national groups and being concentered in a relatively compact area near the 
western border, Poles still remained underrepresented within the system of 
national soviets. Moreover, while there were five German rayony (for a total 
minority population of 393,924), three Bulgarian (population 92,078) and one 
Jewish (population 1,574,391), some of which were created as early as in 1924, 
only one Polish autonomous district existed for the population of 476,435.80 

This was one among several factors behind the low engagement of the Polish 
minority into the Soviet experiment. As reported in April 1926, the VUTsVK 
Minority Committee still had no representative for the Polish section.81 Moreover, 
the official reports attributed the delay in the formation of the Polish national units 
to the lack of data on the exact number of Poles in the region, pointing out that such 
information could only be acquired in the course of extensive field observations.82 
Regardless, the inspection reports referred to the fear among locals towards 
ascertaining their exact nationality, a prevalence of bilingualism, and strong local 
or religious, rather than ethnic, identities.83 

Language, long-seen as the key determinant of national identity, could hardly 
help disentangle the various hybrid identities on the ground. As mentioned 
above, less than half of the registered Poles declared Polish as their mother 
tongue. Even their language differed significantly from the standard Polish spoken 
across the border. One of the inspectors, for example, mentioned that the Polish 
vernacular (narechiye) used in Soviet Volhynia was very similar to that of spoken 
Ukrainian.84 This linguistic assimilation was partially a tsarist legacy: since there 
were no official Polish schools until 1917, spoken language was mostly learned 
through regular church attendance. Very few people could read Polish literature. 
In addition, some Catholics, who were themselves the descendants of Orthodox 
converts from the early modern period, had never fully assimilated into Polish elite 
culture or adopted the language.85 To reflect these local nuances, Brown asserts, 
Polish-language newspapers were published in Polish mixed with Ukrainian and 
Russian words, as well as Bolshevik political jargon.86

Additionally, there appeared to be no observable differences in the way Poles 
and Ukrainians managed their households.87 As one report detailed, Poles and 
Ukrainians could only be differentiated in the way they greeted each other and 
their religious practices.88 Unlike Poles, other minority groups were much easier 
to distinguish – Jews were defined by religion, and the common experience of 
movement restrictions; Greeks and Bulgarians by compact settlements in the 
south of the republic, and their own distinctive languages; and Germans, although 
organized around different religious groups and vernaculars, had enjoyed a special 
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autonomous status until the 1880s which made them more “recognizable” in 
cultural and social terms.89 Meanwhile, Poles remained ambiguous, culturally and 
linguistically.

The imperial legacy of assimilation posed a great challenge to the Bolshevik’s 
far-reaching socio-economic objectives. In the village of Bobrytska Baliarka 87% 
of the total population of 795 were recorded as Poles, although only one-fourth of 
recipients used Polish in everyday communication.90 Conversely, in Burtyn Polish 
national soviet (Polonne rayon) there were no Polish speakers whatsoever.91 When 
asked elsewhere why people would use Ukrainian instead, some had responded 
that it was a habit and that they did not know that “such freedom for the Polish 
language existed.”92 This was similarly applicable in the distinction between 
religion and nationality, with all Catholics routinely being regarded as “Poles.” For 
example, in the village of Gorodyshche (Shepetivka okruh) only 5% of population 
could distinguish their ostensive natsional’nost’ from their religious affiliation. In 
other instances, however, Roman Catholics answered “Ukrainian” to the question 
of their natsional’nost’, explaining that “Poles lived in Poland,” and that they 
were Catholic Ukrainians.93 On the other hand, however, one villager ironically 
challenged the party inspector’s intention to record all Ukrainian-speaking 
Catholics as Ukrainians by asking him whether “a man born in a stable should be 
called a horse.” 

This terminological confusion was caused by the lack of clear centrally defined 
directives and definitions over whom should be defined as a Pole. In their absence, 
local bureaucrats simply applied their own personalized criteria: 

Yarmolyntsi RIK [rayon executive committee] counts as Poles only those born in 
Poland; Bakhmativtsi RIK – all those not speaking Ukrainian; Felshtyn RIK in 
addition to the language takes into account the level of Polish self-consciousness 
(samosoznaniye) in the Catholic villages (the village of Oleshkivtsi is purely 
Polish; Felshtynska Yurydyka – also Polish but more Ukrainianized; Kudryntsi – 
half-Poles, since they speak Ukrainian at home but demand a Polish-language 
school; and Klymkivtsi – Ukrainian Catholics, they speak solely Ukrainian at 
home and do not demand a Polish school).94

Moreover, few of those assumed to be Poles defined themselves as such. In 
the village of Oleshkivtsi (Felshtyn rayon), “Poles” referred to themselves as 
“mazury,” the descendants of chłopy (peasants) from Masuria (Mazury) region 
in Poland, calling their vernacular “chłopski” in contrast to the Polish language 
of the szlachta.95 Others simply insisted that they spoke “Catholic” (katolytska).96 
By contrast, Poles in the village of Novoselytsi (Polonne rayon) called themselves 
“mazuny” in reference to having previously lived under a landowner named 
Mazun,97 while others considered themselves simply as “locals” (tutaishi).98

As in 1897, the biggest challenge was posed by those “in the middle”: the Ukrainian 
Catholics.99 Their national identity mattered since, depending on classification, 
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such people were to be subjected either to Soviet Ukrainization policies (as a 
titular Ukrainian nation) or to the minorities policies (as Poles). For the Ukrainian 
lobby, Ukrainian Catholics were “Ukrainians polonized by the Catholic Church”100, 
whereas for the Polish lobby these were, in fact, Poles assimilated under the tsarist 
autocracy.101 Unfortunately, within Soviet statistical criteria those of ambiguous 
identity could not be simultaneously placed in two categories.

When advocating for the Ukrainian interest in 1924, Butsenko explained that 
Ukrainian Catholics should be barred from joining Polish national village soviets. 
Language that was used in the private sphere (v bytu) should serve as this policy’s 
basis.102 Following this approach, in Proskuriv okruh, the number of Poles among 
the Roman Catholics was largely underestimated; in Kamianets okruh the official 
position was that there were no Poles whatsoever, leading local bureaucrats to 
completely discard any minority programs. This, in turn, prompted an intervention 
from state minority specialists, who condemned this approach of seeking to 
diminish the number of minority populations employed by certain local executive 
committees as “wrong and dangerous.”103 

Apart from these single, anecdotal cases, minority specialists had an upper 
hand in this “identity battle.” It is safe to suggest that the increase in the number 
of Poles in Ukraine (as recorded by the 1926 census) was largely due to the re-
categorization of Ukrainian Catholics as Poles. In terms of one particular village, 
Stara Syniava, this change engendered a radical shift from a mere twenty Poles and 
2,006 Ukrainian Catholics in 1924, to 2,325 Poles and no Ukrainians in 1925!104 
As explained, prior to the 1920s, local people had often been wary of declaring 
some form of identity, but “now the Polish population is flourishing thanks to our 
nationality politics, and the number [in 1920] is 309,800 Poles, 22% of whom are 
definitely Poles” (referring to those who spoke the Polish language).105 Thereafter, 
minority specialists worked tirelessly to promote Polish and teach their native 
language to those categorized as Poles. As mentioned before, Polish-language 
schools, reading huts, and literacy rooms quickly appeared across the region. This 
was coupled with crash language courses for governmental employees, pedagogical 
institutes were created to train teachers and educators, while publication in Polish 
was prioritized.

It was mainly due to the need of imperial and Soviet statisticians and bureaucrats 
that these people, who had lived side-by-side for generations, needed to define 
themselves in terms of ethnicity. In the Russian Empire, ethnographic knowledge 
mostly served academic and ideological purposes, helping the imperial authorities 
(re)claim the western borderlands as Russian lands. In contrast to these imperial 
practices, the Soviet leaders relied on ethnic categories to draw administrative and 
internal borders, believing that such frontiers would be more durable than those 
drawn according to physical factors and economic considerations. Thereafter, the 
entire success of the socialist project relied heavily on the authorities’ ability to 
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neatly classify population along class and ethnic lines.
With the introduction of Soviet passports in December 1932, the category of 

natsional’nost’ became one of the essential pieces of included on Soviet personal 
identification documents.106 According to Martin, the modern Soviet strategy 
of ethnic stratification and ethnic labelling turned the impersonal category of 
nationality into a “valuable form of social capital,” by ascribing a status as a modern 
equivalent to the traditional estate (sosloviye) divisions.107 However, as this paper 
has demonstrated, the minimum criteria for Polishness were far from clear and 
thus easy to manipulate in accordance with the political demands of the time. As 
Brown notes, “to be Polish in a Soviet and proletarian setting was a yet unwritten 
text, while to be Polish in the old way – religious, aristocratic, bourgeois – had 
become a crime.”108

This article traced the evolution of the official approach to measuring, ordering 
and classifying Russia’s populations, with particular interest paid to its Polish 
minority. As has been shown, regardless of the declared objectives and propaganda 
coloring, state interests always prevailed. In the late imperial context, nationality 
(although defined through a language-confession-social status triad) was used to 
indicate the alignment of a certain community’s standing within the state ideology. 
Although defined from above, these designations could easily transform the entire 
region from a hostile frontier, populated by foreign Others, into an ideological 
tsarist stronghold.109 In the Soviet context, personal self-determination, although 
acknowledged as a key factor in recording one’s nationality, was of little regard 
when administrative considerations were in play.110 As such, there was an important 
continuity across the 1917 divide. Ultimately, Soviet modernizing aspirations, 
abundantly propagated in their official programs and popular propaganda, were 
significantly undermined by economic, administrative and, not least, security 
concerns.
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Table 5: Different understandings of ‘Polish’ in the Volhynia 
guberniya based on the 1897 census

‘Polish’	as	language 184,161

‘Polish’	as	a	confessional	
group 298,11

‘Polish’	as	a	sosloviye 33,907
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Soviet “Modernizing” Strategies towards Jews in 
the Ukrainian Town of Berdychiv1

by Bozhena Kozakevych

Berdychiv, a traditional center of Jewish culture and religion, was subjected 
to an intense “modernization” drive after the Soviet seizure of power. The 
Bolsheviks aimed to create a new society by tearing down old social structures 
and replacing them with secular, socialist alternatives. But in the early years of 
the Soviet Union, the question of how to realize this project was still a matter 
of experimentation. This paper discusses the sovietization efforts in Berdychiv 
during the 1920s and looks at how they transformed the town. It does so by 
focusing on the Soviet nationalities and religion policies with respect to the 
Jewish population, Berdychiv’s largest ethnic group. It argues that the early 
Soviet leadership managed to create a Jewish proletarian culture and forced a 
rift between the generations, thus causing lasting changes in the town’s social 
fabric.

Key words: Berdychiv; sovietization; Soviet Jewish history; Soviet religious and 
nationalities policy; social transformation; Jewish town
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Introduction
Every anti-Semite smirks when he hears the word ‘Berdychiv.’ Berdychiv is 
synonymous with Jewish trade, the bourgeoise, a nest of speculators, a city where 
one can live on trade and trickery […]. What does an ordinary resident know 
about Berdychiv? Nothing more than the fact that he was born in Berdychiv, got 
married there, or spent a good part of his life there. This sort of thing one does 
not proclaim aloud.2

This was how the Soviet writer Vasiliy Grossman commemorated his hometown. 
While general knowledge regarding this place seemed to be quite limited in Soviet 
society, certain cultural impressions had taken hold. In his essay for the magazine 
Ogonek (The Flame), entitled “Berdichev ne v shutku, a v serëz” (“Take Berdychiv 
Seriously, Not as a Joke”), Grossman investigated the Jewish character of the city, 
its stereotypes, as well as the process of social transformation that had taken place 
in the period prior to 1929.3

Located in central Ukraine, some 200 kms southwest of Kyiv, Berdychiv was a 
town with a majority Jewish population. Like many such places, it would undergo 
sovietization at the hands of the Bolshevik authorities, who undertook the task 
of breaking centuries-old established social structures and traditions. Using 
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Berdychiv as a lens, this article intends to illuminate the Soviet transformation 
processes of the 1920s regarding the Jewish population. In connection with the 
sovietization measures in social and cultural life, including the secularization and 
anti-religious campaigns, this paper further serves to illustrate the metamorphosis 
of a small town in the Soviet periphery, while suggesting greater contextual 
implications. Using local source material, the correlation between central politics 
and the introduction of policies under specific regional conditions will also be 
investigated. 

Several factors distinguished Berdychiv from other similar sized towns in this 
region. Among those were its distinct history, especially the myths surrounding 
it, as well as the prominent personalities who had been born and resided in the 
town, or spent certain stages of their lives there. For such individuals, Berdychiv 
represents a “space” in their oeuvre. Sholem Aleichem, for instance, described 
Berdychiv’s atmosphere as that of a provincial Jewish small town in the second half 
of the 19th century. His Letters of Menachem Mendel, set in Berdychiv, were later 
adapted into the film Jidische Glikn (“Jewish Luck”, 1925) by Alexis Granowsky, 
with a cast of Yiddish-speaking actors from the Soviet theater scene. The film 
was produced as part of the authorities’ drive to promote national languages and 
culture under the Soviet nationalities policies of korenizatsiya. At the same time, 
it provides an invaluable source that documents Berdychiv’s cityscape during the 
1920s, immersing the viewer within a close approximation of Berdychiv’s cultural 
atmosphere in the late 1800s.4 Throughout the film, the suffering of ordinary 
Jewish subjects in the Russian Empire is contrasted with their life in the Soviet 
Union.5

The imaginary representations of Bedychiv raised certain expectations. Israel 
Joshua Singer, the Yiddish-language writer and journalist, visited the Soviet Union 
between the end of 1926 and the start of 1927, to report for the New York-based 
socialist Yiddish language newspaper Vorwerts (“Forward”). His reporting catered 
to Yiddish-speaking readers from Vilnius (Wilna), Warsaw, and New York. Singer 
not only visited larger cities like Moscow, as was commonplace for Western 
journalists in the 1920s, but also toured provincial towns like Berdychiv. His 1928 
travelogue about Berdychiv resembles those creative accounts in search of an 
imaginary small, east European Jewish town, or Shtetl. For example, the author 
speaks of a baggage attendant at the train station who, while unremarkably dressed 
and speaking Russian, for Singer represented a “particularly Yiddish luster.” As he 
walked through the city, he searched for the remains of the Shtetl entangled within 
the Soviet reality.6

The literary representation of the cityscape contributed to the establishment 
and consolidation of a myth surrounding the town. In memoirs, literature, and 
film, Berdychiv is presented as one of the most “Jewish” small towns in the Russian 
Empire, and later as one of the principal Jewish cities in the Soviet Union. Berdychiv 
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became the embodiment of an archetypical Shtetl, with a touch of provincial charm 
and backwardness completing this image. In Berdychiv, reality and the imaginary 
became interwoven, and its literary space became indistinguishable and inseparable 
from its historical counterpart, therefore, the “literary Berdychiv” must also remain 
in focus when conducting historical research.7 In all likelihood, Berdychiv’s image 
as a quintessential Jewish Shtetl also influenced local policymakers as they sought 
to promote the town’s integration into the Soviet modernization project.

Berdychiv in the Russian Empire
To better understand the transformations within the Jewish ethnic-religious 

communities after the Bolshevik seizure of power, it is instructive to look back 
two centuries at the situation of Jews within the Russian Empire. This is important 
since Soviet policies towards the Jewish population in the 1920s were designed as 
antithetical to the imperial policies.

Berdychiv became a part of the Russian Empire following the second partition of 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1793.8 One year prior, a decree by Tsarina 
Catherine II had banned Jews from settling in the imperial interior. This decree led 
to the creation of the “Pale of Settlement”, which would remain in place until 1914, 
when the violent divisions of the Frist World War brought it to an end. The right for 
Jews to work and settle was thus limited to the western periphery of the Russian 
Empire, a territory that today encompasses parts of Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, 
Poland, and western Russia.9 With the partitions of Poland-Lithuania, the Russian 
Empire not only acquired extensive new territories, but also new subjects. Besides 
Poles and Lithuanians, more than one million Jews came under Russian rule. Prior 
to this, Jews had been forbidden to settle in the Russian Empire.10 Imperial Russian 
policy toward the Jewish population subsequently oscillated between attempts at 
assimilation and efforts to segregate them from their gentile neighbors.11

Before the 20th century, the majority of the Jewish population lived in small 
towns, called miasteczko in Polish, mistechko in Ukrainian, and mestechko in 
Russian, now generally referred to as Shtetl.12 Between the 1790s and the 1840s, 
Shtetls were market towns with primarily Jewish residents. Historically these 
towns had remained part of the feudal holdings of Polish magnates, however, their 
incorporation into the state administrative structure, the construction of state 
institutions, and their acquisition from the Polish nobility was already underway 
during this period. Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern terms this era “the golden age of 
the Shtetl,” the time when their former lords  – the Polish magnates –  gradually 
lost power and their new rulers  – Russian officials  – were beginning to build new 
administrative power structures.13 In a similarly vein, Magazanik, the protagonist 
of Grossman’s short story In the Town of Berdichev assesses the events that took 
place a century later, between the 1917 October Revolution and the Bolshevik 
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consolidation of power in 1921. For him, the best time for ordinary people is when 
one ruler has departed and the next one is yet to come: no requisitioning, no paying 
contributions, no pogroms.14

Nevertheless, the Polish magnates did not lose their influence upon Berdychiv 
overnight following its incorporation into the Russian Empire. During this time, the 
city was initially still under the feudal suzerainty of Michał Radziwiłł, a nobleman 
of Lithuanian-Belarusian origin. Gradually, however, control of the town and the 
region were transferred to the Russian administration. Initially, Berdychiv was part 
of Volhynia province (Guberniya) and in 1804, during the process of restructuring, 
it was assigned to Kyiv province, where it remained until its incorporation into 
the Zhytomyr Oblast in 1937.15 Berdychiv remained an important location for the 
Polish nobility during this period. Throughout the 1820s, a secret Polish regional 
organization, Narodowe Towarzystwo Patriotyczne (the National Patriotic Society), 
operated in Berdychiv. One of their primary goals was the restoration of the Polish 
state.16 The Polish Uprising of 1830–1831 finally forced the transfer of Berdychiv 
from private hands to full imperial control. The anti-Polish measures enacted after 
the revolt pushed back the influence of the magnates and big landowners, forcing 
Jews, to a certain extent, to “choose” between Russia and Poland.17

The era termed the “Golden Age” by Petrovsky-Shtern was indeed Berdychiv’s 
heyday. The town’s development into a trade center coincided with the emergence 
of Hassidism. This mystical stream of Judaism, which developed in Podolia in the 
mid 18th  century, was aimed primarily at the ordinary Jewish citizenry. In 1785, Levi 
Yitzhak ben Meirvas became the local Rabbi in Berdychiv. Yitzhak was a defender 
of the ordinary people, which made him a popular figure, but was also a talented 
polemicist, with his most influential works being published during his time as 
Rabbi in Berdychiv. While the city had produced several prominent Rabbis, it was 
Yitzhak who transformed it into a regional center of Hasidic life. The founding 
of the first printing house in the 1790s consolidated its reputation as a center of 
religious learning.18 Berdychiv was not only a major center for Hassidic Jews, for 
whom Yitzhak’s grave later became an important cultural and religious site, but 
also for Catholics, who made pilgrimages to the town to visit the icon of Our Lady of 
Berdychiv, which was supposedly imbued with holy powers. Orthodox Christians 
also journeyed to the city to visit the icon of Saint Nicholas.19 Beside its convenient 
location at the crossroads between Western Europe and the interior of the Russian 
Empire, the yearly fairs further helped facilitate Berdychiv’s development into a 
hub of commerce.20 

With the completion of the railway between Kyiv and Zhmerynka in 1870, 
however, Berdychiv started to lose its importance as a commercial center, 
leading to the impoverishment of the population and the city’s relegation to 
a provincial status.21 The rising poverty among the citizenry was depicted in 
various photographs taken by S. An-Ski’s (Shloyme Zanyl Rappoport) during his 
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ethnographic expedition in 1913.22 The small dilapidated wooden houses of the 
Zahrebel’ye district (on the left bank of the river Hnylopyat), mostly inhabited 
by craftsman and peddlers, stood in particularly stark contrast to the bourgeois 
homes in the Staryy Gorod (Old Town) and the majestic buildings of the Choral 
Synagogue and the Orthodox Cathedrals.23

At the dawn of the 20th century, the dominant, colloquial language in Berdychiv 
was still Yiddish, while Russian was mainly spoken in the Novyy Gorod (New Town) 
quarter. This quarter was primarily inhabited by the merchant class, industrialists, 
and intellectuals. The Jewish writer Vladimir Zhabotinskiy portrayed Berdychiv in 
his autobiographical novel as follows:

I visited Berdychiv at the beginning of the century. There, I encountered the 
Orthodox porter at the train station, who spoke better Yiddish than I did, 
intonating the correct Jewish melody. But then, it was indeed the most Jewish city 
of all the Ukrainian cities, and with a great degree of certainty I can say that this 
was also the case during my mother’s childhood [in Berdychiv].24

Following a wave of pogroms at the beginning of the 20th century, the Zionist 
movement began gaining support and political leverage among the Jewish 
population of the Russian Empire. Zionists in Berdychiv, as well as everywhere 
else in the empire, were themselves under the influence of Asher Ginzburg (Achad 
Ha’am), an intellectual from Odessa. In contrast to the father of modern political 
Zionism, Theodor Herzl (Binyamin Ze’ev), Ginzburg did not argue for the recreation 
of the (biblical) Jewish state, but rather for a secular one, where the Hebraic 
culture would take central focus. As a precursor for this new state, he advocated 
for a spiritual center in Palestine.25 Alongside Zionism, the secular Jewish socialist 
party, or Bund, grew in popularity in Berdychiv. Known by its full name as the 
General Jewish Labor Bund in Lithuania, Poland and Russia, the Bund constituted 
a union of all Jewish (Yiddish-speaking) workers in the Russian Empire. Its main 
objective, besides improving working conditions, was to gain recognition for the 
Jewish people as a distinctive nation.26 This politicization of Jewish life became 
obvious during the 1905 Russian Revolution, when a series of demonstrations 
broke out in Berdychiv.27 This led to several arrests, primarily targeting the Bund 
members. However, unlike in many other cities in the empire, no pogroms took 
place in Berdychiv at the time.28

Berdychiv 1917-1920
During the First World War, combat operations took place in Galicia and 

western Volhynia. Since Berdychiv was close to the frontlines, it was affected by 
the increased military presence and waves of refugees that resulted in a worsening 
of the general living conditions in the town. The 1917 February Revolution, and 
the subsequent abdication of Tsar Nicholas II, were received with much jubilation 
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from the workers in the city. The statue of Tsar Alexander II was promptly torn 
down,29 while the first workers’ council had already been established by 9 March.30

Before examining the Soviet nationality and religious policies, as applied to 
the sovietization of Berdychiv’s Jews, the political and military unrest in the city 
must be briefly discussed. The October Revolution unleashed a wave of discontent 
across the country followed by military conflicts between differing political camps. 
Berdychiv was no exception, with the city’s administration remaining in constant 
flux, undergoing several changes of governing regime that even overlapped at 
times. What follows is a chronological sketch of these changes between 1917 
and 1920: a governing pact between the Bolsheviks and the Ukrainian People’s 
Republic (UPR), which lasted four weeks; the UPR alone, which lasted six weeks, 
the Bolsheviks, who retained power for two weeks; Hetman Pavlo Skoropadskyi’s 
Ukrainian State, established with German military support and held the city for 
seven months; the Directorate of the UPR, which lasted two and half months; 
a restored Bolshevik regime, that lasted six months; a restored UPR regime, 
supported by the Army of the Western Ukrainian People’s Republic, which lasted 
one month; the Bolsheviks, for another two months; the UPR, albeit only for a mere 
five days; the Bolsheviks for another four months followed, again, by the UPR, in 
alliance with Poland, for approximately two months.31 Besides these belligerents, 
the Whites and the peasant movement were also active in the region but never 
took control of the town itself. Only with the Treaty of Riga, signed in March 1921, 
was a stable Bolshevik administration finally established within the city. 

While this brief outline does not give any indication of the mood of the city’s 
inhabitants, it clearly illustrates the temporary nature of the city’s administrations 
during the civil war period.32 The frontline correspondent from Zafrontovoye 
Byuro, a Bolshevik agency coordinating actions in the rear of Denikin’s Army, 
reported to the Central Committee of the Communist Party in Ukraine on the mood 
in Berdychiv:

With regard to Berdychiv and the surroundings, the military situation is unclear, 
even more so with regard to the underground fighting. The situation appears 
as such: Today one power leaves, only to return the day after. In the region, 
there is practically no administration: neither Galician, nor ours, and nothing 
from Denikin either. The mood of the city’s inhabitants, including the workers, 
resembles that of apathetic speculators.33

These constant changes of power, also led to a growing level of uncertainty 
among the populace with violence quickly becoming a part of daily life in 
Berdychiv.34 In 1917, for the first time in its modern history, a wave of anti-Jewish 
pogroms swept across the city. Prior to this, its demographic status, having one 
of the proportionally highest Jewish population anywhere in the Russian Empire 
at around 80%, had spared previously Berdychiv from pogroms in 1881 and 1905.35 
However, those that took place between 1917 and 1920 were perpetuated by outsiders, 
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including all of the civil war’s belligerents: soldiers of the UPR, the Directorate, the 
Red Army, and the Polish Army.36 According to an eyewitness report, the pogrom 
that took place on 5 January 1919, for example, was perpetrated by a unit of UPR 
military personnel (Kurin smerti):

Later it became clear that pogroms of a similar fashion took place in the town. 
The [military] unit moved slowly along the main streets of the town. Small groups 
broke off from the larger group and rampantly stormed into houses. Most of the 
time robberies were carried out. Less often a heist proved to be unsatisfactory, and 
women were raped, and men were beaten. In exceptional circumstances people were 
murdered.37

The same report also indicates that after the unit had moved on, local criminal 
elements continued to perpetuate the violence, which went on late into the 
night.38 This traumatic experience left a strong impression on the local Jews, with 
memories of the pogrom’s extreme violence being passed down through families, 
as interviews carried out by the Shoah Foundation corroborate.39

With the establishment of Soviet power in 1920, the town gradually entered 
an era of relative normality and political calm, as well as a series of social 
transformations. These transformations were slowly implemented within a 
highly precarious socio-economic situation, which had followed in the wake of the 
havoc created by the Great War and Russian Civil War. However, the number of 
Berdychiv’s residents remained relatively stable (53,351 in 1897 and 55,556 in 
1926). Conversely, the Jewish population had dramatically declined from around 
80%, according to the 1897 imperial census,40 to only 55%, based on the first Soviet 
census conducted in 1926.41 This decline can be explained by several factors. First 
and foremost, Jewish residents had been moving out of the city not only because 
of the pogroms but also as a result of the dissolution of the Pale of Settlement. The 
latter meant that for the first time since the Pale’s formation in 1792, Jews could 
move anywhere without special authorization. Another key factor was the poor 
economic state small towns like Berdychiv found themselves in the aftermath of 
the civil war. However, while many of Berdychiv’s Jews had certainly emigrated 
en masse to Western Europe and North America in the late 19th century, the Soviet 
Union constrained opportunities for overseas migration.42 As a consequence, large 
regional	cities	such	as	Kyiv,	Kharkiv,	or	Moscow	quickly	became	destinations	of	choice,	
offering	better	opportunities	for	work	and	career	choices.

Another factor that resulted in the decreasing number of Jewish residents was 
a provision within the 1926 Soviet census questionnaire that allowed respondents 
to enter their own preferred narodnost (ethnicity), rather than choose from 
a pre-set list.43 This meant that those individuals who no longer wanted to be 
officially identified with Judaism – stemming either from their  experiences of the 
pogroms, a desire to escape general anti-Semitic prejudices, or simply in seeking 
an easier means of blending into the new Soviet society – could record themselves 
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as members of another group, mainly Ukrainian or Russian. Frequent changes 
of given names among Jews at this time served the same objective. For instance, 
Nina (Malka) Kordash Blimes, who lived in Berdychiv during the interwar period, 
recalled that in her school application her parents, wishing to hide their daughter’s 
Jewish background, changed her name from “Malka” to the more Ukrainian 
sounding “Mina.” This was later changed to “Nina”, due to an oversight by a clerk at 
the registrar’s office (pasportnyy stol).44

Korenizatsiya and Social Transformation in Berdychiv during the 1920s
The 1920s in the Soviet Union were in many aspects a decade of experimentation 

and social upheaval as the Bolsheviks sought to sovietize all aspects of public and 
private life. Terry Martin has identified the following as being the primary goals of 
Soviet “modernization”: industrialization, urbanization, secularization, universal 
education, and literacy.45 Yuri Slezkine describes this process more graphically: 
“Modernization means that everyone will become urban, mobile, literate, eloquent, 
active-minded, and hard-working and professionally flexible.”46 With regard to the 
Jewish question, Petrovsky-Shtern has concluded that for Lenin, as for most Russian 
imperial policy-makers, modernizing Jews meant assimilating them. However, in 
the eyes of the Bolshevik leader, assimilation was not intended to force Jews into 
the fold of an imperialistic Russian cultural hegemony, but rather transform them 
into citizens of a new proletarian socialist society.47 

Like the New Economic Policy (NEP) of the 1920s, the promotion of national 
languages and cultures (korenizatsiya) was intended above all to unify society in 
the socialist sense. From the very beginning, these policies aimed to aid with the 
economic recovery of the country, help consolidate Bolshevik power over society, 
and encourage the population to build the socialist order.48 The Soviet nationalities 
policy of the 1920s can thus be seen as an effective tool for the homogenization of 
Soviet society, a precondition for the creation of the new Soviet man.49 Indeed, the 
following passage from the draft program for the Russian Communist Party from 
23 February 1919 illustrates the logic behind the implementation of korenizatsiya:

Within the nationalities question lies the politics of the proletariat [...] in contrast 
to unrealizable imperial proclamations of the bourgeois-democratic equality of 
nations, in the unwavering realization of the convergence and consolidation of 
the workers and peasantry of all nations in their revolutionary fight to destroy 
the bourgeoise. The realization of this goal requires the unconditional liberation 
of the oppressed or otherwise disadvantaged nations to whom the right to secede 
should be granted, as a guarantee that the mistrust of the working classes of 
the nations [...] will be completely driven out and replaced by a voluntary and 
conscious unification.50

Nationalities and religious policies were directly connected with the 
secularization, general education and literacy drives targeting the broad population. 
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The development of Jewish proletarian culture was to be a preliminary step which 
would serve towards complete Jewish integration, or even assimilation, into Soviet 
society. This culture was to be built using the Yiddish language as a basis. Yiddish, 
as “the language of the working people” was to be promoted in schools, the press, 
and on a cultural level. Hebrew, by contrast, was supposedly a “bourgeois” language 
and was to be removed from the public sphere.51 Yet, in official Soviet documents, 
as in those from the Russian Empire, one can hardly find any reference to either 
Hebrew or Yiddish. Instead, civil servants used the formulation “Jewish language” 
(yevreyskiy yazyk).52 Since Yiddish was the recognized medium of korenizatsiya 
policies directed at the Jewish population, the authorities saw it as the only “Jewish 
language” possible.

Two Soviet bodies dealing with Jewish affairs were established in 1918: 
the Jewish Commission (Yevkom) under the umbrella of the Commission for 
National Affairs (headed by Joseph Stalin at the time) and the much more active 
Jewish section of the Communist Party (Yevsektsiya).53 The meeting minutes 
for the Berdychiv Yevsektsiya show that its primary task was to exert influence 
upon the Jewish population of the town in order to include them within the 
Soviet project.54 As elsewhere in the Soviet Union, many former Bundists were 
engaged in the Yevsektsiya’s activities in Berdychiv. The main reason for this was 
the fact that most Bolsheviks had a dismal, or non-existent, comprehension of 
Yiddish, while those previously associated with the Bund had deep connections 
to local Jewish communities.55 Indeed, the 1926–1927 report from the Berdychiv 
Yevsektsiya mentioned that the party cells’ (partyacheyki) work in Yiddish had 
helped “mobilize” former non-party members to join the party.56 Such reports 
need to be evaluated with caution, however. The party organs often included what 
was expected of them in their documentation. The growth of party membership 
in Berdychiv can also be explained in other terms. The citizenry recognized the 
permanence of the new power structures, and party membership was valued as 
a chance to enhance career opportunities. Israel Singer’s travel report accurately 
captures the mood of Berdychiv’s Jews in 1927, observing that the younger 
generation was much more capable of coming to terms with the Soviet system and 
accommodating themselves within it.57 Becoming a member of the party could 
thus also be seen as an adaptation strategy.

The Yevsektsiya gained control over all aspects of life and was responsible 
for building new social structures that would replace those destroyed in 1918. 
Propaganda delivered in one’s native language was viewed as key to this success 
and was spread via different media. Along with Yiddish newspapers such as Der 
Emes (The Truth) and Stern (Star), a new local paper Die Vokh (The Week) began 
publication in 1926. Prior to its founding, only a single page in the local Ukrainian 
language newspaper Radyanskyi Shlyakh (The Soviet Path) was printed in Yiddish.58 

However, the press was hardly the main source of daily information for the 
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majority of the population. While the 1926 census reported a rise in the literacy 
rate (gramotnost) by 17% since the 1897 census, literacy still remained relatively 
low at only 61.24%.59 Since literacy at the time referred to the ability to “decipher 
printed words, at least by syllable, and [...] write one’s family name,”60 one may 
doubt whether the Soviet press actually reached this percentage of the population. 
The relative successes of the Soviet literacy campaign came about in the wake of 
an ambitious education reform, which included the construction of a kindergarten 
and primary school network, as well as evening courses for adults. In Berdychiv 
during the 1920s, an array of evening courses were offered to workers. In 1926, 
956 Jewish workers attended 35 Likbez-sites: educational institutions dedicated 
to the eradication of illiteracy.61 These institutions were also sites of ideological 
re-education and distributed communist content in order to create loyal Soviet 
citizens.

Similarly, recreational locations were transformed into sites of Soviet ideological 
education. During the regular meetings of non-political workers’ clubs, Communist 
Party presentations and anti-religious seminars also took place. In Berdychiv, three 
such clubs were established in 1926 while Komsomol organizations were set up in 
the factories.62 Thus, these clubs were simultaneously transformed into spaces of 
enlightenment, propaganda and leisure. Their multifunctionality is illustrated in 
the following excerpt from Singer’s travelogue:

Inside the club things are cramped, it is simply not possible to move around. Boys, 
girls, hundreds, thousands fill the rooms, stairs, noise, chatter, laughter, singing. 
The entirety of Berdychiv’s old happiness is to be found in the club. Some come to 
attend lectures, others to play domino, some come for the buffet and even some 
come here for a rendezvous. The best place for all of this is the club.63

However, the Bolsheviks’ campaigns continued to struggle owing to a lack of 
agitators with a strong grasp of Yiddish. Besides the Yevsovpartshkola (Yiddish 
Soviet Party School), Yiddish-language “mobile Schools” (peredvizhnyye shkoly) 
were instituted to train party cadre in small cities such as Berdychiv.64

The Soviet campaign against anti-Semitism was another crucial method of 
winning the sympathy of the Jewish population. As the program draft of the Russian 
Communist Party quoted above indicates, the party had promised oppressed ethnic 
groups that the Soviet authorities would work to resolve their plight. Investigations 
were promptly launched into the causes of the Berdychiv pogroms of 1917–20 
but no legal convictions were ever made.65 It is hard to tell how pertinent such 
campaigns were to the local population. When interviewed, contemporaries tend to 
claim that anti-Semitism did not exist at the time, often repeating the Soviet slogan 
of “the friendship of the peoples.” This indicates that such slogans were part of the 
school curriculum and  were forced upon the students (after all, the interviewees 
from Berdychiv studied for this article were schoolchildren in the period under 
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discussion).66 In retrospect, the interwar period stood out in stark contrast to the 
stories heard from parents and relatives about their experiences of the pogroms 
between 1917 and 1920, the traumatic experiences of the German occupation, 
and the institutionalized covert anti-Semitism following the Second World War. 
Nevertheless, as the opening quote from Grossman, illustrated, ordinary everyday 
prejudices did not cease with the state-initiated campaign against anti-Semitism. 

For the broader Jewish population, the complete recreation of society under the 
Bolsheviks was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, new career opportunities 
opened up as old employment restrictions were abolished, yet many Jews also fell 
into the category of lishentsy, or disfranchised. In the period between 1918 and 
1936, this term was used to define people deprived of their voting rights, which 
included merchants, businessmen, hired employees, and clergy.67 The Jewish 
population was disproportionately affected by this ruling, as many traditional 
professions practiced by Jews, such as banking and trading, fell into categories not 
tolerated by the Soviets. As such, in the Berdychiv district (okrug), a quarter of 
the Jewish population above 18 years of age fell under this category in 1927.68 
The authorities paid particular attention to craftsmen, trying to employ them in 
state-owned enterprises.69 However, most craftsmen kept taking on small private 
contracts in addition to their state-owned company jobs in order to keep their 
families financially solvent.70 According to eye-witnesses interviewed by the Shoah 
Foundation, this was still the case well into the 1930s, long after the NEP had been 
abolished.71

At the same time, the authorities tried to resettle the “declassified” Jewish 
citizens of Berdychiv (the destitute, the mercantile class, and clergy) in newly 
founded agricultural colonies.72 A local “Society for the Settlement of Toiling Jews 
on the Land” (OZET, Оbshchestvo zemleustroystva yevreyskikh trudyashchykhsya) 
was established in Berdychiv in 1925. This body was tasked with the resettlement 
of Jewish residents to the countryside and their integration into the agricultural 
sector.73 After the establishment of the Autonomous Jewish District in the Soviet 
Far East in 1928 – known as Birobidzhan after 1931 – the main task of OZET in 
Berdychiv was to promote Jewish resettlement. In 1931, a local branch of the 
KomZET, the “Committee for the Agricultural Settlement of Jews,” was established 
in Berdychiv that worked on a par with OZET.74 This was a very unpopular venture, 
however. According to a 1931 KomZET report, only one person volunteered for 
resettlement, whom the resettlement agency moreover categorized as “not 
trustworthy.”75 The Birobidzhan district, aptly described as “pseudozionism” 
by Arno Lustiger, was meant to create an alternative to the increasingly popular 
Zionist project of an independent Jewish state. This itself had been preceded by 
the creation of Jewish districts (rayons) and kolkhozes on the Crimean Peninsula, 
which had often met with outrage from the local inhabitants.76 Ultimately, the 
uprooting and resettlement of the Jewish population was meant to destroy the old 
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social structures in the Soviet periphery.
In his examination of the Soviet Jewish population just before the Second World 

War, Frank Grüner identifies three groups: Jews who lived in urban centers outside 
of the former Pale of Settlement, and who were largely assimilated; those who 
lived in the big cities within the former Pale of Settlement, who often demonstrated 
some assimilatory tendencies but were still connected with Jewish tradition; and 
those who remained living within the old social structures in the traditional Jewish 
majority small towns (mistechka). Grüner defines assimilation as the abandonment 
of the Yiddish language and Jewish cultural and religious traditions as well as 
marriage to non-Jewish partners.77 Berdychiv was one of those small towns where 
the transformation process among the Jewish population and their adaptation to 
the new Soviet reality took much longer than in the larger cities. The resettlement 
of part of the population, especially those who clung to the traditional ways of life, 
could potentially expedite the sovietization of the rest of the inhabitants.78 This 
project, whether in Berdychiv or the elsewhere in the Soviet Union, remained 
generally unsuccessful, however.

Anti-Religious Campaigns and Secularization
A key waypoint along the path towards Jewish “modernization” was their 

secularization. Lenin regarded the Jews of the Russian Empire as “the most 
oppressed nation in the world.” Consequently, in order to be recognized within 
the processes and structures of modernity, Jews needed to activity forsake their 
Eastern European identity and integrate into the socialist revolution. Indeed, Lenin 
positively regarded Western European Jews for their social integration into the 
mainstream cultures in which they lived.79 As Michael Brenner observes, for the 
majority of Western European Jews, Judaism was above all a confession, while their 
national political allegiances aligned with the majority population. By contrasts, 
for the Jews of the Russian Empire “Jewishness” had also evolved into a form of 
ethnic identity.80 For Lenin, this meant that the central aspect of proletarian Jewish 
culture was to be their liberation from religion.

Within Soviet policies regarding religion, Wolfgang Heller differentiates two 
strategies: evolutionary and interventionist. Proponents of the first approach 
argued that the religious question was the same as the nationalities question, and 
the issue would resolve itself with the change in socio-economic conditions. Thus, 
no state intervention was necessary. The so-called interventionist strategy, by 
contrast, advocated the right of the state to attack religious institutions and make 
use of anti-religious propaganda.81 Lenin’s own view that “Religion is a private 
matter” presented him as an adherent of the evolutionist strategy. However, when 
looking at the religious policies implemented by the Bolsheviks throughout the 
1920s, it becomes apparent that the interventionist strategy prevailed from the 
outset.82
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The legal foundation for the state’s new policies was established on 23 January 
1918 under the decree of the Council of People’s Commissars on the separation of 
church and state as well as church and schools. All religions were put on the same 
legal footing, with the preeminence of the Russian Orthodox Church being formally 
abolished. The state also took control over much of the social domains previously 
overseen by religious bodies, such as the issuing of birth and wedding certificates 
or divorces. Furthermore, religious organizations could no longer be regarded as 
a legal entity, own property, or levy their own taxes. This their long-established 
financial foundations were promptly eroded. Religion itself was to be actively 
removed from public life and pushed into the personal and private sphere.83

The 1918 decree also meant that religious communities could no longer run 
their own schools. Consequently, schools in Berdychiv had all been administratively 
reorganized by 1922. Within the town, there were 14 education institutions: six 
Ukrainian, four Jewish, two Polish, and two Russian. This only meant that the 
language of instruction was in the aforementioned languages, otherwise they 
had a unified curriculum – unlike in the imperial period, religious education 
was no longer incorporated into curricula.84 During the korenizatsiya period, 
however, emphasis shifted from religion to national identity in the spirit of Stalin’s 
maxim “national in form, socialist in content.” Only a few underground religious 
educational institutions remained intact. For example, a rabbi from Bratslav 
organized a secret Yeshiva network. This Jewish educational institution, which was 
dedicated to teaching the Torah to mostly male students, existed underground in 
Berdychiv until it was uncovered by the authorities in 1938.85 

The state’s pressure on religious communities continued to increase. Every 
community was required to be approved by the district Executive Committee’s 
subdivision for cults. A contract between this agency and the religious community 
had to be signed, their rights and obligations listed as line-item, and the name of 
each individual member registered.86 Thus this administrative agency achieved a 
great deal of control over local religious groups as well as the power to dissolve any 
one of them at any time. Religious communal property was also nationalized and 
put at the congregation’s disposal for approved uses.87 In addition, any religious 
items deemed to have cultural or material value were often confiscated and turned 
over to the museum of local history.88 This demonstration of power had a symbolic 
character: objects used for religious services were deemed “relics of the past” and 
transferred to the museum which subsequently became a site of anti-religious 
propaganda, where seminars were held and anti-religious tours offered.89

The antireligious campaign also made its way into the press. In a 1924 article 
published in the newspaper Arbayter shtime (Worker’s Voice), a short report 
described a worker’s assembly in a tannery where they discussed working 
conditions. At that time, the workweek consisted of six days with Sundays off. One 
Jewish worker suggested having Saturday off, indicating that it was written so in 
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the Torah. Other workers supposedly rejected this proposal in unison because 
they wanted to have their free day along with all other workers.90 Regardless of 
whether this event really took place or not, the message was clear: religious rules 
had no application in the new Soviet society. The following quote from the same 
newspaper demonstrates the logic behind the antireligious campaigns and the 
argumentation as to why workers should be atheists:

One thing is clear: from year to year the worker is becoming ever freer from 
the shackles of religion, of which he was a prisoner for years; from year to year 
the worker better understands that religion and class struggle, religion and 
revolution, religion and communism are not friends, they are bitter enemies [...]; 
Less than a tenth of workers will still meet this year in the Synagogues […] Slowly 
he [the worker] is tearing apart the chains of religion, slowly the feeling of faith, 
its rites and superstition, become poisoned inside him.91

In the same article, techniques for combating faith were also put forward, 
including the “organization of a mass demonstration of children, the unpoised red 
young talents, in the first days of Rosh Hashanah.”92 Antireligious events targeting 
children on religious holidays would become a Soviet tradition meant to protect 
the young from religious influence. 

Consequently, attendance numbers for the city’s synagogue plummeted. The 
most common explanation put forward in the “religious community resignation 
petition” was: “Because I am a worker.”93 It cannot be determined if these 
resignations were due to atheistic convictions or the desire not to jeopardize 
career opportunities. At any rate, this did give the Department for Cults a pretext 
for closing down houses of worship. With the resolution on religious organizations 
of the All-Russian Central Committee and the Council of People’s Commissars 
of 8 April 1929, the campaign against religion was intensified and many houses 
of worship were closed or repurposed. This included the Choral synagogue in 
Berdychiv that was turned into a workers’ club.94

There is evidence pointing to a privatization of religious practice among 
Berdychiv’s Jews under Soviet rule. Those interviewed by the Shoah Foundation 
commented that their parents rarely went to the synagogue and Jewish holidays 
were celebrated only at home. It is also important to note the difference between 
generations: while the older generations held on to the religious traditions, those 
who were then of working age either conducted their religious affairs in private 
or ceased practicing altogether.95 The following excerpt from an interview with 
Raisa Galperina clearly illustrates the schism which began to form between the 
generations:

We still celebrate all the holidays. I remember when I pulled out all the dishes, 
because on other days of the year it is forbidden to use these Passover dishes. 
Of course, we didn’t have any bread at home, either. When grandmother came 
to visit, she inspected everything, to see if there was a bread crumb hiding 
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somewhere. She was a warden who knew well that there was nothing at all at 
home. She was more religious than my mother. She went to church96 but you 
couldn’t really say that she … [was religious]. I don’t really know what it means to 
be religious or unreligious. In Soviet times, people just couldn’t be really religious. 
I wouldn’t say that they were persecuted, but it just didn’t really play much of 
a role. On my mom’s side there were six daughters and one son. I don’t recall 
what they all did, but they all worked. It’s really hard for me to say if they were 
especially religious. 97

This break with religion, which simultaneously meant a break with the 
traditional way of life, should therefore be regarded as the cornerstone of the 
Soviet Jewish community’s transformation process.

Concluding Remarks 
How was the cityscape of Berdychiv impacted by Soviet power? How effective 

was the process of sovietization in the city? A quote from Singer’s 1927 travelogue 
provides some answers:

Now merchants, landowners, small shopkeepers and chargés d’affaires all are in a 
foul mood. Unions make them pull their hair out. International trade is impossible, 
the transportation of smuggled goods across the border is also impossible. There 
are no longer any large tannery owners – they have either moved away, run away, 
have lost everything, or sit in jail. Now, no one needs an agent or negotiator. Large 
tanneries no longer belong to their rich proprietors  – they have all lost their 
humor […]The city of Berdychiv has always been Jewish, but now it is even more 
Jewish than it used to be. On the street Yiddish is still spoken and the street signs 
are in Ukrainian and Yiddish […]98

Berdychiv can be seen as a stand-in for many other provincial cities with a 
Jewish majority population, during the first Soviet decade. A small town with its 
centuries-old social structures was more difficult to sovietize than a big city with 
a faster pace of life and constantly changing population structure. Nevertheless, 
Berdychiv did became culturally more Soviet over the course of the 1920s.99

Soviet policies towards the Jewish population, based upon a complete rejection 
of the policies of the Russian Empire, also brought fundamental change to the 
town’s social structures and traditions. For younger generations, this meant a 
break with the customs and habits of their grandparents. The Berdychiv of this 
period was therefore one with two faces: the new Soviet Berdychiv with children 
who participated in anti-religious rallies on Jewish holidays, and the old Berdychiv, 
where Jews went to pray in the synagogue during these very demonstrations. 
These two cityscapes would merge into a new city, one which would become ever 
more integrated into the Soviet project.

The promotion – or rather, creation – of proletarian secular Jewish culture, the 
political indoctrination of the population, the professional restructuring as well as 
the aggressive anti-religious state policies were all intended to acculturate the Jews 
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into Soviet mass-society. Despite initial financial difficulties and a lack of personnel 
in educational and administrative institutions, the Soviet authorities managed to 
establish new public bodies tasked with the transformation of urban society. The 
internalization of Soviet content soon became a survival strategy for Berdychiv’s 
Jews – even if not yet on the scale of the 1930s. The year 1929 therefore marked 
a turning point for Soviet internal politics as social transformation began to be 
enforced with extreme pressure and brutality. Consequently, the destruction of the 
old structures and traditions begun in the 1920s gained momentum and intensity. 
Stalinism also engendered further transformations within the Jewish community 
of Berdychiv, before the horrors of the German occupation ultimately brought its 
centuries-old history to a sad end.
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“Face to the Countryside!”: A Thorny Path for 
Soviet Public Healthcare in an Interwar Belarusian 
Province.
by Andrei Zamoiski 

This article demonstrates the complications of rural healthcare modernization 
in the context of the Belarusian Socialist Soviet Republic. While reforming 
public healthcare, the Bolsheviks managed to revive pre-revolutionary 
networks and provide the rural population with basic medical assistance. 
Various propaganda campaigns by the medical administration also aimed 
to improve sanitary condition and the state of healthcare in the countryside. 
However, due to political transformations in the interwar Soviet state, many of 
these plans ultimately proved unsuccessful at the local level. 
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This article focuses on the development of healthcare in Soviet Belarus, officially 
known as the Belarusian Socialist Soviet Republic (BSSR), a young republic 
which appeared on the ruins of Imperial Russia. In 1917, the collapse of the 
Russian Empire as a result of the February Revolution meant the beginning of a 
new epoch. During the short period from 1917 to 1921, governing authorities 
in this region changed frequently.1 Once the new Soviet regime was established, 
however, it actively introduced a variety of reforms, which affected all spheres of 
life, including healthcare provision. Nevertheless, while the Russian Revolution 
created an impetus for the development of society, culture, science, and medicine 
in the Soviet republics, many issues remained unresolved at the local level. Thus, 
although healthcare in Soviet Belarus officially developed according to the Soviet 
model, the Bolsheviks often had to improvise in order to solve acute problems 
inherited from the previous regime. While Soviet propaganda extolled the success 
of healthcare in the countryside, but sources indicate that in the villages this 
picture was not as positive as the propagandists wanted to demonstrate. 
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Figure 1: Map of the BSSR (1926) with the Gomel and Retschytsa regions having been 
returned to Belarus from the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) in 1926. 

Source: This image is based on the map published in Nash Kray 16, no.1 (1927), 107.

This article shows how, despite obvious limitations, the authorities still 
attempted to modernize healthcare services in the Western periphery, maneuvering 
between ideological guidelines and pragmatic necessities. It traces the progress 
of healthcare provision through several crucial stages in Soviet interwar history, 
beginning with the Russian Civil War through to the period of the New Economic 
Policy (NEP), the collectivization of Soviet agriculture, and the consolidation of 
the Stalinist regime in the 1930s. In doing so, it explore the efforts of the BSSR’s 
medical administration as it sought to overcome the consequences stemming from 
the collapse of the territory’s healthcare services during the First World War and 
improve medical care in the Belarusian countryside. During the 1920s, the republic 
was attempting to rebuild it local network of pre-war medical institutions, which 
had suffered greatly as a result of war and political cataclysm. By the mid-1920s, 
the Communist Party had started to call attention to the problems deemed inherent 
to rural areas. In response, the Soviet authorities announced a range of campaigns 
to target non-urban population, mainly the Belarusian peasantry that represented 
the dominant social group in this predominantly agricultural region. In the after of 
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the Russian Civil War, and subsequent social unrest that had accompanied it, the 
Soviet state used the NEP to win the support of the peasants economically. 

At the same time, access to qualified healthcare services and the necessary 
medical treatment in the countryside was far from ideal. Villages experienced 
a deficit of medical supplies while their inhabitants did not enjoy such modern 
benefits as medical insurance.2 Throughout the 1920s, the Soviet medical 
administration of Belarus linked these frequent shortcomings in healthcare to so-
called “socio-historical conditions” within the territory.3 

From the 1920s onwards, Soviet literature continually emphasized poor 
sanitary conditions and medical care services in rural areas as being closely 
linked to the economic and social problems that generally faced the Soviet Union 
in the aftermath of the First World War and Russian Civil War.4 Using Marxist-
Leninist theory, many Soviet authors sought to prove the advantages of the Soviet 
healthcare system in comparison to the West or what had existed in the pre-
revolutionary public sector. Among the authors who actively propagated the Soviet 
model in the interwar period, Nikolay Semashko (1874–1949), the Head of the 
People’s Commissariat of Health of the RSFSR, was one of the most prominent.5 In 
the BSSR itself, the People’s Commissar of Health, Mikhail Barsukov (1890–1974), 
was equally significant in the discussion of measures to improve public healthcare, 
particularly in emphasizing local factors and difficulties.6

Figure 2. Portrait of Mikhail Barsukov (1890—1974), the People’s Commissar of Health of 
the Belarusian SSR (1824—1930). Source: Bolshaya Meditsinskaya Entsiklopediya, Vol.3, 
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ed. Nikolay Semashko (Moskva: Sovetskaya Entsiklopediya, 1928), 41.
As a Soviet borderland directly adjacent to the “bourgeois” states Poland and 

Latvia, the BSSR was a region of great concern for the Bolsheviks. Unlike the large 
cities of Russia and Ukraine, Western experts rarely visited during the interwar 
period, while foreign authors directed their scholarly interest primarily at more 
generalized processes and revolutionary transformations in Soviet healthcare, 
rather than looking at factors specific to individual republics.7 In modern Western 
historiography, scholars have also tended to examine the vectors of Soviet 
healthcare progress, considering various problems related to its economic basis 
in the interwar period.8 Their research has also focused on issues of international 
medical cooperation and the image of Soviet healthcare among foreign audiences.9 
Soviet and contemporary Belarusian historiography, by contrast, has tended to 
focus more on the training and distribution of medical personnel, the activities 
of medical societies, and the problem of personnel shortages, particularly in rural 
areas.10 As a result, many important aspects in the history of medical care in Soviet 
Belarus have been neglected, including such problems as the social history of 
medical doctors, especially those based outside of the big cities, the role of Jews 
in Belarusian healthcare, and the Bolshevik regime’s relationship to medical 
workers.11 

The study of these problems in Belarus is further complicated by the fact that 
during the Second World War, most of the materials collected by the People’s 
Commissariat of Health of the BSSR, and the Belarusian Red Cross Society, 
throughout the 1930s was destroyed or lost. Consequently, the most valuable 
surviving sources were those documents produced by the Central Committee of 
the Communist Party of Belarus (TsK of the KP(b)B), which have been preserved in 
the National Archives of Republic of Belarus in Minsk, as well as the rich collections 
of data housed across Belarus’ various regional archives. Ongoing problems related 
to medical care were also frequently discussed in medical journals published 
in Soviet Belarus, such as Belaruskaya Medychnaya Dumka [Belarusian Medical 
Thought] or Meditsinskiy Zhurnal BSSR [Medical Journal of the BSSR]. These 
articles were based on original research carried out by medical experts eager to 
inform the medical community across the republic about the work their colleagues 
were doing in the Belarusian countryside.12 

The Soviet Healthcare System: From War to Peace
The pre-revolutionary Belarusian provinces (gubernii) had seen tremendous 

growth in the number of hospitals in cities, towns, and rural areas. In the early 
20th century, hospitals, including Jewish hospitals, began to operate in townships. 
Although the number of patients was small, this burgeoning medical network 
slowly expanded into more rural areas through the activities and diligence of 
the territory’s zemstva. These local self-governing institutions were in charge 

Andrei Zamoiski 



Euxeinos, Vol. 12, No. 34/ 2022 73

of health issues and promoted the idea of a decentralized healthcare; zemstvo 
doctors played an especially crucial role in studying the living conditions of the 
population and discovering the causes of diseases.13 In the late Russian Empire, 
medical doctors were also actively engaged in political and public life.14 The 
specificity of the Belarusian countryside was itself largely the product of shifting 
political conditions: zemstvo self-government in the western provinces, including 
Belarus, had been introduced much later than in the center of the Russian Empire 
to the east. The Tsars did not permit the formation of zemstva in these provinces 
until 1906, fearing that the Polish landlords would dominate the elective district 
councils.15 Moreover, there were no higher medical education institutions on the 
territory of present-day Belarus, resulting in nearly all of its qualified medical 
doctors being graduates of Western European or Russian universities. However, 
prior to 1914, various medical societies were operating in Minsk and other larger 
towns and cities demonstrating the emergence and maturation of specific branches 
of medicine before the 1917 revolutions.16 

However, it was this period’s crucial political events and social transformations, 
namely the First World War, the collapse of the Russian Empire, the Russian 
revolutions, the founding of the Soviet regime, and the formation of new national 
states in the rest of Eastern Europe towards the end of 1918, which had a salient 
impact on Belarusian healthcare. Since 1915, Belarus had been divided by military 
frontlines, with the Great War having an especially negative impact on healthcare 
services through worsening sanitary conditions. Many of the existing civilian 
hospitals were subordinated to military needs while emergency sanitary trains, 
maintained by the zemstvo, operated across the region.17 As with the war’s other 
military theatres, doctors based at or near the Eastern Front were frequently 
diverted from strictly medical tasks, often spending excessive amounts of time 
dealing with military administration issues such as sanitation and transport.18

The initial efforts made by the Bolsheviks, who seized power in October 1917, 
towards transforming healthcare provision in the former Russian Empire have 
attracted particular attention from researchers.19 Starting in 1918, public healthcare 
was concentrated under state control, with all medical institutions being directly 
managed by the People’s Commissariat of Health (Narkomzdrav).20 Following 
his appointment as the first Soviet People’s Commissar of Health, Semashko, had 
publicly declared that the separation of medicine “for the rich and for the poor” had 
come to an end. Any Soviet worker could turn to a first-class specialist for medical 
assistance or advice free of charge.21 In Soviet Belarus, healthcare reform was also 
carried out under the supervision of the state. As part of this drive to nationalize 
the territory’s healthcare infrastructure, the zemstva were promptly dissolved and 
all medical institutions placed under the supervision of the People’s Commissariat 
of Health.22 Hospitals supervised by Jewish communities were also nationalized by 
the local Soviet administration.23 Nevertheless, this nationalization of healthcare  
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was itself gradual and rather complex, as recent historians have shown.24

In order to quickly bring the healthcare situation under their control, the 
Bolsheviks were obliged to implement a series of fairly severe measures. This 
can be explained by the ongoing state of emergency and the myriad political and 
social problems that needed to be resolved as soon as possible. Massive contagious 
diseases and the outbreak of numerous epidemics across the former Empire 
occurred in parallel with military actions and the Russian Civil War raging in the 
provinces. In Belarus, which the Red Army had had to liberate first from occupying 
German troops and later an attempted annexation by the Second Polish Republic, 
the Narkomzdrav was tasked with carrying out the registration of all medical 
personnel. This urgent measure went hand in hand with their drafting into the 
ranks of the Red Army, with special medical groups being established to visit those 
areas worst affected by epidemics. Although the new medical administration 
faced the continuing threat of declining loyalty, many of its trained doctors such as 
Barsukov, the incoming People’s Commissar of Health of the BSSR, were quick to 
accept the policies and ideas of the Bolsheviks. The new regime also represented 
new possibilities with many Belarusian medics viewing it as a chance to contribute 
to the revolutionary transformation of the entire healthcare system.25 Nevertheless, 
some Bolshevik leaders still continued to view the professed loyalties of the 
territory’s pre-revolutionary medical professionals (the “old medical cadres”) 
with suspicion during these early years of Soviet rule.26 This was due to the fact 
that some physicians did not support the Communist Party, being adherents of the 
liberal views characteristic of the Russian intelligentsia.27

The transition to the NEP precipitated new social problems, particularly since 
the punitive methods employed under the policy of War Communism during the 
Russian Civil War were no longer in effect.28 In 1921, conditions on the ground 
in Soviet Belarus were nothing short of desperate: many medical institutions had 
been destroyed or had lost all of their trained personnel by 1921. Moreover, the 
mobilization and evacuation of medical staff had resulted in an acute shortage of 
physicians, further aggravated by the fact that those doctors who remained were 
mostly elderly or disabled.29 In rural areas the situation was made considerably 
worse due to widespread banditry. Moreover, at the beginning of the 1920s, 
Belarusian Jewish communities, like those in Ukraine, were subject to regular 
attacks, especially in the countryside, with some settlements greatly suffering from 
pogroms.30 By contrast, the Soviet bureaucratic apparatus was unable to adequately 
respond to the changing situation leading to medical assistance to victims 
being routinely delayed.31 As a result, non-governmental medical organizations 
cooperated closely with the local authorities to provide suffering families with 
urgent medical attention.32 As the situation improved, however, the authorities and 
medical administration no longer needed this constant assistance.33 This led to all 
medical societies being gradually absorbed by the Commissariat of Health and the 
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Red Cross societies. 
Practical Measures under the NEP

Under the NEP, the government of the BSSR, analyzing the general medical 
situation in the republic, emphasized the obvious shortcomings of medical 
provision in the villages and townships. Moreover, the authorities were fully aware 
of the causes of the epidemic diseases in these rural areas.34 In June 1924, the 
People’s Commissariat of Health started to act more decisively in sending medical 
groups out to rural areas where many of the epidemics had originated. A special 
brigade to combat malaria, for example was dispatched to the Mozyr district, an 
area dominated by mosquito-infested swamplands.35 This also prompted more 
general initiatives, such as the authorities’ successful campaign against widespread 
trachoma by improving access to clean water and treatment.36 

Soviet healthcare had also inherited the practice of medical congresses, which 
were actively held until 1917, where medical activists, scholars, and the authorities 
continued to debate how to solve lengthy lists of problems relating to public health. 
The most important and serious of these issues were brought up for discussion at 
the congresses. The first All-Belarusian Congress on Rural Medicine, for example, 
discussed many acute problems and decided to repair hospital buildings and 
supply medical wards with additional bedding, underwear, and other necessities 
in order to alleviate the problem of treating patients suffering from trachoma, 
tuberculosis, and various venereal diseases.37 

Figure 3. Non-postage stamp “All to fight Tuberculosis!”, mid-1920s. Source: private 
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collection
By the early 1920s, two distinctive categories of medical personnel were 

operating in the Belarusian countryside. The first of these were the many 
representatives of the medical community in Belarus who had started their careers 
as zemstvo doctors. In various memoirs written in the 1920s, they described 
all the hardships that they experienced in their daily work. Despite enjoying an 
often indisputable level authority in the Belarusian villages, their roles typically 
involved working without rest and making visits within a radius of several 
tens of kilometers. Many of these doctors often demonstrated a great degree of 
inventiveness and were deeply immersed in their activities, often being unable 
to spend much attention with their families owing to them having to work over 
weekends.38 The second category were the newly trained Soviet doctors, dentists, 
and midwives who worked in the countryside only within the “mandatory period” 
of one year before moving to the cities, contributing to the extreme turnover of 
medical staff in rural areas.39

This lack of experienced medical personnel posed a serious problem across all 
the Soviet republics and represented a challenge that the authorities needed to 
address. In peripheral areas such as Soviet Belarus, there were two approaches: 
to invite experts from other republics, or to create its own capacity for training 
new medical personnel. Recruiting doctors to work in the BSSR proved especially 
difficult owing to difficult labor conditions medical staff were required to face, 
particularly in rural areas. However, the People’s Commissariat of Health of 
Belarus did succeed in attracting some leading experts to the republic, which 
permitted them some means, at least in the short term, for creating the basis for to 
further develop its own medical sciences. The establishment of the medical faculty 
of the Belarusian State University in 1921 represented the first step to providing 
the republic with medical doctors. Furthermore, the development of higher and 
secondary medical education in the BSSR increased the number of local personnel. 
The Narkomzdrav also organized special training courses to help better facilitate 
the training of medical staff needed to resolve the sanitary situation.40

This issue of medical undersupply to rural regions was a sufficiently large 
problem to be discussed at the highest echelons of the Belarusian republican 
administration. In July 1926, the Belarusian Council of People’s Commissars 
debated a recently published report “On the State of Healthcare in Rural Areas,” 
that had been written by a team of medical instructors. The report’s authors 
informed the republican authorities about the difficult situation in healthcare in 
the countryside, noting that medical services were often missing in many rural 
areas.41 Inequalities in the distribution between urban and rural areas were also 
noted for being particularly drastic.42 Barsukov himself admitted that the majority 
of doctors were concentrated in cities and towns and did not want to work in the 
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countryside.43 The same situation was observed not only in Belarus, but also in 
other parts of the Soviet Union. 

To solve the situation, throughout the 1920s, the government of the BSSR 
increased investments into the medical sector.44 By the end of the decade, new 
physicians were gradually arriving while new hospitals, dental points, and out-
patient clinics were being erected in all rayon centers, allowing the pre-existing 
medical network to continue slowly expanding into the rural areas. The medical 
administration vigorously encouraged more established physicians to move their 
practices into rural areas, while younger nurses and doctors were often sent 
directly to work in villages and small towns after completing medical school.45 

Figure 4: Instructions for Pregnant Women. Front covers of the brochures Syalyanskaya 
bіblіyateka [Peasants’ library]. Source: Ivan Tsvikewich, Parady tsyazharnym. Mensk 

[Mіnsk]: Beltrestdruk, 1923. 

Health protection regarding maternity and infancy in rural areas was also a 
key focus among these new medical institutions with the medical administration 
having established “Special Departments for the Protection of Motherhood and 
Infancy” (Okhmatmlad, Okhrana Materinstva i Mladenchenstva). Instructors based 
within these departments monitored questions related to such fields as pregnancy, 
childbirth and its consequences, and nursing.46 At the same time, Soviet health 
institutions specifically focused on improving the wellbeing of mothers and infants 
for social policy reasons.47 This was also a way to socialize peasant women and 
involve them more closely in the Soviet economy; the Soviet authorities, as well as 

Andrei Zamoiski



Euxeinos, Vol. 12, No. 34/ 2022 78

local women’s activists, arranged meetings of working-class or peasant women, 
some of whom were even elected as delegates.48

Figure 5: Breastfeeding. Source: Ivan Tsvikewich, Hadavanne hrudnykh dzyatsei. Mensk 
[Mіnsk]: Beltrestdruk, 1924.

Special attention was paid to the strengthening of Soviet physical culture. In the 
1920s, physical training and sports activities were popularized in urban and rural 
areas. 49 In some small towns, the local administration promoted physical activity 
among workers by organizing sporting competitions. Unlike the larger cities in 
the okrug (oblast), however, rural administrations’ budgets could not afford the 
financial resources needed to support sports clubs. The Soviet authorities also 
encouraged sports throughout the country and provided financial assistance 
to mass societies. Special emphasis was placed on more popular and accessible 
sports such as running, swimming, and football. This development of physical 
training in the interwar period was itself closely related to the militarization of the 
Soviet society.

Reviving the Belarusian Village?
In the mid-1920s, the Belarusian medical administration began discussing 

the possibilities for reviving the Belarusian village by way of campaigns against 
alcoholism and diseases such as typhoid or malaria, as a means of promoting 
higher standards of public health.50 To this end, the pre-revolutionary epoch was 
portrayed as the “dark past.” For example, Soviet propaganda claimed that before 
1917, the tsarist regime had deliberately encouraged peasants and workers to 
become drunkards with alcohol abuse in the Soviet republics described as a heavy 
cultural burden left over from the Russian Empire.51 The village was also treated 
as a social paragon in order to find optimal methods for “sanitary enlightenment” 
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(sanitarnoye prosveshcheniye). The Red Cross Society, supported by the state, also 
sought to improve sanitary conditions in small towns and villages. Periodically, 
so-called “health weeks” were proclaimed and organized collaboratively by the 
local authorities and medical doctors. Brochures addressed to various social 
groups were also published throughout the interwar years.52 However, since the 
late 1920s, the activities of all societies had been placed under the control of the 
various medical administrations and of the Soviet authorities.53Medical doctors 
who came to work in Belarusian villages often played prominent roles in state-
run campaigns against tuberculosis, sexually transmitted diseases, and alcoholism. 
However, due to transport issues, the perpetual deficit of medical staff, and other 
such issues, medical consultation mainly covered the smaller towns, rather than 
the villages.54 Moreover, rather than soliciting a change in public attitudes, the 
Soviet anti-alcohol campaign simply culminated in further draconian regulations 
on the distribution of alcoholic beverages in the second half of the 1920s.55 Indeed, 
official propaganda even argued that only the Soviet state was attempting to tackle 
the problem of alcoholism, in contrast to the authorities in Imperial Russia and the 
Western states. Peasants were especially targeted with brochures explaining the 
root causes of alcoholism in the Belarusian village communities. A “Society for the 
Struggle against Alcoholism (OBSA)” (Obschestvo po bor’be s alkoholizmom) was 
also established with branches in many rural districts.56 

What distinguished late-1920s anti-alcohol propaganda was the fact that it was 
carried out together with a broad process of anti-religious agitation. Drunkenness 
was associated with religious practices, and more specifically the Russian 
Orthodox Church, both of which were considered the basis of potential counter-
revolutionary activities.57At the same time, the Narkomzdrav focused on improving 
environmental conditions.58 Inspectors and medical workers, who came from the 
bigger cities, typically characterized rural sanitary condition as very poor.59 Many 
settlements across the republic were also noted as lacking in proper sanitary 
facilities, especially those towns that were not district centers.60 The water supply 
in many places was a particularly sore point for the sanitary services, given that the 
majority of townships did not have water pipes. In addition to wells, the number 
of which was far from sufficient, water was regularly consumed from sources that 
were often deemed unsafe, such as local rivers.61 The sanitary bodies also focused 
on disseminating preventive medicine through vaccination, personal hygiene, 
and health-based education.62 Throughout the 1920s, eye-catching posters with 
hygienic-sanitary propaganda were widely published.63 Such improvements  
frequently involved the local authorities, monitoring hygiene, for instance, was 
the assigned duty of the local soviets.64 Special health commissions were set up 
to promote sanitary knowledge, organize so-called “explanatory work” among the 
residents, and to observe how sanitary regulations were being implemented.65 
These commissions conducted sanitary inspections of houses and the neighboring 
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territory.66 The local authorities also set up “sanitary circles” to popularize sanitary 
knowledge and fine anyone seen as failing to uphold proper hygiene standards.67 

Due to a lack of resources, however, state medical institutions were unable to 
provide medical help to the entire population under the NEP. Any state financial 
support for public health was allocated to industrial enterprises and various 
institutions, meaning that medical services were only directly available to industrial 
workers population and family members who were covered by insurance policies. 
During this earlier phase, the “laboring masses” (Soviet employees and workers) 
were entitled to medical assistance.68 Public discontent with the healthcare 
services, however, quickly grew into more general grievances against the local 
authorities.69 In rural areas, the attitude of medical personnel towards patients 
also provoked discontent as, for example, when they refused to help patients for 
free. Indeed, such issues even came to the attention of the Joint State Political 
Directorate (OGPU).70

Still isolated from most modern health services, many Belarusian peasants 
sought medical advice from alternative sources, turning predominantly to 
paramedics, or feldshers. Even before the revolution, a phenomenon known 
as “feldsherism” had drawn criticism, since these paramedics, many of whom 
had originally received their training while serving in the military, were often 
incompetent and struggled cope with their subsequent workloads.71 Due to the 
lack of professional medical help, and a persistent adherence to various rural folk 
traditions, patients also appealed to healers and midwifes (znakhari).72 In some 
places, residents even received medical assistance from both modern physicians 
and traditional healers.73 During the 1920s, Soviet medical propaganda depicted 
both male and female practitioners of traditional medicine as charlatans who 
were frequently the targets of sustained criticism in the specialized press. Yet, 
traditional medicine continued to persist in places where qualified healthcare 
remained unavailable and where the BSSR’s network of medical institutions was 
insufficiently developed.74 According to the press, traditional healers typically 
increased their activities in those villages where local physicians had fled to large 
cities due to ongoing financial insecurity.75 However, despite the rather negative 
attitude to folk medicine among the Soviet authorities, some traditional methods 
were also promoted in the medical and local press.76 

From the NEP to Collectivization
The BSSR medical adminstration’s ambitious plans for improving the sanitary 

situation and health of the villages could not be implemented quickly and required 
significant resources, time, and concerted educational efforts.77 Since 1929, 
the political agenda had changed, with the Soviet leadership shifting to a more 
gradual course of industrialization and the mass collectivization of agriculture. In 
matters of medical provision, the government was guided by a purely pragmatic 

Andrei Zamoiski



Euxeinos, Vol. 12, No. 34/ 2022 81

goal: maintaining public health and, above all, the health of the industrial labor 
force and those peasants who had already joined the collective farms (kolkhozy). In 
the countryside itself, new organizational forms of Soviet medical provision were 
also developed in parallel with the policy of collectivization. In December 1929, 
the Soviet government passed a decree “Concerning Medical Service for Workers 
and Peasants.” The decree criticized the medical administration and insisted on “a 
clearer class proletarian line,” by which healthcare services would be distributed 
according to the party’s perception of the economic importance of each population 
group.78 

The authorities were thus prepared to implement unpopular measures dictated 
by ideological goals, knowing that this would cause discontent. In 1930, physicians 
reacted negatively following an official ban on private medical practice.79 Previously 
it had been legal for medical workers to combine their duties in state hospitals 
with private practice. Since state medical services could not meet the needs of the 
entire population, the administration had been forced by necessity to permit this 
degree of autonomy. In Soviet Belarus, however, the number of medical doctors 
who had relied on private practice as their main source of income was not 
significant.80 

In connection with the state’s industrialization and collectivization programs, 
medical workers were tasked with reducing the incidence of sickness among 
workers and peasants. Such measures were supposed to increase their productivity 
and contribute to the fulfillment of Stalin’s five-year plans.81 Thus, the public 
healthcare system was required to operate on the same model as Soviet industry, 
with medical workers having to fulfill so-called “production plans” and participate 
in socialist competitions. Officially, such an approach was necessary in order to 
help better facilitate the modernization of Soviet industry and agriculture within 
the first five-year plan.82 Under collectivization, medical assistance to collective 
farmers was given more attention. Following an order from above, all medical 
institutions were required to send their personnel to the villages, providing 
medical support for the sowing campaigns. In the spring of 1930, large hospitals in 
Minsk were further instructed to provide employees (mainly nurses) to supervise 
collective farms. Medical care for collective farmers was intensified during the 
sowing and harvesting seasons, causing a massive outflow of paramedical staff 
from hospitals.83

Additionally, from the early 1930s, medical doctors were tasked with overseeing 
political campaigns that had nothing to do with their direct responsibilities. Since 
personnel often enjoyed a degree of social influence among peasants, the local 
authorities often deliberately tried to use them for political goals. During their 
visits to villages, for instance, they were often forced to collect money from the 
rural population in order to finance the industrialization projects in the towns and 
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cities.84 Obviously, such activities were highly unpopular.85 Indeed, the secret police 
even monitored medical collectives and informed on doctors and personnel who 
resisted such campaigns.86

Facing an acute shortage of the personnel required to solve the BSSR’s current 
economic and political deficits, the People’s Commissariat of Health sought to 
accelerate the training of new medical cadres.87 Consequently, in the 1930s, 
medical professions in the Soviet Union experienced a rapid growth in number.88 
The organization of medical institutions in Minsk and Vitebsk was especially 
important in contributing to this influx of young professionals into the healthcare 
system.89 Medical education was especially popular among girls who graduated 
from secondary schools, both in urban and rural areas, leading to an increase in 
female applicants to the BSSR’s medical universities and subsequently higher  
numbers of women working in the health service.90 Moreover, in addition to the 
existing ones, ten more new schools were planned in the Belarusian republic.91 
However, the lack of medical personnel working in rural areas remained an 
unresolved problem, even at the end of the 1930s. A medical doctor based out in 
the countryside had to deal with a far greater workload than their colleagues in 
urban hospitals, while also coping with shortages of medicines and equipment. 
The medical administration was thus forced to resort to coercion in order to keep 
rural doctors in their posts.92  

Based on the principles of political loyalty, during the 1930s, the Stalinist regime 
was seeking to gradually replace those professionals associated with the old pre-
revolutionary generation with younger but more loyal cadres, focusing on fulfilling 
ideological commitments, even at the expense of the more practical goals that had 
previously been the priority. It was for such ideological reasons that the social status 
of students recruited to medical schools and universities was strictly controlled by 
the medical administration. Preference was given to children of workers, officials, 
and farmers, whereas it was difficult for children of “non-proletarian groups,” 
such as merchants or artisans, to enroll as students. This was compounded by 
the fact that many medical workers were also being accused, arrested, and even 
assassinated as “enemies of the people,” during the years of Stalin’s “Great Terror” 
from 1936 to 1938, when Soviet propaganda talked of “enemies” infiltrating the 
healthcare system to undermine it from within. In the periphery, however, some of 
these replacement processes continued to be impeded by the ever-acute shortage 
of medical personnel.93

Conclusion
On coming to power, the Bolsheviks were quick to use the pre-existing medical 

infrastructure in order to establish a new administrative to take control of 
healthcare facilities. The formation of healthcare according to the Soviet model 
in Belarus started under the unfavorable conditions created by war and political 
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unrest, which undoubtedly had an impact on medical provision in the countryside. 
As it attempted to solve these urgent problems, however, the new Soviet medical 
administration and local authorities were guided by purely pragmatic goals and 
objectives while ideology was reduced to a secondary importance. The authorities 
were ready to sacrifice their principles and accept help from bourgeois countries 
and philanthropic organizations. In the 1920s, medical assistance in rural areas 
remained a burning problem demanding the immediate attention of the state. The 
Soviet periphery received assistance from the center for further development, 
especially when the problems of the rural population were brought to the 
government’s attention during the NEP. 

The measures brought in under the healthcare provision of the BSSR 
corresponded to those introduced in other parts of the Soviet Union, while the 
Narkomzdrav was never an autonomous unit and remained subordinate to Moscow. 
However, local initiatives produced some short-term successes in Soviet Belarusian 
healthcare. Throughout the 1920s, the local authorities managed to develop some 
effective methods to improve the sanitary situation and health facilities with local 
medical and hygiene campaigns being launched in order to “revive” the Belarusian 
village. The establishment of two medical institutes in Minsk and Vitebsk also 
served, to some extent, to resolve the shortage of medical personnel in the republic. 
During the 1930s, the authorities closely connected the sanitary situation in the 
countryside with the policy of collectivization. This model of Soviet modernization 
in the countryside remained both imperfect and incomplete. One constant problem 
was that medical personnel did not share the authorities’ desire for moving in 
order to work in the villages, which were associated with social problems, lacking 
hygiene, and a low standard of life. Thus, the repressive policies instigated in this 
later period only worsened an already complicated situation in the countryside.
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Between Modernity and Neo-Tradition: Patronage 
Politics and Bacteriophage Research in Interwar 
Soviet Georgia
by Timothy Blauvelt

The bacteriophage, championed by the microbiologist Giorgi Eliava, appealed 
to the early Bolsheviks’ aspirations to create a more effective and rational 
society based on the mass provision of modern healthcare. Eliava used his 
connections among the Soviet Georgian elite to accomplish the creation of a 
major bacteriophage institute in Tbilisi. Yet, paradoxically, by the late 1930s 
Eliava’s status and success put him on a collision course with the secret police-
based network of that was increasingly ascendant in the Transcaucasian 
leadership. This article explores the hybridity of modern aspirations and 
informal politics that underlay Stalinism in practice in the interwar Soviet 
periphery. 
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The Bolshevik leadership asserted, from the very start, its aspirations to achieve 
“modernity”, realize ideas of “progress”, and the subjugation of nature. Eager to 
make use of the resources of the Soviet state, in the name of the revolution and 
the “dictatorship of the proletariat,” the Bolsheviks aimed to build a new and more 
effective society based on the Enlightenment values of rationality and science. 
A key element of such a progressive state and society was the vision, resolve, 
and capacity to bring to bear cutting edge research and up-to-date methods of 
mass production and distribution in order to defeat the age old human nemeses 
of disease and pestilence, making such innovations available to the masses 
in fulfillment of the ambition to provide for the “economic right” of universal 
healthcare.1 Yet despite the Bolsheviks’ objective to implement such aspirations 
through a rational bureaucratic state order, in practice, both elite politics and 
everyday societal life often functioned through informal connections, personalized 
networks, and clientelistic relationships of obligation. This was nowhere more the 
case than in the Caucasus, where such informal patronage relationships structured 
(and continue to structure) much of social life; in the first decades of the Soviet 
Union, a Caucasus-based patronage network would become a powerful force in 
early Soviet power politics, with the Caucasus region itself becoming a potent 
patronage resource. 
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This hybrid of formal aspects of an “ideal type” of modernity, together with 
pre-modern elements of personalistic informality and particularism (in contrast 
to impersonal authority), has been referred to as “neo-traditionalism.”2 Terry 
Martin has famously noted that “modernization is the theory of Soviet intensions; 
neo-traditionalism the theory of their unintended consequences.”3 Yet, as Michael 
David-Fox has pointed out, most societies that are firmly considered to be “modern” 
also incorporate elements of tradition, and neo-traditionalism is but one strand of 
Stalinism; Stalinism itself is a hybrid rather than a coherent, unified phenomenon, 
and one that needs to be historicized in the context of the particular period and 
even location.4 

Based on documents and memoirs from the Georgian National Archives, the Eliava 
Institute, and the Georgian KGB and Party archives, together with the extensive 
secondary literature concerning the main actors, their scientific convictions and 
accomplishments, and the patronage politics of the Soviet Caucasus, this article will 
attempt to accomplish precisely such a historicization. To this end, it approaches 
the contest between “modern” and scientific aspirations and the “neo-traditional” 
means of getting things done in interwar Soviet Georgia through an examination of 
the Georgian microbiologist Giorgi Eliava5 and his campaign to create an Institute 
of Bacteriophages in the capital Tiflis (renamed Tbilisi in 1936). By the mid-1930s, 
Eliava’s formidable networking efforts coincided with a major shift taking place 
within the republic’s ruling Stalinist patronage system. While Eliava ultimately 
accomplished the creation of his Institute, this very success thrust him into the 
center of the struggle for power raging between competing client networks.

Giorgi Eliava and The New Science of the Bacteriophage
In the autumn of 1921, some eight months after the remaining members of 

the government of the Georgian Democratic Republic (GDR) had departed in the 
opposite direction, the microbiologist Giorgi Eliava returned to the now Soviet 
Georgia after two years working and researching at the Institut Pasteur in Paris. 
Arriving in the port of Batumi with 100,000 French francs’ worth of laboratory 
equipment, vaccines, and serums donated by the Institute, Eliava also brought 
his enthusiasm for an innovative and potentially revolutionary new approach to 
combatting bacterial infections, the “bacteriophage”: microscopic and seemingly 
living organisms that were held to attack and “devour” bacteria.6 In the face of 
recent mass epidemics of typhus, influenza, and other diseases during the Russian 
Civil War, and in the course of establishing Soviet Power in the peripheries of the 
former Tsarist Empire, the new Bolshevik regime was eager to encourage such new 
and cutting edge, albeit controversial, scientific approaches. The practical ethos 
surrounding bacteriophage and the panache of its inventor and most prominent 
advocate, the French-Canadian microbiologist Félix d’Hérelle, of whom Eliava had 

Timothy Blauvelt



Euxeinos, Vol. 12, No. 34/ 2022 92

become protégé while living in Paris and who framed bacteriophage in terms of 
“symbiosis and an ecological vision of infection,” suited both the emerging design 
of Soviet scientific and research institutions. It also proved highly conducive to the 
Bolsheviks’ view of what scientific progress could and should look like in theory 
and in practice.7

Eliava was an unlikely early Soviet success story. Born in Sachkhere in western 
Georgia to an aristocratic family in 1893, he had been raised in solidly upper-
middle class circumstances in Batumi. His father, Grigol Lavrentievich, was a 
respected doctor and public figure. Eliava graduated from the Batumi gimnaziya 
in 1907, entering the University of Odessa in 1909 to study literature. He was 
subsequently expelled a year later in relation to an unclear involvement with 
student disturbances and was sent back to Georgia with a so-called “wolf’s ticket” 
(volchiy bilet) that, for the time being, prevented him from attending university 
elsewhere in Russia. However, with support of relatives, Eliava went to study at the 
University of Geneva in 1912, where he became inspired during a guest lecture by 
the Danish microbiologist Hans Christian Joachim Gram, the inventor of the Gram 
stain technique8. Forced to return home following the outbreak of the First World 
War broke in 1914, again with the help of relatives, Eliava was able to matriculate 
to the Medical Faculty of Moscow State University, from where he graduated 
with honors in 1916. He then went to work as a bacteriologist at field hospitals 
of the Society of Russian Cities in support of the war effort, first in Trabzon9 and 
then in Tiflis, where in 1918 he became head of the Tiflis Scientific Research 
Institute of Vaccines and Serums and the Central Bacteriology Laboratory of the 
Medical-Sanitary Department of the All-Russian Union of Cities.10 In early 1919, 
the government of the newly declared GDR, facing typhus outbreaks and gravely 
lacking in expertise, sent Eliava to France on his first study trip to the Pasteur 
Institute.11 

Apparently, while working in Tiflis in 1917 and investigating water from the 
Mtkvari (Kura) River for the presence of cholera vibrion, he had observed that a 
film of microbes in the water, when transplanted to a growth medium, somehow 
disappeared. According to his daughter Hanna, Eliava had prepared his microscope 
slides for work, but then remembered that he had to run to an important meeting, 
locking the materials in the laboratory. When he returned several days later 
and looked through the microscope, the slides were clear. He repeated the same 
procedure and, several days later, the results were the same.12 Other researchers had 
noticed similar effects around the same time, including d’Hérelle who conducted 
experiments at the Pasteur Institute in 1917 and published a treatise entitled 
Sur un microbe invisible antagoniste des bacilles dysentériques, in which he 
hypothesized that the microscopic active agent destroying the bacteria was a living 
organism, what would later be proven to be viruses.13 Hearing about d’Hérelle’s 
ideas and research at the Institute, Eliava approached the director, Professor Émile 
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Roux, to conduct a series of his own formal, large-scale experiments to test the 
hypothesis.14 These proved successful, and brought him to the attention of d’Hérelle 
himself. Indeed, having supposedly been summoned from his retreat in the French 
provinces, upon rushing to the Institute, d’Hérelle had allegedly burst in and 
demanded “Where is this Eliava? Show him to me!”.15 Like many at the Institute, 
d’Hérelle was taken with Eliava’s energy and charisma, notably his enthusiasm for 
d’Hérelle’s own theory of bacteriophage. Both scientists would later co-author an 
article discussing the “Uniqueness of the bacteriophage”, in 1921.16

Turning down offers and opportunities to remain in Europe, in late 1921, Eliava 
chose instead to return home with the donated equipment, informing his Paris 
colleagues that “Georgia needs me.”17 The Georgia to which Eliava returned was 
dramatically different than the one that he had left. Although beset with internal 
economic and political crises; external incursions from Ottoman Turkish and White 
Russian forces, alongside Bolshevik insurgencies; as well as from devastating 
epidemic diseases (including Ispanka or “Spanish Flu”), the short-lived GDR had 
been an oasis of stability and intellectual and artistic creativity in the former 
Tsarist periphery during the turbulent period of the Russian revolutions and civil 
war. Writers like Boris Pasternak and Osip Mandelstam, and the Futurist artist 
Ilia Zdanevich, mingled in Tiflis with the Georgian “Blue Horn” symbolist poets, 
including Paolo Iashvili and Titsian Tabidze. Moreover, the Georgian Menshevik 
government was responsible for implementing a prototype form of “Scandinavian” 
socialism and drafted one of the most progressive constitutions then yet seen in 
world history.18 

This spirit of creativity and innovation continued even after the Soviet invasion 
and seizure of power in the country in February–March 1921. Although a more 
nationalist-oriented Menshevism was overwhelmingly dominant in Georgia, a 
number of Georgians and other Caucasian socialists also became influential in the 
more internationalist Bolshevik revolutionary underground. The 11th Red Army 
that seized Tiflis on 25 February, was itself headed by the Georgian Bolsheviks 
Budu Mdivani and Pilipe Makharadze, and coordinated from Baku by the head 
of the Russian Communist Party Caucasus Bureau (Kavbiuro) Sergo Orjonikidze, 
who had masterminded the “Sovietization” of the entire Transcaucasus region. In 
1921-22, Mdivani and Makharadze even led a failed revolt against Orjonikidze - 
and his main patron Iosef Jughashvili or Joseph Stalin – as the latter attempted to 
subordinate Georgia to a constituent status within a Transcaucasian Soviet Socialist 
Federation. This was part of Stalin’s larger vision of Soviet Russia as a unitary state 
with only symbolic and formal autonomy for its component territories.19 

Despite this conflict (and in part because of it), the Caucasian network of 
Georgian and other local revolutionaries surrounding Orjonikidze and the 
Kavbiuro became a key element in the informal Bolshevik system of governance in 
the USSR during the 1920s, and a central pillar in Stalin’s eventual rise to supreme 

Timothy Blauvelt



Euxeinos, Vol. 12, No. 34/ 2022 94

power.20 Making use of Soviet nationalities policy, the Caucasian Bolshevik elites 
established powerful political “machines” in the apparatuses of the Georgian and 
Transcaucasian party organizations.21 They also quickly formed (or reinstated) 
connections with the young and upcoming elites in a range of creative, technical, 
and scientific fields – writers, artists, engineers, and scientists – offering them 
encouragement and patronage (and also friendship, or at least comradeship) in a 
newly emerging and expansively conceived Soviet Georgian intelligentsia.

Despite his aristocratic background and little apparent interest in Bolshevik 
ideology, or even in obtaining party membership, it seems that Eliava thrived 
in this vibrant new atmosphere of early Soviet Georgia. A protocol of the 
People’s Commissariat of Health of the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) 
issued on 18 November 1922 and confirmed on 21 February 1923 established 
the Bacteriological Institute, on the bases of the previously existing Central 
Bacteriological Laboratory. This was to be fully funded by the Commissariat, 
with Eliava as its director and a member of its governing board.22 The Institute 
undertook diagnostics and treatment as well as research and became the primary 
producer of serums and vaccines for all of the Transcaucasus as well as for other 
regions of the Soviet Union. In March 1924, by order of the Georgian Soviet of 
People’s Commissars (Sovnarkom), the Institute was transferred to a larger facility 
in the center of Tiflis (at Machabeli Street 4) and granted a parcel of land on the 
outskirts in the neighborhood of Saburtalo, which was then under development.23 

By the mid-1920s Eliava was becoming a major figure in Soviet microbiology 
and epidemiology. From 1925 to 1927 he was again sent, together with his family, 
to Paris for an extended research and study visit at the Pasteur Institute, funded by 
the Soviet Georgian government and Tbilisi State University (TSU). Upon his return 
he was appointed as chairman of the TSU Hygiene Department and then as head 
of the Microbiology Department, being awarded  the title of Professor by the TSU 
Scientific Council. In 1930–31 he again returned to the Pasteur Institute and took 
part in a major conference in microbiology in Paris.24 In addition to his formidable 
research and organizational skills, Eliava excelled at cultivating relationships 
with party and government officials and winning their support for his institution 
building projects. 

Outgoing and gregarious, throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, Eliava was 
a fixture of “high society” among the Soviet Georgian intelligentsia in Tiflis, 
associating with former revolutionaries and now ranking party officials such as 
Mdivani, Karp Modebadze, Malakia Toroshelidze and Mikhail Okujava; as well as 
Levan Ghoghoberidze, the first secretary of the Georgian party Central Committee; 
Petre Aghniashvili, the deputy head of the Georgian Sovnarkom (essentially the 
SSR’s Council of Ministers) and then Second Secretary of the Georgian Party; and his 
brother Levan, who would become rector of TSU. Other friends and acquaintances 
included luminaries such as the hydro engineers Bessarion Chichinadze and 
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Vladimir Jikia, the latter’s wife Tinatin Jikia, the theater director Sandro Akhmeteli, 
the poets Iashvili and Tabidze, and the writer Konstantine Gamsakhurdia.25 

Many party officials also served, in various ways, as patrons and protectors 
for these Georgian specialists and intellectuals. Eliava’s former assistant Elene 
Makashvili later described his abilities in interpersonal relations: 

“It was simply impossible to have bad relations with Gogi [Eliava]; like nobody 
else he was able to get on peoples’ good side, without making the slightest effort 
he could win their sympathies. The charm of his talent and his heartfelt generosity 
effected people.”26 

A working report (dokladnaya zapiska) that Eliava addressed to then-Georgian 
Party Second Secretary Aghniashvili in November 1932 exemplifies the detailed 
level of official patronage the latter was able to provide to the Institute: Eliava 
reminded Aghniashvili of the need for support from the Georgian Sovnarkom in 
securing bricks and other resources to complete the construction of two additional 
floors as well as for repairing a wall encircling the Saburtalo property. It also 
highlighted the need to obtain a Ford truck to facilitate deliveries between Institute 
locations and meet the regional demands for serums and vaccines.27

The Changing Social and Political Landscape: The Rise of Stalin and Beria
The late 1920s and early 1930s were a period of marked change in Soviet politics 

and society. With the consolidation of power in the hands of Stalin and the launch of 
the “revolutions from above” of forced industrialization and the collectivization of 
agriculture, the relative liberality and partial market system of the New Economic 
Policy (NEP) and the lenient attitude of the Soviet regime towards the so-called 
“bourgeois specialists” began to change. During NEP, these non-party experts in 
various fields, whose educational experiences and acculturation took place prior to 
the revolution, had not only been tolerated by the Soviet authorities in the 1920s, 
but were considered essential. 

Under Stalin’s first five-year plan from 1928 to 1932, however, regime 
propaganda began to portray the “bourgeois specialists” as ideologically unreliable 
and potentially disloyal. In 1928, for example, 53 mining engineers from Shakhty 
in Rostov faced a public show trial for wrecking and sabotage, a “signal” that such 
specialists were to be held up as scapegoats for industrial accidents taking place in 
the course of this new economic strategy.28 This was most notable with the mass 
arrests of members of the intelligentsia which took place in the Ukrainian SSR in 
1929 and 1930, accused of excessive nationalism and involvement in a supposed 
Union for the Liberation of Ukraine.29 

In the context of the “Cultural Revolution” during the same period, the regime 
both worked to consolidate the institutions and associations of intellectual life 
such as universities, academies of sciences, research institutes, and writers’ 
unions. By bringing such organizations under state and party control, the 
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Moscow government hoped to train and cultivate cadres of a new, younger “Red 
Intelligentsia” who would replace their less reliable bourgeois cohorts.30 At the 
same time, the massive state investment in industrialization and modernization 
also involved an expansion of socialized medicine and the institutional base for the 
provision of mass healthcare, of which epidemiological surveillance and control 
were a key element. The network of institutes of bacteriology and epidemiology 
that had been first established in the 1920s continued to be expanded in many of 
the Soviet republics and major cities.31 

Fundamental changes were also taking place within the leadership circles 
in Georgia and the Transcaucasus. Throughout the mid to late-1920s, Lavrenti 
Beria, an ambitious, young Georgian secret policeman, had been consolidating 
his position and power base, becoming first deputy head and then head of the 
Georgian secret police in 1926. In 1927 he was again promoted to the position of 
Georgian People’s Commissar for Internal Affairs before becoming deputy head 
and then head of the Transcaucasian secret police in 1931. By 1930, he was also 
a member of the Bureau of the Central Committee of the Georgian Communist 
Party, and, by the end of 1931, had successfully and fully made the transition 
from leadership of the secret police to the leading organs of the Georgian party, 
becoming First Secretary of the Georgian Party Central Committee in November 
1931 and then of the Transcaucasian Party Regional Committee (Zakkraikom) in 
November 1932. Like other political elites in the early Soviet periphery, Beria’s 
steady rise through the secret police apparatus was facilitated by his deft exercise 
of clientelism, cultivating a loyal cohort of promotees who owed their positions, 
and thus allegiance, to him personally. While maintaining his secret police power 
base, Beria brought his network of clients with him during his  transition into the 
party leadership, beginning to challenge Orjonikidze (who had himself been one of 
Beria’s earlier patrons) for control within the powerful Caucasian party network.32 

The Beria cohort of new party officials differed significantly from the typical 
profile of the established Georgian party cadres: younger, less well-educated, 
and often from provincial backgrounds. Their formative career experiences 
came primarily from service in the Soviet secret police rather than from the 
revolutionary underground. Thus, the political conflict for position and prestige 
within the state apparatuses, and ultimately dominance over the ruling network, 
overlay a cultural and generational conflict between the sophisticated “Old 
Bolshevik” former revolutionaries of the Tiflis party elite and Beria’s cruder and 
more thuggish newcomers recruited from the ranks of the secret police. Members 
of both groups resented and despised one another.33 Nevertheless, in reality the 
conflict played out over a number of years and was perhaps less stark than this 
situation might have initially implied, involving shifting alliances and patronage 
arrangement, rather than intimidation and violence, as the Beria group gradually 
asserted its dominance in the police, state, and party institutions. Yet the animosity 
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and resentment between the cohorts was real enough and would have concrete 
consequences for the life trajectories of many people. 
Aspirations Unfurled: The Arrival of d’Hérelle and Plans for the 
Bacteriophage Institute in Tiflis

It was in this context that Eliava, returning to Soviet Georgia from his third 
and final stay in Paris in 1930–31, was attempting to take full advantage of 
his connections in the leadership to bring to fruition his life’s goal: inviting his 
scientific mentor d’Hérelle to relocate to Georgia and, together, work to create 
a world-class institute devoted to bacteriophage research and development in 
Tiflis. By this point d’Hérelle was a professor at Yale University, though apparently 
dissatisfied and feeling himself underappreciated within American academia. 
He consequently submitted his resignation letter in May 1933, citing “continued 
misunderstandings.”34 In response, Eliava promptly extended an invitation on behalf 
of the Soviet Georgian government to relocate to Tiflis and take up a consultancy 
and  professorship at an institute for continuing education. Following d’Hérelle’s 
acceptance, both scientists set about planning their dream bacteriophage institute. 

D’Hérelle left few writings concerning his political or ideological views, though 
it seems that the experience of life during the Great Depression in the United 
States and Western Europe and a sense that his work was undervalued in the West, 
combined to make the Soviet (and Eliava’s) offer irresistible. In the words of Irakli 
Georgadze, then a lab employee who worked with d’Hérelle in Tiflis and who later 
became director of the Institute in the 1970s, d’Hérelle “belonged among those 
progressive Western European scientists who attempted to place his knowledge 
and his discoveries selflessly at the service of mankind to the extent that was 
possible in that social-societal construct in which they lived and worked.”35 
D’Hérelle’s former dean at Yale wrote that he had accepted the offer “to be able 
to carry out work in regions where clinical and field studies can be carried out 
more readily than they can in this country [the United States]”; d’Hérelle’s wife, 
Marie, later wrote in her diary that “for the first time in his life, d’Hérelle enjoyed 
the real appreciation of his work. His laboratory [in Tiflis] was supported in grand 
style with able technical staff, and he enjoyed the personal attention of servants, 
including a chauffeur.”36 

D’Hérelle in fact made two extended trips to the Soviet Union, first from October 
1933 to April 1934 and then again from November 1934 to May 1935, intending 
to return in the autumn of 1935, perhaps for good. During his time in the USSR, he 
travelled extensively, visiting institutes in Moscow and Leningrad and other cities, 
participating in academic conferences and events, and giving public talks. However, 
the majority of his time was spent in Tiflis with Eliava, staying at the Hotel Oriant 
on Rustaveli Avenue, and working daily at the Institute of Bacteriology. He had 
apparently even turned down offers of institutional directorships in Moscow and 
elsewhere owing to his preference for the Georgian climate and because of how 
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impressed he had been with the scientific staff at the Institute in Tiflis.37 
In 1935, d’Hérelle published a major scientific work, Bacteriophage and the 

Phenomenon of Recovery, translated into Russian by Eliava, through the publishing 
house of Tbilisi State University and facilitated by the university’s rector (and 
the publisher’s founder), Eliava’s old colleague Levan Aghniashvili.38 D’Hérelle 
dedicated the book to Stalin, and although the phrasing of the dedication may have 
been primarily an offering of gratitude for hospitality (or an attempt to meet the 
accepted Stalinist style of panegyrics), it does seem to emphasize an appreciation 
for the ideal of “Stalinist civilization”: 

This book, summarizing 20 years of seeking new paths in medicine, I dedicated to 
him, who, guided by the indefatigable and merciless logic of history, is building a 
human society on entirely new bases, and has taken his task to such a height, to 
such a decisive plane, that the dispassionate observer can have no doubt about 
the final result: I dedicate it to Com. STALIN.39 

In the book’s introduction, d’Hérelle seems to simultaneously pursue the joint 
goals of reflecting a flattering view of the Soviet Union while also advocating for 
further institution building. The Soviet Union itself is described as a “remarkable 
country which, for the first time in the history of humanity, has chosen for itself, as 
its guidebook, not irrational mysticism, but rather sober science, beyond the logic 
of which there cannot be true progress,” and he expressed the hope that the era of 
rebirth and an unprecedented flowering of science should be opened in the Soviet 
Union: 

laboratories devoted to biological discovery are appearing everywhere in your 
enormous country, scientific life is intensifying ever more and more, while in the 
capitalist countries it faces a growing tendency towards retardation; they have 
condemned science as the first victim of the world economic crisis.40

In 1934, Eliava submitted a detailed report (dokladnaya zapiska) to Beria 
outlining the potential of bacteriophages and the need to commit significant 
resources for their intensive study and for the creation of a dedicated institute 
of bacteriophage research in Tiflis. Eliava had already secured a commitment, 
through Petre Aghniashvili, of 200,000 rubles as part of the projected requirement 
of 940,000 needed for the establishment of the institution from the Sovnarkom. 
His overture to Beria now requested support from the party to obtain the 
remainder. Eliava’s report stressed the international reputation of d’Hérelle and 
the significance of his support for the project, as well as the potential military 
relevance that the further development of bacteriophage would have for treating 
typhus, dysentery and bacterial infections.41

According to the narrative surrounding the Eliava Institute’s founding, Beria 
had dismissed this request with a curt expression of profanity.42 It was clear that 
party support for the building of the institute would not to be forthcoming. Usually 
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cold and calculating, but not given to reflectiveness about science and progress 
unless specifically tasked, in this instance it seems that Beria’s vindictiveness 
had overcome any advantages that he might have perceived from the successful 
implementation of the bacteriophage institute project. It also seems likely that 
Beria’s hostility towards Eliava stemmed from both the latter’s connection to his 
rivals’, Aghniashvili and Orjonikidze, party network and from personal animosity 
towards what Eliava seemed to represent. 

A great number of stories and legends that illustrate the animosity that emerged 
between Eliava and Beria during this time. According to some, Eliava was irritated 
by Beria’s dilettante remarks about literature, art, and theater, and was overheard 
critiquing some caustic comment the Georgian party leader had made in the opera 
theater. Another anecdote concerned a near collision in the street. Both Eliava and 
Beria’s cars had stopped but Eliava did not properly acknowledge Beria, what is 
known in Georgian slang as “to do a ‘ne vizhu’” (“ne-vizhu ketdeba”), pretendingnot 
to see somebody. Another story has Eliava among a group of Georgian literati on 
the balcony of the apartment of Tinatin Jikia, located near Beria’s home. Beria, 
allegedly infatuated with Jikia, had sent an underling to invite her to his house, 
but she had refused owing to her already hosting guests. One of them, the theatre 
director Sandro Akhmeteli, had apparently criticized Beria in the presence of his 
messenger, despite Gamsakhurdia, who was also at the gathering, attempting to 
restrain him. In yet another story, Eliava,  having been training his dog to shake its 
head to signal “no” to offerings when saying “beri, beri” (“take it, take it”) in Russian, 
had exclaimed, “Look, even the dog doesn’t want to hear about Beria anymore!”43 

According to some accounts, Beria was especially irritated that a copy of 
d’Hérelle’s 1935 book, published by TSU, had been presented to Stalin in Moscow 
by Orjonikidze, rather than himself. More salacious rumors even suggested 
the existence of love triangle in which both Beria and Eliava were pursuing the 
same mistress, sometimes identified as Tinatin Jikia, and in some sources, rather 
improbably, as Eliava’s wife, the Polish opera soprano Amelia Wohl-Lewicka.44 
Many or all of these stories are most likely apocryphal, but they perhaps hint at 
an underlying truth, symbolizing the animosity beneath the surface between the 
sophisticated and privileged Georgian intellectual elite, the old guard of the party, 
and those state officials who had cultivated and patronized them and the newly 
ascendant cohort of Beria’s secret policemen-turned party bosses, who deeply 
resented both of these established elite groups.

Conflict in the Georgian Secret Police
In 1933-34, a struggle played out behind the scenes that would have grave 

significance for both the Beria group’s consolidation of power and also their 
subsequent treatment of the Georgian technical intelligentsia. This conflict, 
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incidentally, reached its crescendo at exactly the moment of d’Hérelle’s first visit. 
Throughout 1933, the Economic Department (Ekonomicheskii otdel – EKO) of the 
Georgian secret police (GruzGPU) had carried out a series of arrests targeting 
technical specialists. These included a number of veterinarians, agronomists, and 
experts in other fields, many of whom were working for the Georgian People’s 
Commissariat of Health, for alleged acts of economic sabotage on behalf of a 
counterrevolutionary “Georgian National Center.” 

During the Perestroika period of the late-1980s, a former secret police official 
named Suren Gazaryan published a memoir entitled This Must Not Be Repeated 
(Eto ne dolzhno povtoritsya). In this text, which had earlier circulated in samizdat 
form, Gazarvan recounted the story of these arrests and the political conflict that 
resulted from them within the secret police. This wave of arrests had included 
“people with international reputations,” such as “the biologist Eliava who created 
his ‘bacteriophage.’” Gazaryan was mistaken, however.45 Eliava had in fact not 
been among those arrested in 1933-34, though Gazarvan’s claims were later 
presented as fact in some biographies of Eliava and histories on the development 
of bacteriophages.46 Yet, even though Eliava was not among the victims of these 
events, he was certainly connected with a number of the arrestees and must 
have been to some degree aware of what was happening. It would have been an 
unsettling indication of where things might be headed in Soviet Georgia at the very 
time when d’Hérelle was making his first extended visit to the republic. 

Gazaryan’s account also frames the conflict sparked by the 1933-34 Georgian 
EKO arrests as one between the GruzGPU and their counterparts at the 
Transcaucasian Federation level (ZakGPU). There is, to a degree, some truth to 
this. However, the primary struggle appears to have been not between different 
branches or administrative levels within the secret police, but a conflict among 
networks, specifically the Beria group and another around Tite Lordkipanidze, 
one of the last remaining holdouts that stood in the way of the former’s total 
dominance in the Caucasus. The specialists themselves were taken into custody by 
a “special investigatory group” within the EKO of GruzGPU without the sanction of 
ZakGPU and on the orders of the GruzGPU head Davit Kiladze, a client of Beria.47 
The arrestees were coerced into admitting to outlandish crimes, with the GruzGPU 
bringing cases against them based solely on these forced confessions. Gazaryan, 
himself had been tasked by Lordkipanidze with investigating one of these cases 
on behalf of ZakGRU. On uncovering the widespread use of coercive measures, he 
had appealed to the Prosecutor of the Transcaucasian Military District, accusing 
the leaders of the EKO group, Mikhail Goryachev, Konstantin Savitsky, Nikita 
Krimyan, and Sergo Davlianidze, of violating the norms of the criminal-procedural 
codes and of using unsanctioned methods of investigation. It transpired that the 
EKO group had also concocted a profit-generating scheme to put the arrested 
specialists to work in designing a dairy combine. Furthermore, while gathered 

Timothy Blauvelt



Euxeinos, Vol. 12, No. 34/ 2022 101

together to work on this project (in direct violation of the procedures for keeping 
suspects separated) the specialists had coordinated a plan to admit to outlandish 
accusations in the hope that this would make the case against them seem absurd. 
As the result of the complaints from ZakGPU, the EKO group attempted to bypass 
their federal-level counterparts by appealing directly to the central Soviet secret 
police, the USSR OGPU, in Moscow.48 

The situation was further complicated by the fact that a major reorganization 
was taking place within the Soviet secret police at that moment in mid-1934. Both 
the OGPU and GPU were in the process of being dismantled and reorganized as 
branches of the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD). Considering 
these changes, the criminal cases against the Georgian specialists, already 
lacking in evidence, would now have to be heard not by the GPU Collegium as 
had previously been the procedure, but by a Military Tribunal. The Georgian EKO 
group thus attempted to backdate a decision from the already defunct Collegium 
of GruzGPU sentencing the accused to ten years’ imprisonment, hoping that this 
move would be affirmed by the newly founded NKVD. Upon hearing the argument 
put forward by the former ZakGPU (now ZakNKVD), the NKVD’s central branch 
agreed that these cases would have to be decided by the Prosecutors’ Office of the 
Transcaucasian Military District. The latter, observing that there was no evidence 
of a crime other than the confessions, ordered that those arrested be released. 
The convictions remained on their records as a backdated sentence of 10 year’s 
imprisonment, however, resulting in them being issued an “amnesty” by the 
Georgian Central Executive Committee and sent to work in menial positions in the 
regions outside of the capital.49 

The EKO group officers were themselves arrested upon their return to Georgia 
for “financial crimes” (presumably related to the dairy combine plan) on the 
orders of Lordkipanidze. However, they were released only a month later when 
Beria arranged for his rival’s removal and transfer to Crimea, having him replaced 
as head of the ZakNKVD by one of his own clients, Sergo Goglidze.50 The EKO group 
members, all of whom would be later promoted to important positions within 
the Georgian NKVD, remained embittered by the experience and eager to exact 
revenge on the formerly arrested specialists as well and those affiliated to the 
Lordkipanidze group. For them, the experience of extracting confessions in these 
cases would serve as a precedent for the approaches they were to adopt three 
years later in 1937, when confessions alone would serve as a more than sufficient 
basis for convictions and sentencing.51 

A Dream Fulfilled: The Creation of the Institute
Despite Beria’s refusal to support the bacteriophage institute plan, from 1934 

to 1936 Eliava continued to pursue his campaign to obtain funding at even higher 

Timothy Blauvelt



Euxeinos, Vol. 12, No. 34/ 2022 102

Timothy Blauvelt

levels. Mdivani is reputed to have taken the proposal to Moscow on Eliava’s behalf 
where he presented it to Orjonikidze, by then a member of the Politburo and 
USSR People’s Commissar of Heavy Industry.52 However the pitch was ultimately 
made, it had clearly been done in such a way as to bypass Beria, and proved to be 
stunningly successful: on 14 April 1936, the USSR Sovnarkom, the very highest 
institution of the Soviet government, issued a decree (postanovleniye) committing 
13 million rubles for the establishment of an All-Union Bacteriophage Institute 
in Tiflis and the construction of a special complex.53 In December 1936 the USSR 
People’s Commissariat of Health approved the building plans. Construction began 
that same month on the plot of land in the Saburtalo district on the outskirts of the 
city that had earlier been assigned to the Institute of Bacteriology.54 The architect 
F. F. Bernshtamm was invited from Leningrad, and the blueprints were drawn up 
under Eliava’s direction with the active participation of d’Hérelle. Equipment was 
also ordered and delivered from France. 

In addition to the main office and laboratory buildings, the design included a 
large, so-called “French Cottage”: a split residence that would accommodate both 
Eliava, d’Hérelle, and their families. The residence was completed in 1937, with 
the complex following shortly after in 1938.55 Yet despite achieving what would 
become his greatest success, and in part most likely because of it, Eliava would not 
live to see the Institution’s final completion. D’Hérelle, who had long intended to 
build a new life for himself in Soviet Georgia, left the USSR for the final time in the 
autumn of 1935. He would never return to see the Institute in person. 

Even as Eliava would have been celebrating his victory in late 1936, there were 
ominous signs. Arrests of respected specialists, including Eliava’s close friend, the 
engineer Vladimir Jikia, and party officials who had previously opposed the Stalin 
group, such as Mdivani, Okujava, and Malakia Toroshelidze, had already begun. 
Eliava’s friends and patrons Petre and Levan Aghniashvili, were arrested in late 
November and early December 1936. On 23 January 1937, during the opening 
phase of the escalating “Great Terror,” a team of NKVD officers led by Nikita 
Krimyan, one of the architects of the 1933–34 EKO cases, came to arrest Eliava 
and his wife.56 The procedure of searching, sealing off rooms, and arresting and 
removing the suspects, which would later become almost ritualized, was still so 
unfamiliar in early 1937 that Eliava’s step-daughter later wrote in her memoirs 
that she thought at first that the officers might be bandits or burglars.57 

Arrest, Interrogation and Execution
According to the interview protocols and rehabilitation documents held in 

the files of the Georgian KGB archive, Eliava was charged with multiple counts of 
counterrevolution and espionage on behalf of foreign states, primarily France and 
the United Kingdom.58 His first recorded interrogation is dated to the beginning of 
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April 1937, more than two months after his arrest. This opening sessions focused 
on Eliava’s supposed recruitment to French intelligence during his stays in Paris 
from 1919 to 1921 and 1925 to 1927, on behalf of a certain “Colonel Vagone.” He 
also was reportedly compelled to give the names of 65 people in Georgia, mainly 
members of the intelligentsia (including the poet Tabidze and the engineer 
Bessarion Chichinadze) who had supposedly also been recruited to commit 
espionage on behalf of France. He subsequently “confessed” that in 1932 he had 
learned of the existence of a “Georgian National Center” that included the party 
officials Malakia Toroshelidze, Mikhail Okujava, Vladimir Jikia, Budu Mdivani, 
Filipe Makharadze and Bessarion Kvirkvelia. 

During his secondment in Paris in 1926, Eliava had supposedly introduced 
Colonel Vagone to Mdivani, then head of the Soviet Trade Delegation in France, 
facilitating the latter’s recruitment as a French agent. Vagone was said to have told 
Eliava that 

the information received from me [Eliava] was meager and covered only the 
ideological front of Georgia, while in the time when Budu Mdivani was head of the 
Trade Representation he received a fuller and more exhaustive characterization 
about different sides of Georgian reality.” The colonel had also supposedly told 
Eliava that “Your song is sung, since Budu can help more effectively.”59 A key 
motive behind Eliava’s arrest had been to facilitate an organizational link 
between Mdivani in the Georgian National Center and Petre Aghniashvili, “as 
aside from tradecraft considerations, the personal relations between Mdivani 
and Aghniashvili were not acknowledged (publicly), i.e. they pretended not to 
know each other.60 

Another interrogation conducted from May 1-4 shifted these espionage 
assertions from France to the United Kingdom. Dr. Alan Gregg and Daniel O’Brien 
of the Medical Services Division of the Rockefeller Foundation office in Paris, were 
reimagined as British intelligence agents, despite both being American. Eliava 
supposedly corrected his testimony from earlier in April to say that he had not 
introduced Mdivani to Vagone on behalf of France, but to O’Brien on behalf of Britain, 
who then acted as Mdivani’s handler. It was only during the final interrogation in 
June, and then in forced meetings (ochnye stavki) with the arrested head of the 
Vaccination Department of the Bacteriological Institute61 and the head of the 
Institute’s stables,62 were accusations brought of a “terroristic” nature. Eliava had 
supposedly conspired with Mdivani to use bacteriological warfare against the Red 
Army in the event of war, as well as to poison wells in the town of Sighnaghi with 
typhus bacteria and contaminate jars in a local canning factory with botulism.63 
There are no surviving copies of the indictment (obvinitel’noe zaklucheniye) 
against Eliava, but he was sentenced for counterrevolutionary activity by a decree 
of the Georgian SSR Supreme Court of 2 July 1937, together with Mdivani, Okujava, 
Toroshelidze and several others, all of whom were executed on 9–10 July. This was 
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announced publicly in the official newspaper Zarya vostoka on 11 July.64 
The relevance of Eliava’s forced testimony for the case against Mdivani is clear 

from the fact that the surviving materials in the Georgian KGB archive regarding 
the former are preserved in the latter ’s case file. Eliava was especially useful in 
the Mdivani case as he had had the opportunity to interact with Mdivavi while 
both had been living in Paris during the 1920s. Nevertheless, testimony and 
confessions attributed to Eliava were also used against dozens of victims of the 
purges in Georgia in 1937–38, most likely because of his hyper-connectedness in 
intelligentsia and leadership circles, his well-known international connections, 
and the fact that he was simply among the first to be arrested in early 1937. NKVD 
officials throughout the USSR were under intense pressure in this early phase of 
the purges to expand the list of potential “anti-Soviet elements” in order to meet 
targets for numbers of arrestees based on extracted “testimonies.”65 Whether 
Eliava had actually provided the names indicated in the interrogation protocols, 
or if they were simply attributed to him by the investigators, is unknowable, and 
ultimately beside the point. Eliava was a convenient mechanism for this purpose 
through his cultural and political connections.

References to the arrested Eliava (alongside Jikia and Petre Aghniashvili) feature 
prominently in the transcripts of the infamous meetings of the Georgian Union of 
Writers in the spring and summer of 1937, during which the majority of members 
were also arrested and the poet Paolo Iashvili protested by committing suicide in 
the Union’s office. Only a few prior, Beria, in a speech to the 10th Congress of the 
Georgian Communist Party, had declared that “We have literary figures who are 
in communication with enemies of the people, like Lominadze, Aghniashvili, Jikia, 
Eliava . . . Iashvili in particular should smarten up.”66 During a subsequent session 
of the Writers’ Union on 27 May, which amounted to a public trial (albeit several 
weeks before Eliava’s execution and the public announcement of that and of the 
charges against him), Iashvili was forced to renounce his associations with Jikia, 
with whom he had worked on the Rioni hydroelectric dam project. He was also 
coerced into denouncing his patronage relationship with Petre Aghniashvili, and 
particularly his friendship with Eliava, whom he described as “a typical sneerer 
who smiled to your face, a heart-throb, basically two-faced and liked to stir up envy 
. . . he disliked any inner checks. He was always trying to go abroad.”67 

However, Iashvili also admitted that he did not cut off his association with Eliava 
soon enough. At a session on 8 June, he conceded that “thanks to my Bohemian, 
or as they say, ‘purely poetic’ but insufficiently civic lifestyle” he had grown close 
to Eliava. “I shall accept my punishment if it turns out that I had any link with 
Eliava’s treacherous sly deeds or that I knew his treasonable behavior and yet went 
on knowing him,” he concluded. A month later, during a presidium session of the 
Union on 22 July, Iashvili shot himself with a hunting rifle he had brought into 
the building. In December 1937, Beria announced, with satisfaction, the exposure 
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and destruction of various high-profile group of counterrevolutionaries and spies 
among the Georgian intelligentsia, highlighting that Iashvili and Tabidze had 
collaborated with Eliava in poisoning 50 people with biological weapons.68

The Destruction of the Lordkipanidze Group in the Georgian NKVD
Eliava’s arrest and testimony likely played a role in the culmination of the NKVD’s 

ongoing internal conflict, that had begun back in 1933–34, between Beria’s group 
and that of Lordkipanidze. Lordkipanidze, along with several of his close associates 
such as Petre Mkheidze and Valerian Pol’shin, had also been actively spying among 
the Georgian émigré community in Paris in the 1920s and 1930s while Eliava was 
living there. The conduct of Soviet intelligence operations abroad among diaspora 
and émigré populations during the interwar period was surprisingly decentralized, 
as the Georgian and Transcaucasian secret police had the authorization and a free 
hand to operate against their own targets, such as the Armenian Dashnaks and the 
Azerbaijani Musavatists, as well as Georgian Mensheviks and other political exiles 
in Western Europe and Persia.69 During his interrogation protocol of 6–8 April 
1937, Eliava was accused of using his connections to “gather information about 
the methods of work of NKVD personnel stationed abroad,” including obtaining the 
codenames that Mkheidze had used in Istanbul and Pol’shin in Persia. This would 
seem a surprisingly precise level of detail and an obscure thing for Eliava to have 
known, until one notices that this interrogation was conducted by none other than 
Mkheidze and Pol’shin themselves (together with K. A. Shperling, another NKVD 
official close to Lordkipanidze).70 

In June 1937, based in part on confessions extracted from Mdivani and Okujava 
concerning the supposed Georgian National Center, Beria’s old rival Lordkipanidze 
was arrested in Crimea and extradited (“etapirovan”) to Tbilisi for interrogation. 
Shortly thereafter, between 2 and 11 July, a large group of former and current high 
ranking Georgian NKVD officials associated with Lordkipanidze were rounded 
up, including Gazaryan, Mkheidze, and Pol’shin, as well as M. S. Dzidziguri, 
G. I. Dumbadze, G. L. Agabalyan, and O. L. Gvilava. Their “investigations” and 
interrogations were led primarily by the Georgian NKVD 4th Department group of 
Krimyan, Savitsky and Khazan. Among the “evidence” of the counterrevolutionary 
intentions of some of them on behalf of Lordkipanidze (particularly Gazaryan) was 
their “interference” in the prosecution of the “wrecking” case against the Georgian 
specialists in 1933–34.71 

In the transcript of a closed meeting of the party cell of the 3rd Department 
of the Georgian NKVD that took place in October 1937 (held in the case file on 
Mkheidze), Khazan held forth on the arrest of this group of former NKVD officers, 
supposedly recruited into a counterrevolutionary group by Lordkipanidze in 1934, 
and their “Trotskyite treachery.” He emphasized in particular that Mkheidze and 
Pol’shin had purposely taken over the first interrogations of Eliava, handling them 
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in such a way as to emphasize his supposed influencing activities and information 
gathering on behalf of France. This, Khazan asserted, had been done to prevent 
Eliava from revealing anything about them and their links with Lordkipanidze, 
or about Eliava’s own alleged involvement in terroristic plots: “just when he 
was about to confess, they had him start talking about Col. Vagone and such.” 
Eliava “surrendered [the engineer Bessarion] Chichinadze immediately in the 
interrogation, and it now became clear that this was so as not to extract testimony 
on Lortkipanidze; they got Eliava to give completely different testimony on links 
with the Central Committee of the National Democrats and so on”. When Khazan 
himself was finally able to conduct the interrogation, he said “I had to ask about the 
real crimes, about the bacterial weapons in Sighnaghi and about Lordkipanidze.” 
He also accused Dzidziguri of “slowing down the investigation [of Eliava] by 
constantly redoing and rewriting the interrogation protocols.”72 While Gazaryan 
was sentenced to 10 years in the GULAG and survived to write his memoirs, the 
rest of this group were convicted together on 14 September 1937 and executed the 
following day. In the aftermath of the arrests Khazan “inherited” the larger central 
Tbilisi apartment of Pol’shin, and Krimyan that of Dzidziguri.73

Denouement 
It is perhaps significant that no mention of, or references to, d’Hérelle or the 

Bacteriophage Institute, aside from the allegations regarding Mdivani’s supposed 
plan to poison people with bacteria, which were not linked to the Institute, are 
included in Eliava’s interrogation protocols or in the public accusations. Given 
the categorical commitment of the USSR Sovnarkom to the Institute project, 
perhaps even the Georgian NKVD was unwilling to cast aspersions in its direction. 
Work continued unabated on the construction of the new Institute’s facilities 
despite   Eliava’s arrest, and the main buildings were completed in 1938. D’Hérelle 
would never return to the Soviet Union, nor would he ever provide any public 
commentary on the fate of his friend and protégé. He would, however, send 
supplies to the Institute at his own expense. Based on a suggestion from the 
All-Union Sanitary inspection, the Bacteriophage Institute was merged with the 
existing Bacteriological Institute to form the Research Institute of Microbiology, 
Epidemiology and Bacteriophage, and subordinated to the Georgian People’s 
Commissariat of Health. The existing staff were moved into the new complex from 
1939, and it promptly began undertaking research and producing preparations.74 

Although the institute never achieved the international status that it more than 
certainly would have under Elaiva and d’Hérelle, it nevertheless made a significant 
contribution to the Soviet war effort from 1941 to 1945. Moreover, the use of 
bacteriophages became widespread throughout the Soviet Union from as early 
as 1946,75 while the Tbilisi institute continued to function even after  Georgia’s 
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declaration of independence in 1991; it was quietly renamed in honor of Eliava 
during the Perestroika era. Although interest in bacteriophage research declined 
sharply in the West following the invention of penicillin and other antibiotics, 
the collapse of the USSR and increasing concerns over the growth of antibiotic 
resistant strains of bacteria has seen renewed attention being paid to the potential 
of bacteriophages, as well as the Institute in now post-Soviet Tbilisi that had 
been quietly collecting and cataloguing phages over the course of the interceding 
decades.76 

Conclusion
In considering this narrative of the history of the founding of the Bacteriophage 

Institute in the interwar years, one cannot help but be struck by the contrast 
between the modernity of the aspirations that the project encompassed and the 
highly traditional (or neo-traditional) nature of the informal networking and 
clientelistic relationships that brought it to fruition, yet later doomed Eliava and left 
d’Hérelle disillusioned. Bacteriophage research clearly appealed to the early Soviet 
enthusiasm for the most contemporary, and even radical, scientific approaches 
for solving the ills of society, combined with the Bolsheviks’ commitment 
to the provision of public healthcare and hygiene through the technology of 
mass production. The Pasteur Institute with its international connections and 
global networks seemed an ideal model to emulate within Soviet scientific 
institution building. As the science historian Dmitriy Myelnikov emphasizes, 
bacteriophage research, in particular, captured the imagination of the Soviet 
scientific establishment for reasons beyond its radical chic: “First, its therapeutic 
promise suited both the practical ethos and the growing infrastructure of Soviet 
microbiological research. Second, d’Hérelle’s controversial, but thrilling theories 
about the bacteriophage’s role in human immunity appealed to Soviet interest in 
symbiosis and an ecological vision of infection.”77 This concept of symbiosis was 
encapsulated in d’Hérelle’s theorizing about how bacteria evolved together with 
microorganisms (the bacteriophages, in fact, viruses) that consumed them, and 
that these “phages  spread through a population in parallel with bacteria and were 
responsible for the eventual decline of an outbreak.”78 Not only was this natural 
negation resulting in positive progress symbiotic, it was patently dialectical. 

Eliava’s career flowered in the heady environment of 1920s and early 1930s 
Soviet Georgia, with its close interaction between the stars of the scientific and 
technical intelligentsia and the party and state officials who understood the value 
of their contributions and were eager to provide them with support and patronage.  
When d’Hérelle arrived for his extended visits in 1934 and 1935, he found this 
milieu in Soviet Tiflis both welcoming and inspiring. By then, however, changes 
were clearly underway in the SSR’s convoluted system of informal patronage 
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politics, as Beria and his clients from the secret police gradually pushed aside 
the established Georgian “Old Bolshevik” elites and consolidated their hold over 
the Transcaucasian network. The various relationships that Eliava had been 
cultivating for more than a decade had, by then, reached their peak effectiveness in 
obtaining a clear mandate from the USSR Sovnarkom to establish the new Institute, 
securing the allocation of an enormous sum for its construction. Paradoxically, at 
the same time those very elites in the central Soviet and Georgian leadership were 
already beginning to fall from grace, finding themselves replaced by a new and less 
intellectually and ideologically inspired, yet much more ruthless, cohort of party 
cadres led by Beria. 

Eliava’s very effectiveness in navigating the intricacies of elite patronage, and 
especially his ability to bypass the antipathy and obstruction of Beria, almost 
certainly amplified the latter’s animosity towards him. The arrest and sentencing 
of somebody with Eliava’s background – the foreign-educated offspring of minor 
Georgian nobility with extensive international contacts – in the conditions of 1937 
is in many regards overdetermined. Elite intelligentsias and technical and scientific 
specialists were decimated throughout the USSR during the “Great Terror,” and 
this was nowhere more the case than in Soviet Georgia, where so many of them 
had patronage and kinship connections with the highly placed former party and 
state officials of the previously dominant Caucasian network. Even then, it seems 
at least possible that Eliava’s international reputation and academic connections 
might have been a restraining factor, as they were for the writer Konstantine 
Gamsakhurdia, one of Eliava’s friends and a rare survivor of the Terror. 

Eliava’s arrest and execution inevitably came at a cost to Soviet science, as 
well as the international reputation of the USSR, and likely carried a high price 
for Beria and the new Soviet Georgian leadership: the presence of a major 
international institution in Georgia could have been a major asset for the local 
party, even if Beria had previously obstructed the project. The exposure of Eliava 
as a counterrevolutionary and spy, and the alienation of d’Hérelle, meant that 
the institute, although eventually becoming operational, would never gain such a 
status. Yet Beria was nothing if not a calculating pragmatist, and this was clearly a 
sacrifice he was willing to make. 

Nevertheless, it most likely was the prestige of the project and the importance of 
the aspirations that stood behind it that allowed the institute to outlive its creator, 
even if in a diminished form. Beria and his clients certainly lacked the vision to grasp 
the longer-term benefits of bacteriophage research and of the Institute. Indeed, 
given the crudeness of the supposed terroristic plots they concocted, involving the 
use of bacteria to poison essential resources such as wells, it seems clear that they 
had very little detailed understanding of the scientific principles involved. In their 
own way, however, they were surely pursuing a vision of modernity, as were the 
other implementers and perpetrators of the 1937 Terror: a party, state, and society 
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thoroughly cleansed efficiently and mercilessly of alien class enemies through the 
application of the latest in communications and transportation technology via the 
mechanisms of the modern bureaucratic state. 

Yet this too was a hybrid modernity, in which clientelistic networks were just 
as necessary for the successful implementation of tasks as was the technology 
itself. The secret police actors had sufficient agency and capacity to act so that 
their personal interests, preferences, and grievances could influence precisely 
how the purging would be conducted; who would be targeted for purging and 
who might be spared; and on what pretexts this would be founded, regardless of 
the presumptions of impersonal and purely ideological vigilance that featured so 
prominently in the propaganda of the period. Objectives were just as often achieved 
in the same way within the Georgian NKVD as elsewhere in Soviet society, though 
a complex combination of procedures and institutions, and also through personal 
connections and informal relationships. 
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This paper aims to expose the role of Soviet medical expeditions in the 
construction of modern healthcare in the Tuvinian People’s Republic. Based 
on archival sources, the study traces the activities of four successive medical 
teams working in Tuva from 1928 to 1936. The first expedition thoroughly 
reconnoitered the health situation in the republic, picking out the most 
troublesome areas, diseases, and spheres of life. The ones that followed 
consolidated the initiative of the first team, turning healthcare in Tuva into a 
state affair and an international venture with political undertones.
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Introduction
The Tuvinian People’s Republic (TPR), or Tuva, was a quasi-independent non-

capitalist state and Soviet protectorate that existed from 1921 to 1944. While 
generally resembling the neighboring Mongolian People’s Republic (MPR) in 
its political setup, Tuva differed in population composition. Being very close to 
the Mongols in terms of religion (Lamaism, or Tibetan Buddhism) and culture 
(nomadic cattle-breeders), the Tuvinians are a people of Turkic origin akin to 
the Khakas and Yakuts. There was also a sizeable Russian minority, which had 
formed early in the twentieth century as a result of Tsarist colonization policy.2 
The first official Tuvinian census, conducted in 1931, recorded some 17,300 non-
Tuvinians (mostly Russians) and 64,900 Tuvinians. As a consequence, when the 
Soviet government launched a program of medical assistance to the TPR in 1928, 
these factors influenced the process, making it distinctly different from the similar 
experience in the more ethnically and culturally homogeneous MPR. 

The issue of healthcare development in Tuva is still only sparsely covered within 
historiography. In the Soviet period, there was only one monograph on the history 
of Tuvinian healthcare, written by M. G. Shabaev and published in 1975.3 Like other 
Soviet works on the history of medicine, the book interprets the development of 
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healthcare as a linear process, highlighting the successes of Soviet medicine and 
focusing on the growth of the hospital network and the increasing number of 
qualified medical personnel. The author only briefly mentioned such important 
aspects as the activity of Soviet medical expeditions in Tuva during the early stages 
from 1928 to 1936, or the formation of an expatriate Soviet medical community. 
Shabaev was also heavily reliant on regional archives. During this period, the fund 
of the People’s Commissariat of Health of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist 
Republic (RSFSR; hereinafter – Narkomzdrav) at the Central State Archive of the 
RSFSR, today the State Archive of the Russian Federation, or GARF, where the bulk 
of documents covering these issues were housed, often remained beyond the reach 
of most historians.

 Since the end of the Soviet Union, however, the relative accessibility of archives 
and declassification of the Narkomzdrav papers has resulted in several articles on 
the history of Tuvinian healthcare. Most of these studies focus on the period from 
1944 to 1991, when Tuva joined the USSR as an autonomous region of the RSFSR.4 
However, a few articles do concentrate on the period beginning in 1928 to the early 
1940s. Some are based on the documents from Fund A-482 (Narkomzdrav RSFSR), 
housed in GARF’s archival collections,5 while others mostly utilize less detailed 
sources from the State Archive of the Republic of Tuva.6 Somewhat unsurprisingly, 
there are many discrepancies between the documents in the regional archives and 
the Narkomzdrav papers at GARF, even the dates of the Soviet expeditions and 
names of their staff members differ. As a result, the documents from Fond A-482 
are broadly viewed as more accurate because it was within the Narkomzdrav that 
the main development vectors for Tuvinian healthcare were devised. The All-Union 
Bureau of Foreign Sanitary Information (OBZSI) of the Narkomzdrav that staffed 
and coordinated all Soviet medical expeditions abroad, as well as financed each of 
these ventures through special governmental subsidies. Consequently, GARF not 
only houses the personal files of the medical personnel dispatched to Tuva, but 
also the majority of the official plans, reports, requests, and complaints. 

Alongside journal articles, essays and chapters on the medical history of the 
TPR are also scattered across various edited volumes focusing on Tuvinian 
history. Sections of volume three of the History of Tuva, edited by N. M. Mollerov, 
for example, contain valuable information on the making and development of 
Tuvinian healthcare during the independence period and following unification 
with the Soviet Union. However, these sections, along with studies by the Research 
Institute of Medical and Social Problems and Management of the Republic of Tuva, 
either continue the linear approach adopted by Soviet historiography, or are 
comparatively limited in scope, concentrating on the founding and development 
of certain hospitals or branches of regional medicine.7 Chapters covering Tuva 
in more recent analyses on the history of Russia’s medical interaction with the 
Mongolian peoples of Inner Asia, however, offer newer methodological approaches, 
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such as the hypothesis that the Bolsheviks used medicine as a form of geopolitical 
“soft power” and an informal conduit for the transmission of Soviet ideology.8 
Such research also tends to view the development of Tuvinian healthcare as a 
form of cultural interaction, highlighting relations between Soviet expeditionary 
physicians, Tuvinians, and local Russians as an aspect of the new history of 
medicine.9 However, the experience of Soviet-Tuvinian interaction in the context 
of medicine and health protection offers much more in terms of comparison with 
other parts of the “Mongolian world” as well as a more in-depth understanding of 
the USSR’s political and medical interests within the TPR. 

A student of early Soviet cultural policy towards national minorities would 
search for theoretical beacons to position the Tuvinian case within the broader 
context of the Sovietization campaigns along Siberia’s southern borderlands. 
At present, there is a distinct lack of historical and multidisciplinary research 
on how Soviet medical assistance in Tuva promoted Bolshevik ideology and the 
Sovietization of everyday life. Nevertheless, there are works on similar cases of 
interaction between Soviet medicine and traditional nomadic societies in Buryat-
Mongolia, Kazakhstan, or Mongolia. 

In her 2003 book Curative Powers: Medicine and Empire in Stalin’s Central 
Asia, Paula Michaels, for example views the introduction of biomedicine in 
Soviet Kazakhstan as indicative of Soviet colonialism, comparing it with British 
colonial medicine in India and Africa and drawing on Edward Said’s seminal text 
Orientalism.10 Writing in 1993 and 1995, Susan Gross Solomon assesses Soviet-
German medical cooperation in the case anti-syphilis measures in Buryat-Mongolia, 
a Soviet autonomous territory that was not only geographically contingent, but 
culturally and confessionally very close to Tuva. Her rigorous analysis of this 
joint scientific-medical venture as a political enterprise to break the geopolitical 
isolation of both Weimar Republic and Soviet Russia has proven to be foundational 
to my own concept of Soviet medicine as a “soft power” instrument in Mongolia 
and Tuva.11 Soviet-style cultural campaigns for personal and communal hygiene in 
Mongolia are also focused upon in Ines Stolpe’s research, based on interviews and 
personal accounts of prominent Mongolian historians and journalists. Profound 
knowledge of the Mongolian language and culture has allowed Stolpe to reveal 
and scrutinize aspects of history often lacking in other publications on the subject, 
such as the formation and interiorization of the previously non-existent Mongolian 
terms for “hygiene” or the differences in the symbolic and real use of personal 
sanitary items in everyday nomadic life.12 

Social historians have also written on Soviet-inspired hygiene and medical 
practices in the traditional nomadic societies of Inner and Central Asia. Baasanjav 
Terbish analyzes a frequently overlooked aspect of the Soviet-style hygienic 
modernization in socialist Mongolia: the changing concepts, perceptions, and 
practices of sex in the MPR. Key to his work is an accentuation of the differences 
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in understanding and moral interpretation of sex between Mongols, Russians, and 
the Russian-educated socialist Mongolian elite. Terbish’s research also explains 
the role sex had played in Buddhist religious practices before socialism, analyzing 
perceptions in pre-socialist Mongolian society, and noting changes brought about 
by the Sovietization of day-to-day life for most of the Mongolian population.13 

In a recently published article, Rebekah Ramsay examines the widespread 
Soviet phenomenon of “red yurts,” which served the combined goal of political 
enlightenment, female emancipation, and health improvement in nomadic societies 
throughout Central and Inner Asia. Focusing on Kazakhstan, her work discusses 
how these “red yurts” served as a manifestation of the ideal Communist household 
among Kazakh cattle herders. Ramsay makes the interesting suggestion that the 
“red yurts” not only played the role of agents for cultural and sanitary change, but 
also as showcases for the emerging Kazakh market advertizing milk separators, 
kitchen utensils, soap, tablecloth, and other goods. She also maintains that the “red 
yurts” precipitated the transformation of the traditional nomadic lifestyle from 
within and, as such, disappeared when this task was considered done during the 
collectivization campaign.14 

While the article format is too constrained to allow for a comprehensive 
discussion as to whether the Tuvinian case represented a continuation of 
Bolshevik social and cultural policy pursued in Buryat-Mongolia, Kazakhstan or 
Turkestan, these studies are valuable milestones for the positioning of the TPR 
within the context of Soviet medical assistance in Inner and Central Asia. This 
paper therefore marks an early stage in this process of historical scrutiny. In the 
virtual absence of international scholarship on the topic, all the above works may 
be viewed as delineating numerous thematic undercurrents in the general flow of 
Soviet hygienic modernization of nomadic societies in the 1920s and 1930s. Some 
of these proved to be openly visible in the Tuvinian case, while others manifested 
themselves in alternate ethnic, confessional, and cultural settings. 

Within the analysis itself, I will focus on the activities of the Soviet medical and 
sanitary expeditions to highlight the salient role they played in the development 
of Tuvinian healthcare during the interwar period. For historical background, 
I will provide a brief survey of European medicine in Tuva before the 1928 
Narkomzdrav expedition. The article will then pay close attention to the medical 
activities undertaken by the first expedition headed by M. S. Arutyunyan. This 
initial incursion was significant in several respects.  First, the expedition severed 
to thoroughly reconnoiter the medical situation during the early years of the 
TPA. Second, it developed the methods of approaching and examining various 
social groups within Tuvinian society from which the Soviets were then able to 
formulate a general development strategy for  healthcare. Finally, the expedition 
was responsible for creating the Tuvinian Health Department (Tuvzdrav), the 
first healthcare administration in the republic out of which Tuva’s entire medical 
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framework emerged throughout the 1930s and 1940s.
The first and second Soviet medical expeditions will be analyzed together. 

Both missions were headed by M. S. Arutyunyan, who pursued a consistent policy 
of turning his expeditionary into the purveyor of European medicine and its 
development in Tuva. While the second expedition  generally followed a similar 
pattern to that of the first, the third, headed by Dr. I. D. Rudenko, operated mostly 
in the Tuvinian capital of Kyzyl, and received a personal appraisal from the TPR’s 
government at a concluding conference. The fourth expedition, however, exposed 
the various internal tensions within Tuva’s nascent medical community, granting 
historians a degree of insight  into the complex relationships between Soviet 
medical practitioners. For the sake of brevity, I will also consider the third and 
fourth expedition together in one subsection. 

As already detailed, this paper is primarily based on archival documents from 
Fond A-482, Opis 35 (“The All-Union Bureau of Foreign Sanitary Information”) 
currently housed in GARF. The file contains detailed reports on expeditionary 
activities in the TPR as well as other important sources, such as internal memos of 
the expedition heads and rank-and-file medics, complaints, letters, expeditionary 
cost-sheets, and work plans. Through these documents, researchers can trace the 
cultural interaction between Soviet doctors, native Tuvinian herders, and local 
Russian colonists. These archival materials are equally important in that they 
constitute a knowledge base on the sanitary situation in Tuva, without which 
any further healthcare planning by the Soviet authorities would have remained 
impossible. In my view, the preconception that Soviet archival documents do 
not offer an objective impression of reality due to ideological reasons is not 
applicable here since the Narkomzdrav required an accurate picture in order to 
develop adequate responses to Tuva’s medical and sanitary issues. Moreover, 
Soviet physicians indicated that their estimates were approximate if the scope 
of research was limited or based on data acquired from local sources. Of course, 
certain documents, especially those offering subjective, personal impressions 
of traditional medicine or nomadic lifestyles, should be viewed with a degree 
of analytical circumspection. However, there is no reason to believe that Soviet 
medics somehow doctored their reports. Too much personal and professional 
effort was invested in the acquisition of this data, most of which was crucial for 
the overarching enterprise of constructing a modern Tuvinian healthcare system. 
Overall, the selected source base enables the historian to reconstruct important 
aspects of the Soviet-Tuvinian relations in medicine that have long been neglected 
in Soviet and contemporary Russian medical history, and completely ignored by 
Western historiography.

Medical Network and Health Problems in Tuva before the 1928 
Narkomzdrav Expedition
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Until 1900, Tuva had remained largely outside the professional remit, and 
geographical imaginations, of Russian and European doctors. Nevertheless, 
the first Russian travelers to the region had brought with them the elementary 
aspects of European medicine: first aid kits, which they readily shared with the 
sick Tuvinians. In 1898, a feldscher’s (paramedic) station was founded in Usinsky 
county on the Russian side of the border, allowing the local Tuvinian inhabitants 
access to qualified medical assistance. Word of the station quickly spread across 
the countryside.15 Thus, long before Soviet physicians arrived in Tuva, the local 
population had already formed a broadly positive attitude toward European 
medicine.

In 1909, the Russian physician A. M. Saf’yanova organized a well-equipped 
European medical aid post in Turan, a town today located northwest of Kyzyl which 
had been founded by Russian settlers from Siberia in 1885. She subsequently served 
as head of the ambulatory clinic at the “Uryankhai Settlers’ Station,” also located in 
Turan. Saf’yanova was the first professional qualified European physician in Tuva 
and many Tuvinians living around Turan turned to her for medical assistance.16 
However, large-scale measures to provide more comprehensive medical assistance 
to the settlers only began after 17 April 1914, when Tuva, or, to use its Russian 
exonym, Uryankhai, officially became a Russian protectorate. By late 1914, three 
medical facilities were operating within the territory’s borders: the ambulance 
clinic in Turan, as well as the Znamensky and Khemchiksky feldscher’s stations. 
With the construction of the town of Belotsarsk - that would later be renamed 
to Kyzyl - a 22-bed hospital also opened. However, at this point the institution 
still only served a few dozen patients a year. Nevertheless, the native Tuvinians 
reportedly made more active use of European medical assistance than the local 
Russians.17

During the revolution and subsequent Russian Civil War, the hospital in 
Belotsarsk was closed down with the population having to resort to traveling 
feldschers for medical assistance. Only in 1924, at the behest of the Russian Self-
Administering Labor Colony (RSTK), were the former medical stations reopened 
in Kyzyl, Znamenka, Turan, and other large settlements. The RSTK hospital in 
Kyzyl had two buildings: one hosted an outpatient clinic and pharmacy while the 
other included a 12-bed in-patient facility. Since there were no surgery facilities 
at the hospital, surgical patients were obliged to travel northwest to the Russian 
provincial town of Minusinsk. There was also a chronic shortage of medicines.18 In 
1926–27, the head of the Russian hospital in Kyzyl, a Dr Vasil’ev, and his wife also 
worked part-time at the Tuvinian governmental hospital.

From the summer of 1926, the RSTK hospital in Kyzyl began charging 
considerable fees for medical treatment. Although there was an insurance office 
for Russian colonists, insurance payments amounted to 32,000 roubles a year, of 
which 18,000 went directly to the hospital as medical fees of the insured. At the 
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same time, the medical network of the Tuvinian government had only one hospital 
in Kyzyl with an outpatient clinic, pharmacy, and a six-bed in-patient facility. Before 
1930, Tibetan medicine was still officially practiced in Tuva with the governmental 
hospital offering both European and Tibetan forms of healthcare. The European 
medical team consisted of a physician, a doctor’s assistant, a translator, and 
a female cook. Moreover, the Tuvinian-run hospital frequently experienced 
severe shortages of medicines, especially anti-syphilis drugs, as well as surgical 
instruments, bandaging material, and bedclothes.19

Until 1929, there were no independent pharmacies in Tuva, with medicines 
being distributed to the general population directly via the hospitals; all medical 
goods and equipment were supplied by the Tomsk Pharmaceutical Administration 
of the settlers’ station. In 1929, however, the first modern pharmacy selling 
medicines and materials was opened in Kyzyl.20

By contrast, Tibetan medicine was much more developed in Tuva than its 
European counterpart. As in Mongolia and Buryatia, it had spread across the 
territory with the advent of Lamaism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
Drawing on the ancient Indian medical canon, Tibetan medicine featured an 
elaborate system that had, over the centuries, developed its own forms of 
diagnostics, pharmacology, surgery, and dietetics. The lamas used their superior 
medical skills to impress the nomads, which facilitated conversion to Lamaism. 
The German Mongolist Walther Heissig, cites a seventeeth-century Mongolian 
source on the conversion of the Buryats, noting that the lamas living in the Selenga 
and Khori Buryat districts “were of help to the people with prayers and medicine.” 
Moreover, as the translation further notes: “the faith spread while lamas trained at 
the medical facilities, treating the diseases and venereal contagions and reciting 
prayers relieved human beings from the fear of being afflicted by various diseases 
and of premature death”.21 In a sense, Tibetan medicine had represented an earlier 
form of “soft power” that the lamas utilized in a manner similar to the Bolsheviks’ 
use of modern European medicine. 

The healing emzhi-lamas were educated in large Buddhist monasteries, or 
lamaseries, the first of which appeared in Tuva in 1772. In 1926, there were 26 large 
lamaseries and over 4,000 lamas.22 The Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Tuvinian 
People’s Republic kept an official register of the lama healers. According to Soviet 
doctors, in 1927, there were 235 officially registered emzhi-lamas, however, their 
numbers may have been considerably higher. As in Buryat-Mongolia, Kalmykia, 
and Mongolia itself, the healing lamas in Tuva were ubiquitous and provided 
readily accessible healthcare to the most distant corners of the republic. Deeply 
entrenched in the culture and everyday life of the nomads of the Mongolian world, 
Tibetan medicine was even officially recognized as state medicine in both Mongolia 
and Tuva until 1930, with its cultural authority in both the government and among 
the general population remaining high.23
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 Russian doctors had expressed skepticism towards Tibetan medicine, noting 
that most emzhi-lamas had not received any formal medical training in Mongolian 
or Tibetan monasteries, but had picked up practical skills from their mentors.24 
However, with few European medical facilities available to much of the populace, 
Tibetan medicine had remained a vital substitute. It was widely available, familiar, 
and well-respected, albeit far from cheap. Indeed, medical fees were often 
exorbitant: some herders paid the emzhi-lama with their last sheep or even a yurt. 

From 1922 to 1926, official recruitment of emzhi-lamas for public service was 
provided by special governmental orders with practitioners being recalled from 
the countryside to Kyzyl in order to serve, on a rotating basis, for 72-day periods.  
In 1928, the Tibetan Hospital Bill was passed, and a permanent Tibetan clinic 
opened in the capital, staffed by three emzhi-lamas: a chief physician, a doctor, and 
a paramedic. In addition, positions for a nurse, medicine maker, and stoker-courier 
were also made available. The candidacies of the chief physician and the doctor 
were approved by the government, whereas the rest of the staff were appointed by 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs.25 Therefore, by 1928, when the first Soviet medical 
expedition arrived in Kyzyl, Tibetan medicine formed an inseparable part of the 
local healthcare and was positively perceived by the Tuvinian leadership. 

Conversely, the general health situation in Tuva remained far from adequate. 
Prophylactic and anti-epidemic activities, for example, came under the remit of 
the capital’s Tibetan hospital but, like their Mongolian and Buryat counterparts, 
the Tuvinian emzhi-lamas were notorious for being unable to deal with infectious 
diseases. Syphilis was especially rampant among the Tuvinian populace, yet in 
1927 only one Russian physician at the Kyzyl hospital  was known to be treating it 
correctly with neosalvarsan, the rest, including other Russian medical personnel, 
still relied on mercurial ointment and potassium iodine. Moreover, limited 
resources and trained staff also meant that the bulk of patients remained untreated 
and had to turn to shamans and emzhi-lamas who knew nothing about microbes or 
the medicinal treatment of venereal diseases.26

The first detailed Soviet record discussing the characteristics of health problems 
in Tuva was written by A. P. Preobrazhensky, a physician who had accompanied a 
scientific expedition to the TPR, headed by the anthropologist Viktor Bunak, in 
1926. Preobrazhensky examined 297 Tuvinians in various parts of the country 
and wrote a general assessment of the epidemic situation, sanitary and hygienic 
conditions among the Tuvinian autochthones, and medical-geographic peculiarities. 
Of the more serious vices recorded as prevalent among the indigenous populated, 
Preobrazhensky noted alcohol abuse, smoking, premature sexual activity, and 
unsanitary conditions. As he put it: 

The sanitary conditions of the Tuvinian population are very bad. Any notion of 
hygiene and cleanliness is missing. There is no washing of the body, only of face 
and hands on very rare occasions. Clothing is not washed either, worn until it rots 
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away and falls apart. Kitchen utensils are shared by family members and guests 
and are also never washed, so that they are covered with a thick layer of filth from 
the inside.27

Modern historians may perceive his observations, not inaccurately, as indicative 
of European colonial thinking. One must bear in mind, however, that this description 
was itself typical of Soviet medical representations of traditional nomadic lifestyle 
from the epoch when the socialist experiment was still in its early phase. Physicians 
such as Preobrazhensky viewed such cultures as an outdated phenomenon that 
would soon be replaced by a new hygienic reality and the more shocking the 
descriptions were, the more hope there was that efforts would soon be made to 
ameliorate the situation. In this way, his description did not imply any contempt 
for an alien culture but a genuine expression of deep concern for the indigenous 
population’s living conditions. Such hyperbolic rhetoric would have also been 
deemed essential in order to draw attention to the situation. Moreover, university 
educated physicians tended to base their assumptions around a certain hygienic 
norm stemming from the study of modern medicine; hygienic condition of, for 
example, a traditional Tuvinian yurt would be viewed as illustrative of the extent 
to which this norm was neglected, or ignored, in a nomadic cultural environment. 
For those like Preobrazhensky, this was not an anthropological description, but 
an attempt to call attention to an aberrant deviation from the accepted standard 
for base-line human hygiene. Such passages in medical narratives must therefore 
be understood within the literary and scientific contexts of this early-twentieth-
century period.

Of the 297 Tuvinians whom he examined, 89 were diagnosed as having syphilis. 
Indeed, Preobrazhensky noted that it was widespread in all of the TPR’s districts, 
specifically around large lamaseries.28 By contrast, of the approximately 200 
Russian colonists, whom he had also examined, syphilis was discovered to have been 
extremely rare. Instead, most Tuvinian Russians suffered from catarrhal gastritis 
and rheumatism.29 Among other widespread infectious diseases Preobrazhensky 
noted scabies and trachoma as being especially prevalent, however, actual 
epidemics were rare. The most recent outbreak of relapsing fever, for example, 
had occurred in 1921, claiming many lives. As a result of an earlier inoculation 
drive, which even the emzhi-lamas had the necessary resources to provide, cases 
of smallpox were seldom recorded.30

Dr. Preobrazhensky was the first Soviet physician to propose basic organizational 
principles for the nascent Tuvinian healthcare. Key to this was the principal that 
medical assistance should be openly available to both Tuvinians and Russians, 
while possible financial obstacles as a result of independent RSTK and Tuvinian 
budgets could be removed by the proportionate funding of healthcare by both 
sides. He also offered a tentative scheme for establishing a more efficient network 
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of medical facilities network focused on a central hospital in Kyzyl and four 
district medical aid posts. Two of these would be based in Tuvinian settlements 
and two in the Russian-inhabited villages, located 100-220 versts (approximately 
110-242km) from the capital. Preobrazhensky also proposed dispatching several 
medical detachments to assess the situation in remoter districts, as well as a 
serious study of Tibetan medicine.31

Nevertheless, while the TPR had several very basic European and Tibetan 
medical facilities by 1928, this humble network was still unable to provide the 
population with a sufficient or quality level of service. European-trained physicians 
were mostly preoccupied with the health problems among Russian colonists, 
while Tibetan healers continued to mostly serve the native Tuvinians but could 
not offer effective protection from infectious diseases. The two branches also had 
separate budgets, further complicating the management of healthcare. Tuvinians 
also continued to face rampant levels of syphilis, trachoma, and skin diseases, 
while Russians suffered en masse from chronic gastritis and rheumatism. These 
issues required urgent medical measures, for which the TPR’s government had 
neither the specialists nor the funds. The only feasible solution was to seek foreign 
assistance.

The Early Stage of Soviet Assistance: The First and Second Medical and 
Sanitary Expeditions of the Narkomzdrav to Tuva (1928–1930)

In 1927, a delegation from the TPR paid a friendly visit to the Narkomzdrav 
and, on behalf of their national government, asked for assistance in organizing 
European medical aid for the population. To satisfy this request, the leadership 
of the Narkomzdrav decided to urgently send a medical expedition with three 
doctors, a paramedic, and two nurses.

The expedition’s departure was planned for the spring of 1928. First, it was 
decided to dispatch an experienced and socially active physician, who would be 
able to properly administer the RSTK executive committee’s hospital, and the 
European department of its Tuvinian counterpart; prepare a workable plan for 
future Soviet expeditions; and propose realistic measures for the organization of 
Tuvinian healthcare. It was decided to allocate an additional 20,000 rubles from 
the Narkomzdrav funds to equip the RSTK hospital and include a further 30,000 
rubles to support the Russian hospital in 1927–28.32 

Order No. 440 of the People’s Commissariat of Health of the RSFSR of December 
2, 1927, appointed Martiros Sarkisovich Arutyunyan, a trained surgeon, as head of 
the expedition. Alexander Ivanovich Nikolaenko, and Isai Grigor’evich Misezhnikov 
were hired as the expeditionary venereologists and Maria Evgrafovna Kvartseva as 
a nurse and midwife. Based on each member’s personal file, the most experienced 
physician was Nikolaenko, who had had years of experience in private practice in 
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France before the October Revolution. However, this also made him unsuitable to 
lead the expedition due to class principles. Arutyunyan, a peasant by birth and a 
former political activist for the Red Army, was instead designiated as the leader 
owing to his social background. This was despite the fact that he had only qualified 
as a doctor in 1924, after graduating from the Medical Department of Moscow State 
University33, and was the least experienced medic among the assembled staff. Yet, 
it was Arutyunyan who later proved to be an able and competent organizer and, 
figuratively speaking, the “founding father” of Tuvinian healthcare.

According to the “Statute on the Medical and Sanitary Expedition of the People’s 
Commissariat of Health of the RSFSR to the Tannu-Tuvinian Republic,” the work 
was to be carried out in the following directions:

a) providing qualified outpatient and inpatient medical care to the Tuvinian  
      and  Russian population of the republic both in sedentary and nomadic areas;

b) developing and carrying out activities aimed at improving the health of the  
      Tuvinian population;

c) studying sanitary and living conditions of the local population;
d) sanitary education of the population in the forms appropriate in local     

      conditions;
e) involvement of the population in health promotion activities;
f) studying the current state of Tibetan medicine and its forms in Tuva.
The main principles of the expedition were to strengthen the local population’s 

trust in cultural institutions and establish medical services on an absolute free-of-
charge basis. Indeed, the expedition’s medical personnel were strictly forbidden 
from conducting any private practice or accept any payments, even voluntary, from 
patients.

The role of financing the expedition was entrusted to the Narkomzdrav while 
it’s work was to be carried out both in Kyzyl and the Chadan, Chergak, Chedy-
Karasuk, Chakul, Shagonar, Turan, Malo-Yeniseisky, and Podkhrebtinsky counties. 
In the opening stages, a mobile medical group was dispatched to Chadan county in 
January 1928, where they organized a medical aid post. As it turned out, the place 
was well chosen. The new Soviet medical facility was located in a large Buddhist 
monastery (probably the Upper Chadan kure) that already hosted around 500 lamas 
and their disciples. The Russian doctors were granted access to the inner workings 
of the lamasery and managed to conduct an all-out examination of its population. 
It was a rare and fortunate occasion within the complex, and often fraught, cultural 
relationship between European doctors and Central Asian Buddhist clergy.

Parallel to the opening of the medical aid post, the Soviets launched a sanitary 
exhibition, which attracted all of the lamasery’s inhabitants. The resident monks 
asked many questions concerning anatomy and physiology, allowing the physicians 
to conclude that the emzhi-lamas had only a vague understanding of what had 
evolved as the cornerstones of European medicine. Indeed, those  monks who were 
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ill themselves even began turning up for treatment during the post’s first days of 
operating, although most only appeared to be suffering from mild illnesses. There 
were several tertiary syphilis cases among the patients and their examination 
showed that they had contracted the venereal form of the disease. 

The young disciples mostly suffered from scabies and other skin diseases due 
to inadequate sanitation and overcrowded dwellings; from the Buddhist abbot, 
Misezhnikov learned that religious edict prohibited bath-houses within the 
lamaseries.34 Nevertheless, a total body examination of about 200 disciples showed 
that their physical conditions were generally good due to a healthy lifestyle, with 
the lamas abstaining from drinking and smoking.35 The local Tuvinians who started 
to arrive in week following the opening also mainly suffered from mild illnesses. 
Generally, they came of their own free will, although some were afraid that the 
Russians would “cut them up.” Fortunately, the expedition’s work coincided with 
an official visit by the Tuvinian Prime Minister Kuular Donduk (a former lama 
himself), whose encouraging, jovial demeaner  helped assuage any lingering 
concerns.36 The fact that the Tuvinians were already familiar with, and highly 
praising of, smallpox vaccinations played right into the hands of the Soviet medical 
team. Local peasants continually requested further inoculations. If there was no 
chance of vaccinating the local Tuvinians in one area, doctors were asked to leave 
some vaccine doses as the emzhi-lamas were already familiar with the procedure. 
In total, the Soviets vaccinated over 6,000 persons, while the lamas made a further 
200 inoculations.37

After two weeks, it was decided that the team would be divided into two groups 
in order to broaden the scope of the expedition. Misezhnikov subsequently travelled 
to Chedy-Karasuk where he organized another medical aid post in a desolate house 
in the middle of the steppe. The local authorities informed the population about 
the arrival of Soviet doctors: within a week, a yurt settlement inhabited by patients 
suffering the effects of syphilitic infection, and in need of a prolonged course of 
treatment, had grown-up around the facility. Misezhnikov specifically noted that 
the Tuvinian patients accurately followed all medical instructions.38 

It is important to note that this feature of the expedition was the direct result 
of a long process of interaction with local Tibetan healers. Unlike European 
physicians, who practiced at stationary medical facilities, the emzhi-lamas were 
itinerant healers who could afford to stay in a patient’s yurt for days or even 
weeks while administering treatment. They also paid attention to individual diets 
and often prescribed particular foodstuffs, with patients required to follow each 
prescription exactly. In this way, the emzhi-lamas had played a historical role in 
instilling a cultural sense of discipline among the Tuvinians, who often surprised 
Soviet doctors by scrupulously following all medical-related advice. 

In late February 1928, Misezhnikov’s team moved to Shagonar county, populated 
by around 6,000 Tuvinians and 1,500-2,000 Russians. The Russian hospital hosted 
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a Soviet medical station and, from the first day, the physicians experienced a 
large influx of syphilitics, with the disease having also been rampant in Shagonar. 
Indeed, the majority of patients were either women or young people with freshly 
contracted forms. As Misezhnikov noted, Tuvinian women were as accurate as men 
in following his instructions and were unperturbed by the prospect of denuding 
in front of a male Russian doctor. This removed of intercultural barriers between 
the Soviet doctor and their Tuvinian patients, proved ideal in facilitating the anti-
syphilis program’s swift implementation.39

With the arrival of spring, the medical team once again relocated to the Russian-
inhabited Podkhrebtinsky and Malo-Yeniseisky settlements, while the subsequent 
summer season was spent examining the resident population along the Khemchik 
river. During the summer, the nomadic Tuvinians left their winter camps in the 
highlands and settled along the cooler river valleys. The method of conducting 
these examinations was simple but efficient. A doctor would approach a Tuvinian 
yurt, inform the inhabitants of his intended aims, and propose a smallpox vaccine, 
which the inhabitants would usually welcome. That made all further medical 
administrations much easier. Following the inoculation, the doctor would conduct 
a survey of the household, asking after the health of the family, the number of live 
children in the yurt, and how many members had recently died. If an individual 
was revealed as being ill,  they would be sent to the medical aid post that the 
second physician had already opened in the local area. On average, the examination 
of a district’s entire population would take about three weeks, after which the 
expeditionary detachment would move on to the neighboring district.40

A caravan of sick Tuvinians who had not completed their syphilis treatment 
usually followed the Russian medical team to each new district. The Soviet 
doctors, in a manner that echoed the practices of the emzhi-lamas, accommodated 
them alongside themselves, fed them, and oversaw their treatment; in the case 
of syphilis, such treatment required a long and regular series of injections. The 
success of these medicinal courses had a great propaganda effect on the Tuvinians. 
As Misezhnikov pointed out in his report to the Narkomzdrav: “It is clear that 
trust was attained thanks to a strong effect from salvarsan treatment.”41 In the 
vast Inner Asian steppes, salvarsan was truly a “magic bullet,” living up to the 
name that its creator, the German immunologist Paul Ehrlich (1854–1915), had 
given it. The drug’s quick healing effect on the seemingly doomed, disfigured, and 
hopeless Buryats, Mongols, Tuvinians, or Uyghurs ostensibly proved miraculous, 
simultaneously shattering the historic reputation of the healing lamas, shamans, or 
tabibs, who were unable to administer it due their lack of requisite special training. 

Soviet expeditionary physicians were also able to confirm Preobrazhensky’s 
earlier observations that scabies and trachoma were probably the most widespread 
diseases among the Tuvinian population. Scabies, in particular, often affected whole 
families or even settlements. As Misezhnikov noted, “The Tuvinians view scabies 
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as a trifling ailment and learned to live with it, so that sometimes when we asked 
if there were sick persons in a yurt, they would give a negative answer though 
there were some.”42 Nikolaenko further observed that Tuvinians suffering from 
trachoma would not seek out medical assistance. This, he hypothesized, was due 
to the fact that the local Tuvinian emzhi-lamas were unable to cure it themselves. 
Their would-be patients thus simply learned learned to live with it rather than try 
to find some alternative cure.43

However, by far the most troublesome disease was syphilis. Across the 
entire “nomadic world” of Inner and Central Asia: Buryats, Mongols, Tuvinians, 
Yakuts, Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, and other pastoralists suffered from syphilis in their 
thousands. In terms of human development, this problem was closely connected 
to reproduction, infant and maternal mortality, fertility, heredity, and untimely 
death or incapacitation. The expeditionary physicians were therefore primarily 
preoccupied with attempting to carry out even approximate assessments of the 
problem’s scale. This was also important in terms of planning all requisite medical 
activity from staffing each expedition and pharmacy procurement to the creation of 
specialized facilities and clinical work. Unable to organize a large-scale examination 
of the population, personnel were obliged to make hypothetical calculations using 
the data they gathered during fieldwork. 

Misezhnikov’s own estimate was based on the territory’s total population 
(58,000), the total number of yurts (12,000), and the average service radius of 
a Soviet medical aid post (15-30 versts or 16.5-33km). He speculated that if the 
maximum service radius of 30 versts (the average distance a Tuvinian horseman 
could ride in a day) encompassed an average of 400 yurts, it would take 30 medical 
aid posts to serve all 12,000. Taking the average number of exposed syphilitics per 
medical station as 50 persons and multiplying 1,500 persons by four (an arbitrary 
coefficient designed to reflect the number of unexposed syphilis patients), 
Misezhnikov concluded that there where around 6,000 syphilitic Tuvinians in the 
TPR, approximately 10% of the indigenous population.44

Nikolaenko’s calculations were even more approximate, believing that it was 
wrong to estimate the disease’s prevalence based on the percentage of syphilitics 
among the total number of Tuvinian patients in outpatient clinics. Out of 2,830 
clinical visits made by Tuvinian patients, 546, or 20%, were recorded as syphilis 
cases. Nikolaenko considered this estimate to be wrong as an examination of 4,271 
yurts had revealed an average of 2.5 children per dwelling, which meant a minimal, 
yet still visible growth of the Tuvinian population. Nikolaenko thought that a 20% 
prevalence of syphilis would result in much higher infant mortality and numerous 
cases of hereditary or non-venereal syphilis, which those physicians who had 
examined nearly all child patients had never observed. He was therefore inclined 
to agree with claims made by a lama who estimated the total number of syphilis 
cases in Tuva to be no more than 10 per 100 persons.45 As Nikolaenko concluded:
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It is not important whether there is 6 or 10 %. What is important is that syphilitics 
gladly come to the Russian doctor and the lamas themselves acknowledge the 
superiority of Salvarsan to mercury vapor treatment. It is important that health 
improvements among the Tuvinian population are possible because the entire 
issue comes down to the work of one or two physicians in Tuva.46

He also believed that the existence of syphilis pestholes in Tuva made it easier to 
fight the disease. Indeed, Soviet doctors had been quick to determine the location of 
two such pestholes: Shagonar, where 129 out of 296 of Tuvinian patients examined 
had various forms of lues, and Chakul, where there were 75 syphilis cases out of 
225 Tuvinians. Thus, these two Tuvinian villages, lying at a distance of 25 versts 
(27.5km) from each other were viewed as the main source of the infection that had 
subsequently spread across all southwest Tuva. In Nikolaenko’s opinion, it was in 
these two settlements that the campaign to improve the health of the Tuvinian 
population should be centered.

What made the case of Tuva unique were health condition among the Russian 
minority. Paradoxically, the settler colony proved far more troublesome than 
the Tuvinian-populated areas in terms of health problems, including attitudes 
towards the Soviet doctors. Somehow, the colonists had learned about the arrival 
of the expedition in advance but mistakenly believed that Moscow specifically 
sent doctors to treat them. Indeed, Nikolaenko complained that the treatment of 
Russian colonists took 50% more time than that of the Tuvinians.47 Misezhnikov 
wrote that Russian-inhabited settlements almost every villager would come to the 
medical aid post, many with minor ailments, but the overall impression was that 
there were more sick than healthy persons.48

The TPR’s Russian community mostly suffered from non-infectious chronic 
diseases, such as various forms of gastritis, hysteritis, and rheumatism, with 
trachoma also being rather widespread. Syphilis and skin diseases, however, were 
extremely rare and most patients were women with infants. Both expeditionary 
physicians agreed that the prevalence of stomach diseases could be attributed to an 
unhealthy and monotonous diet of poorly baked bread, sauerkraut, fried potatoes, 
salted fish, greasy dumplings, pickled cucumbers and mushrooms, and copious 
amounts of tea. Nikolaenko also suspected that the stomachs of Tuvinian Russian 
women in particular, had been weakened in early childhood, by a combination of 
heredity factors, poor diet, and nervous and physical defatigation.49 

Moreover, unlike the native Tuvinians, Russian women and men alike believed 
that “miraculous mixtures” of pills, and powders, rather than lifestyle changes, 
would cure their “pressures” and “stitches” forever. When female patients received 
dietary advice instead of being prescribed medicine, their reaction tended to be 
one of disappoint and even incited written complaints to the local government. 
By contrast, the local Russian men mostly suffered from chronic rheumatism as 
a result of hard peasant labor in Tuva’s severe environmental conditions. They 
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also tended to express disappointment when the doctor’s responded to their 
complaints by issuing recommendations for local trade organizations to procure 
rubber boots in order to help the peasants keep their feet dry during spring tillage. 
As Nikolaenko wrote, “men were only marginally satisfied in their illusions.”50

High incidences of disease among infants were traced to maternal negligence 
and unhealthy feeding. During the summer months, peasant women would 
leave their babies in the care of older children, who fed them with whatever was 
available. Nursing Russian mothers would also begin supplemental feeding before 
the prescribed age of six months. Not only was this too early, but the inappropriate 
foodstuffs given to infants proved highly detrimental for their underdeveloped 
stomachs and bowels. By contrast, Tuvinian mothers continued to breastfeed till 
the age of three or four, with their toddlers being noted as significantly healthier 
than Russian ones. 

The health of schoolchildren was also poor, as were their overall physical 
condition and teeth. Local Russian schools proved highly unsanitary, compounded 
by poor lighting and ventilation and small, dirty teaching spaces.51 As with infants, 
comparisons between the health problems suffered by Tuvinians and Russians 
favored the former. As Nikolaenko opined, “Among Tuvinians a doctor does not 
feel as helpless and disarmed as he feels among Russians. And the very attitude 
to medicine, as strange as it may seem, is more reasonable among Tuvinians than 
Russians.” He explained the most important difference as follows:

Thanks to the lamas, who always prescribe their patients this or that diet, the 
Tuvinian population places the same importance on their dietary prescriptions 
as they would on prescription drugs. But you will never hear a Russian patient 
question whether he can eat this or that. The Tuvinians always pose this question 
and strictly follow the doctor’s prescriptions.52

These early Soviet medical expeditions to Mongolia and Tuva also established a 
tradition of organizing a concluding conference to mark the end of each excursion’s 
term. The first such conference opened in Kyzyl on 6 December 1928. The principal 
conclusion was that health improvements among Tuvinians presented no particular 
challenges. Indeed, the conference resolution stated that Tuvinians easily picked 
up hygienic practices and trustfully followed the advice of Soviet doctors while 
the TPR’s government readily supported all sanitary measures. As long as there 
were enough qualified physicians maintaining the underlying principles of Soviet 
medicine, and an appreciation of the importance of medical work in Tuva, health 
improvements among the Tuvinian people would be well underway.53

By contrast, the conference concluded that health improvement among the 
Russian colonist population remained extremely difficult, being chronic and 
systemic, with a serious comprehensive approach being required to improve 
the situation. The conference’s speakers believed that the key problem was the 
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total ignorance of Russians regarding the importance of dietary, hygienic, and 
prophylactic treatment of chronic illnesses, multiplied by a blind belief in the 
power of medicine. Any improvement required vigorous sanitary propaganda, 
especially among women, to familiarize them with correct nursing methods, 
modern obstetrics, stomach physiology, and culinary art. Women’s health 
also required rest houses where they could recover from nervous exhaustion, 
overworking, and frequent pregnancies. Settlements were also in dire need of 
daycare facilities and sanitary cells, local schools lacked proper hygiene controls, 
and schoolchildren needed a rationally organized program of physical education. 
Alongside these proposed improvements, physicians also set themselves the task 
of weaning the Russian peasants off their cultural fixation on the omnipotence 
of medicine. Instead of drugs, useless for chronic rheumatics but indispensable 
for sick Tuvinians, Soviet doctors proposed the organization and development of 
health resorts.54

The first Soviet medical and sanitary expedition in Tuva yielded significant 
results. In Kyzyl, the Tuvinian and the RSTK hospitals were merged, enabling the 
formation of a centralized medical authority. This new healthcare department, 
known as the Tuvzdrav, was opened as part of the TPR’s Ministry of the Interior 
with all healthcare activities approved and supported by both the country’s Minor 
and Great Khuruldans (elected people’s authority bodies in Tuva). Medical services 
were also made available free of charge to both Tuvinians and Russians alike. The 
government considerably increased funds for the development of healthcare: from 
10,000 roubles for maintaining the Tuvinian hospital in 1927, to 89,000 for the 
development of the medical network in 1928–29. Healthcare in Tuva thus became 
a state affair.55

The expedition also drew important conclusions that challenged earlier 
apocalyptic speculation surrounding the possible extinction of native Tuvinians. 
Based on the data obtained during mass medical examinations, current medical 
statistics, and personal observations, Soviet physicians refuted the opinion that 
Tuvinians were on the brink of extinction. Indeed, the expedition even registered a 
tendency among the Tuvinian population towards natural increase.56

The second Soviet medical expedition commenced working full-time on 
20 June 1929. While its goals remained the same as the first’s, its strategy was 
slightly altered. Soviet medics preferred “deepening” the work conducted by their 
predecessors, rather than broadening its scope, carrying out their main activities 
via hospitals and dormitories at medical aid stations.57 These dormitories were a 
makeshift solution to provide syphilis patients who had travelled long distances 
with shelter and daily provisions of food. Moreover, the dormitories also served 
as cultural organizations demonstrating the benefits of personal and communal 
hygiene.58

This strategy of “deepening” pre-existing medical work proved successful. 
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The main achievement of the second Narkomzdrav expedition was therefore a 
considerable increase in the number of Tuvinians seeking medical attention at 
Soviet medical facilities. Of the 14,183 persons visiting outpatient clinics in 1929, 
there were 5,397 (41.9%) Tuvinians and 7,786 (59.1%) Russians. Furthermore, 
among the 783 patients being treated in hospital wards, 273 (34.8%) were 
Tuvinians and 510 (65.2%) were Russians.59 As the expedition’s head Arutyunyan 
noted, more persons with acute forms of diseases had started seeking treatment, 
signifying an increasing trust in Soviet medicine and the success of pro-sanitary 
propaganda. Both Tuvinians and Russians learned that a timely visit to the doctor 
guaranteed more efficient therapy. 

The first two Soviet expeditions played a key role in the making of modern 
healthcare in Tuva. Indeed, it is surprising that the first expedition, which consisted 
of only four medics, managed to achieve so much over such a brief period of time. 
A mere two venereologist had succeeded in overseeing a survey of the entire 
country and develop approaches to the problems facing its various social and 
ethnic groups: Tuvinian Buddhist monks, government officials, common Tuvinian 
herders, and Russian peasant settlers. Meanwhile, Arutyunyan’s determination 
had successfully changed the existing structures of Tuvinian healthcare, purging 
the old personnel of the central hospital, leaving only two persons out of seventeen, 
and providing the necessary impetus for its consolidation under a single authority. 
It seems that his ambitious, but unaccommodating, character was well-liked in the 
Tuvinian government, for whom he was doing indispensable work by uniting the 
Russian and Tuvinian medical branches into a single healthcare system under the 
state’s control. It may also have impressed them that Arutyunyan often stressed his 
independence from Soviet authorities and direct subordination to the TPR. 

The Third and Fourth Narkomzdrav expeditions to Tuva (1930–1934)
On 1 December 1930, the third Narkomzdrav expedition commenced its work. This 

time,	 the	 expedition’s	 core	 staff	 group	 (two	 doctors,	 a	midwife,	 and	 an	 interpreter)	
remained	in	Kyzyl,	while	another	was	sent	to	the	Chadansky	district	with	the	task	of	
periodically	 going	 to	 the	 Barun-Khemchiksky	 district.	 The	 expedition	 consisted	 of	
doctors L. I. Gornshtein, Bakhromeev, Vengerovsky, and Rivosh. 

Dr. Gornshtein worked in Chadan, where there was an outpatient clinic serving the 
Chadansky	 and	Barun-Khemchiksky	districts.	 In	 addition,	 he	 received	patients	 from	
neighboring	Shagonar,	with	his	staff	consisting	of	a	doctor,	a	paramedic,	an	interpreter,	
a	nurse,	and	a	janitor.	Construction	of	the	hospital	had	begun	in	1928,	but	by	the	spring	
of	 1930	 hadn’t	 progressed	 beyond	 the	 first	 floor.	 In	 the	 1930–31	 financial	 year,	 the	
Tuvinian government allocated only 1,500 roubles for its completion, despite the fact 
that	it	had	required	7,000	roubles	just	to	build	the	first	floor.	

Working	and	 living	conditions	 at	 the	Chadan	outpatient	 clinic	were	difficult.	The	
facility	 had	 only	 one	 room	 in	 which	 all	 medical	 procedures,	 including	 injections,	

Vsevolod Bashkuev



Euxeinos, Vol. 12, No. 34/ 2022 133

infusions,	and	minor	operations,	were	performed.	The	adjacent	dormitory	had	only	four	
rooms and was able to accommodate up to 50 persons (all of whom were syphilitics), 
with no extra space to quarantine any patients who contracted infectious diseases; 
such problems were common throughout Tuva. For instance, in the winter of 1929-30, 
there was a measles outbreak in Chadan that infected the entire student body of the 
local school, resulting in three deaths. The overcrowded and unsanitary conditions of 
the Chadan school dormitory played a role in spreading the disease, with nowhere  to 
isolate the sick students. The second Hemchik rebellion in May 1930 also revealed 
the urgent need for larger premises, as wounded Red Army soldiers had to be treated 
directly in local yurts.60

Despite	 the	 difficult	 working	 conditions	 and	 shortage	 of	 medical	 personnel,	 the	
expedition yielded good results. From November 1929 to October 1930, 15,492 
patients received medical treatment at the outpatient clinic, 5,664 primary and 9,828 
repeat patients. Among the primary patients, 3,778 were male (67.5%) and 1,886 female 
(32.5%), with the lower attendance rate among the latter was due to a psychological 
barrier experienced by Tuvinian women in going to a Soviet doctor. The average 
attendance rate at the Chadan outpatient clinic was 48 persons per day with the 
number seeking medical assistance increasing during the summer months and falling 
in the winter as a result of the nomadic Tuvinians migrating back to their seasonal 
highland encampments. The number of visitors also decreased in the autumn owing 
to the demands of harvesting work among the local peasantry.61 As with the earlier 
expeditions, scabies was believed to have still been the most common disease. While 
the second concluding medical conference had proposed sending a mobile bathhouse 
with	a	disinfection	chamber	 to	 the	worst	 affected	 regions,	 this	had	not	 implemented	
owing to a lack of funds. Handouts of soap by Soviet medics brought only temporary 
relief.62

Similarly, syphilis was recorded as the second most common disease, with the main 
issue	 being	 the	 difficulty	 in	 persuading	 patients	 to	 agree	 to	 isolation	 and	 systematic	
treatment. This brought an interesting behavioral quirk among Tuvinians to the 
attention of medical personnel. Locals, it appeared, would carefully collect information 
from those who had previously been treated in the Soviet outpatient clinic. Only after 
receiving good reviews, would they them come for treatment themselves. As the 
doctors wrote in their reports, some Tuvinians had to be lured to the outpatient clinic 
like children with sugar and candy. However, as soon as the patients were convinced 
of	the	efficacy	of	the	treatment	being	dispensed,	they	would	then	start	showing	up	for	a	
second course on their own, without any external symptoms of syphilis. Soviet doctors 
would often discuss the nature and consequences of syphilis with their patients, in an 
effort	to	make	them	realize	that	they	could	not	cure	the	disease	with	only	one	course	of	
treatment. Given the importance of the syphilis problem in the TPR, Soviet physicians 
were tolerant of the numerous “deserters” who ran away from the dormitory in the 
middle of the night only to later return to the outpatient clinic asking to be taken back 
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for treatment. Like their predecessors, the doctors of the third Narkomzdrav expedition 
noted that no more than 10% of the population in Tuva was infected. They were also 
happy to report that there had been no cases of neurosyphilis, aortitis, and syphilitic 
lesions of internal organs and systems.63

Delivering	 medical	 assistance	 to	 remote	 settlements	 represented	 another	 major	
challenge. It took several days to visit the faraway nomadic camps, during which 
the	medical	 facility	 remained	vacant	owing	 to	a	 lack	of	 staff.	Transporting	seriously	
infected	 patients	 in	 Chadan	 was	 also	 difficult	 as	 the	 only	 available	 transport	 was	
horses. Gornshtein even asked the Tuvzdrav and the Tuvinian government to consider 
purchasing a car.64

The	traditional	concluding	conference	of	 the	 third	expedition	took	place	 in	Kyzyl	
on	17–19	November	1930.	On	this	occasion,	Soviet	doctors	invited	high	officials	from	
the government. These included the Chairman of the Council of Ministers, S. Churmit-
Tazhy; the Minister of Culture, Salchak Toka; the Secretary of the Central Committee 
of the Tuvinian People’s Revolutionary Party, A.-T. Khemchik-ool;	 and	 the	 Soviet	
Plenipotentiary N. V.	Popov.	The	conference	materials	reflected	not	only	the	results	of	
the third expedition but also their appraisal by the Tuvinian government.

During the conference the TPR’s Prime Minister stressed that in comparison with 
previous years, the construction of healthcare had been more successful due to the 
more active role Soviet doctors had played in reorientating Tuvinian state healthcare 
exclusively	 towards	 European	 medicine.	 As	 a	 consequence,	 the	 official	 status	 of	
Tibetan medicine was withdrawn, prompted the government to enter into a political 
struggle with the Tibetan healers. Churmit-Tazhy asked the Soviet Plenipotentiary to 
pass the information concerning the needs of Tuvinian healthcare along to the Soviet 
government. He accentuated the need to invite more doctors and promised to allocate 
additional funds for the completion of the Chadan hospital.

The Minister of Culture further noted that the third medical expedition had been 
working under much better conditions than its predecessors. As he stressed, at that time 
Tibetan medicine was still culturally dominant within Tuvinian society, and the former 
leadership had “tried to discredit the work of the European-Soviet doctors.” Toka 
recalled that during the “lama’s government” there had been complaints that “European 
doctors cut the people open” and that native Tuvinians had thought Tibetan medicine was 
superior as a result: “And only with the coming of the herders’ government European 
medicine receives support from the government and community organizations, and 
from this moment on we witness a colossal increase of visits to the Soviet doctors.”65

The minister’s criticism of the former government needs a brief explanation. 
Toka, who would later emerge as the future authoritarian leader of Tuva, whose 
rule was marked by unprecedented political terror, came to prominence on a wave 
of political rivalry that culminated in autumn 1929 at the Eighth Congress of the 
Tuvinian People’s Revolutionary Party with the complete defeat of the “right bias” 
government. Those who had been instrumental in developing the intellectual and 
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legal basis for Tuvinian national sovereignty, such as Buyan-Badyrgy Mongush and 
Kuular Donduk, representative of the former Tuvinian aristocracy and clergy, were 
removed from power. Later, they were accused of political crimes and executed.66 
Indeed, Toka’s speech followed the logic of the uncompromising political struggle. 
He denounced the former government by pointing at its “non-proletarian” social 
background but praised the policy of the new “herders’ government” whose main 
achievement, so far, had been to rescind Tibetan medicine’s official status. At the 
end of his speech, he added that it would be highly desirable if the Narkomzdrav 
increased funding for the expeditions while also covering travel expenses for 
medics that the Tuvzdrav hired in the USSR.67

The Secretary of the Central Committee, Khemchik-ool, highlighted the progress 
of Tuvinian healthcare as a result of Soviet assistance. A particular highlight was the 
contrast between 1926, when “in the whole of Tuva one physician worked out of a 
single small room”m and 1930, when there was a hospital with several departments 
in Kyzyl and nine medical aid stations in the regions, with the construction of several 
new hospitals currently underway. Khemchik-ool also stressed the population’s 
growing need for further medical assistance and the ongoing shortage of qualified 
staff. Closing the conference, the Soviet Plenipotentiary Popov suggested sending 
a letter to the then People’s Commissar of Health of the RSFSR, M. F. Vladimirsky, 
asking for additional funding for the fourth medical expedition and requesting 
more medical workers. He also proposed a future increase to the rate of prophylaxis 
and organize sanitary cells at Tuvinian and Russian schools. Finally, he asked the 
doctors to expand their public lecturing activity.68 While his propositions sounded 
formal, they were the logical conclusion of an important medical and political 
event.

From the minutes of the conference, we can infer that in 1930 there were two 
main obstacles facing the development Tuvinian healthcare. As Rudenko observed, 
“The extremely weak budget of the Tuvinian government does not allow to unfold 
a sufficient network of medical facilities necessary for a larger coverage of the 
Tuvinian population with medical assistance.” Even though the healthcare budget 
had increased from 10,000 to 121,000 roubles between 1927 and 1930, with a 
further 177,000 planned for 1931, there was still a considerable shortage of 
money.69

For the first time since the beginning of Soviet medical assistance, the doctors 
were seriously engaging in sanitary activity. This initially took the form of a draft 
sanitary bill to be passed and ratified by the Tuvinian parliament. By 1 May 1930, 
they had completed a campaign to clean up accommodation and administrative 
buildings in Kyzyl. Important steps were made toward the creation of state sanitary 
control. Five-month sanitary courses were organized, and the graduates formed 
sanitary commissions to check the city cleanup. 

The third expedition also marked the launch of the first child health center in 
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Kyzyl on 20 May 1930, with Tuvinian mothers being invited to learn the essential 
basics of baby care and hygiene. Soviet medical personnel explained how to feed 
and properly bathe infants, and also distributed clean diapers and children’s 
underwear. Within a month, they had performed 600 vaccinations, 35 medical 
examinations, bathed 20 infants, and provided people with free baby food via the 
infant-feeding center.70

The fourth Soviet medical expedition arrived in Kyzyl early in 1934, headed by 
Dr. K. O. Kalnberz, with a plan that presupposed expanding medical examination 
work in the regions. To this end, several detachments consisting of two or three 
medical workers, were formed to operate from district hospitals over a radius of 
25–50 km, depending on the strength of the local transportation network. The 
fourth medical expedition concentrated on several issues. First, it was decided 
to study the prevalence of social diseases among Tuvinian herders. Second, 
the doctors aimed to focus on the physical make-up of Tuvinians, starting with 
schoolchildren, youth, and Tuvinian women. Third, it was decided to thoroughly 
research the nutrition of native Tuvinians, including nutritional evaluations for the 
average Tuvinian diet. The expedition also intended to assess the adaptation of the 
Tuvinians to industrial processes and the associated pathologies as well further 
studying the intricacies of Tibetan medicine.

The main problem facing the Soviet expeditionary medics this time was reliable 
and cheap transportation. Travel expenses devoured huge sums of money, with 
Kalnberz estimating that four or five traveling doctors could spend up to 10,000 
roubles on local transportation alone. Therefore, he asked the Narkomzdrav to 
urgently take care of the transportation problem by purchasing an ambulance car 
and providing it with necessary maintenance. Alongside this, he had also requested 
an increase in the number of staff for 1935, with three additional doctors (surgeon, 
venereologist, and public health doctor), a second interpreter, and a janitor.71

However, the arrival of the fourth Narkomzdrav expedition coincided with a 
personnel crisis in Tuvinian healthcare. Yazykov, Bernshtein, and Vengerovsky, 
three of the previous expeditions’ most experienced physicians, had returned to 
the USSR, depriving the Central hospital in Kyzyl of much of its medical strength. 
In late 1933, Dr. Linkov was promoted to physician-in-chief, but he also headed a 
maternity welfare center and a child health center and was, therefore, overburdened. 
The remaining doctors hoped, in vain, that the arriving fourth expedition would 
improve the situation. Dr. Rivosh, the resident dentist, exacerbated the situation 
by writing to the Narkomzdrav and claiming that Kalnberz had began a policy 
of intimidation and repression, having fired Linkov, and appointed his wife as 
physician-in-chief of the Central hospital.72

In Rivosh’s words, the expedition’s head occupied himself with intrigues against 
the medical community instead of organizing sanitary measures. Moreover, 
following a large public fair in Kyzyl, serious epidemics of dysentery and typhoid 
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fever had broken out in the TPR’s capital. At the Central hospital, one of the doctors, 
Livanova, had contracted the disease and nearly died. Several nurses working 
at the hospital, however, had not been so fortunate and tragically succumbed to 
the epidemic. As a result of overextension Dr. Buzutov, the hospital’s surgeon, 
developed an aggravation of tuberculosis and was temporarily incapacitated. The 
hospital was full of sick people, with Rivosh arguing that Kalnberz had gravely 
mishandled the situation: “Despite my comradely advice, he did not put on the 
medical overall and come to help in the hospital, but preferred to sit in the Ministry 
of Culture”.73

The complaints made to the Narkomzdrav showed that the Soviet medical 
community in Tuva was far from free of internal disputes and tensions. Since the 
heads of medical expeditions also headed the Tuvzdrav, they were able to amass 
executive power and, for some of them, this was a great temptation. The case of Dr. 
Kalnberz proves that other doctors did not perceive this situation as normal. For 
instance, Dr. Rivosh openly juxtaposed the medical community and the expedition 
in Kyzyl, writing to Moscow that “with such an expedition, the Narkomzdrav will 
earn Soviet medicine in Tuva neither glory nor honor, and will not bring any good 
to the Tuvinian people either.”74

The setbacks of the fourth medical expedition exposed the various problems 
that had been accumulating for years. Complaints against expedition heads started 
with the arrival of Arutyunyan who was notorious for his explosive character. 
The only expedition head who never raised any collegial criticism was Rudenko, 
apparently a calm and reserved individual. With so much power in their hands, 
expedition heads were also prominent figures in the political setup of interwar 
Tuva. It took much personal restraint not to cross the red lines in the relationships 
with fellow physicians and the broader community. Conversely, the rank-and-file 
doctors and nurses did not tolerate the dictatorial manners of some expedition 
heads and immediately filed complaints to the Narkomzdrav. It seems that as in 
the case of Arutyunyan, the Tuvinian government was content with the policy of 
Kalnberz, making it useless to file complaints. Whereas in Mongolia, denunciations 
became a daily routine among the Soviet medical community throughout the 1930s 
and 1940s and spread to the Mongols who began liberally using them to extract 
favors from Soviet doctors, in Tuva, the problems remained strictly confined to 
medical circles. The Narkomzdrav reacted to the complaints but, as Rivosh put 
it, “it is a long way to go back to Moscow on foot” meaning that the intimidation 
policy in the Tuvinian context worked and the Soviet doctors remained wary of the 
arbitrary expedition head.75

Conclusions
Soviet medical and sanitary expeditions to the TPR during the interwar period 

played an indispensable role in the construction and development of Tuvinian 
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healthcare. While we cannot say that these missions formed the foundation of the 
healthcare system, since Tuva had had a rudimentary network of medical facilities 
years before their arrival, the expeditions granted direction and a powerful 
sense of impetus to the spread and development of European medicine in the 
republic. Most importantly, they formulated a policy and strategy for healthcare 
construction. Unlike numerous Narkomzdrav detachments in the remote national 
republics of the USSR, the Tuvinian expeditions acquired a political identity from 
the very outset, earning the respect of the local government and engendering a 
laisser-faire attitude among the TPR’s national leaders. Suffice it to say that the 
first medical aid post founded in 1928 expedition was located in a large lamasery 
– a fact unprecedented in other parts of the Mongolian world where the lamas 
either prevented doctors from freely entering their monasteries, or fled en masse, 
rendering further medical examination useless. Figuratively speaking, the seeds of 
Soviet medicine in Tuva were being planted in fertile soil. Decades of coexistence 
with Imperial Russian physicians had already exposed the general Tuvinian 
populace to European treatment methods, while centuries of being served by the 
healing lamas disciplined them in preparation for the arrival of modern European 
biomedicine.

In terms of health problems, Tannu-Tuva resembled other parts of the Mongolian 
world – Buryat-Mongolia, Outer Mongolia, Mongolian-populated parts of Xinjiang, 
and Kalmykia. Local pastoralists in these areas suffered from syphilis, gonorrhea, 
skin diseases, and numerous parasites. Syphilis was so widespread that travelers, 
local medics, and political activists openly spoke of the possible degradation and 
extinction of the entire Tuvinian people. The same fears and concerns, started 
by the oblastniki in the second half of the nineteenth century, were also applied 
to every Siberian indigenous tribe and were later utilized by the Bolsheviks as a 
useful frame for social mobilization in Buryat-Mongolia and other autonomous 
national regions in Siberia and the wider Far East.

In the case of Tuva, the Narkomzdrav expeditions allowed the Soviet authorities 
to thoroughly reconnoiter the health situation in the country and determine that 
syphilis was concentrated in two districts of the republic from where it had spread 
further. More importantly, Soviet physicians were able to study Tuvinian syphilis in 
situ and determine that the scale of the problem had been overstated, the course of 
the disease being generally lighter than it was among Mongol, Buryat, or Siberian 
autochthones. At the same time, they stressed that the solution to the syphilis 
problem lay in systematic venereological assistance, necessitating a certain 
strategy which they developed as Soviet assistance progressed.

The Narkomzdrav expeditions were medical as well as political ventures, but 
they did not have the explicit political content displayed by the first Soviet medical 
expeditions in neighboring Mongolia. In Tuva, these missions mostly played the 
role of a catalyst in the healthcare-construction process while acquiring a certain 
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political weight thanks to Arutyunyan’s presence as a prominent organizer, 
and rather aggressive political player. The 1928 expedition was also key to the 
development of healthcare management in Tuva due to Arutyunyan’s founding 
of the Tuvzdrav, the territory’s first centralized medical authority. Although, 
years later, and under different administrative heads, the Tuvzdrav did acquire 
some negative reputational traits that affected wider perceptions of the Tuvinian 
medical community, but this failed to diminish its significance in the development 
of European healthcare within the republic.

The expeditions also provided a constant means of liaison between the Tuvinian 
authorities and the Narkomzdrav, serving as a means for the replenishing the TPR’s 
still meager local medical community. Within the expeditionary framework, Soviet 
physicians and nurses gained more experience of the Tuvinian cultural context, 
matured as medical professionals, and chose to continue working for the Tuvinian 
government even after completing their original terms as expeditionary medics. 

Overall, the history of the Narkomzdrav expeditions to Tuva present historians 
of medicine with a number of unique research subjects and historical features 
missing from the history of Soviet medical assistance in other parts of the 
Mongolian world, and Central Asia more broadly. It offers an insight into the history 
of Soviet “soft power” in the geopolitical “underbelly” of the USSR. However, Tuva 
is not a typical example of the interactions between Soviet doctors and traditional 
nomadic societies. Rather, it is a unique case that requires further comparative 
study with other regions of Asia where Soviet medical assistance helped to build 
modern healthcare systems in the first half of the twentieth century.
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of the Soviet Ukrainian expedition to Khan Tengri in the early 1930s, this 
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“exotic” migrants from China) and the Ukrainians (as European settlers). The 
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The Soviet Ukrainian expedition to Khan Tengri, 1929
In 1929, the All-Ukrainian Scientific Association of Oriental Studies, established 

three years prior under the auspices of the People’s Commissariat for Education 
(Narkomos) organized a major expedition to Khan Tengri, a mountain of the Tian 
Shan Mountain range situated on the tripoint between China, Kyrgyzstan, and 
Kazakhstan. It was led by the professional alpinist Mykhailo Pohrebetskyi and 
included the novice Ukrainian writer Ivan Bahmut and the composer Mykola 
Koliada, both of whom were tasked with gathering ethnographic material regarding 
the lifestyles and traditions of the Ukrainian emigrant community in Central 
Asia. The expedition also comprised two cameramen from the All-Ukrainian 
Photo Cinema Administration (VUFKU), Ivan Loziiev and his assistant, a certain 
Shevchenko, assigned to provide a cinematic account recording the ascent of Khan 
Tengri and the lives of the main ethnic groups in the region. As a result, Loziiev 
produced two silent documentary films: Through Turkmenia and Bukhara with a 
Movie Camera (1929) and Towards Khan Tengri (1930).1   

During the expedition, both Pohrebetskyi and Bahmut wrote essays about their 
travels, presenting a creative account of the vicissitudes of their expedition to Khan 
Tengri and, in parallel, reflecting on life in the Soviet East. Bahmut’s travelogue 
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Travel to the Celestial Mountains was first published in 1930, with a print run of 
some 5,000 copies.2 The Ukrainian communities who had settled in this part of 
Asia were in the focus of his literary account. In 1934, Pohrebetskyi’s own travel 
book, Khan Tengri, was published for a Ukrainian-speaking audience, with a 
total of 15,000 copies printed.3 As a professional alpinist, the author was mainly 
interested in the mountains themselves and the geographical range around Khan 
Tengri. His account was equally informed by the existing historical, geographical, 
and geological studies that had featured central Tian Shan, such as the geological 
surveys on Central Asia conducted by the prominent Russian and Soviet geologist 
and paleontologist Dmitri Mushketov.4 It is important to note that Khan Tengri was 
originally written in Russian, yet translated into Ukrainian in line with the Soviet 
policy of Ukrainization, that promoted Ukrainian-language publications.5 The 
Russian version of Pohrebetskyi’s travelogue was published a year later. 

By the late 1920s, the diversity of Central Asia’s population had increased, 
with the native Kyrgyzs, Kazakhs, and Uzbeks being supplemented by an influx of 
new “European” settlers, mainly Ukrainians, Russians, and Germans. This ethno-
national heterogeneity, just as with animosity between different ethnic groups, was 
a legacy of the Russian Empire’s military and agricultural colonization of Central 
Asia.6 By contrast, Bahmut and Pohrebetskyi, in line with the Soviet ideology of 
fraternity and equality between nations, aimed to create a literary account of a new 
Soviet East bereft of ethnic and religious tensions. Soviet modernization efforts 
are mirrored in their works, too. Pohrebetskyi’s Khan Tengri, in particular, is filled 
with images of Soviet progress in architecture, medicine, industry, agriculture, 
and other spheres of life in Central Asia. Bahmut, in turn, occasionally accounts 
for the side-effects of accelerated modernization – dilapidated buildings, frequent 
alcoholism, and poverty. To strengthen their works’ overarching propaganda 
massage, the tropes of the Imperial past (characterized as “tsarist,” “colonial,” 
“traumatic,” “negative”) are set against the Modern present (defined as “socialist,” 
“anti-colonial,” “anti-traumatic,” and “positive”).

Thus, this article scrutinizes a Ukrainian account concerning the process of 
Soviet modernization in Central Asia. Both Bahmut and Pohrebetskyi’s travelogues 
specifically focus on the personal experiences of Soviet modernization as 
encountered by three major ethnic groups in the region: the Kyrgyz, as natives; 
the Dungan, as “exotic” migrants from China; and the Ukrainians, as European 
settlers. The dual role of Ukrainians is of particular interest here. On the one hand, 
Ukrainians in the Soviet East are presented as representatives of a colonizing central 
power, either as agricultural settlers in the imperial context, or Soviet officials who 
came to report on and evaluate the region’s social and economic development. On 
the other hand, Ukrainians in Kyrgyzstan are themselves presented as objects of 
imperial assimilation who often became indistinguishable from other European 
(read, Russian) settlers. Told through the eyes of these Soviet Ukrainian narrators, 
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this article contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the Soviet experience 
in Central Asia, and the role of non-Russians in the colonization of others both in 
the imperial and later Soviet contexts.7

The Kyrgyz ASSR in 1929: Towards Soviet Modernity?
When Pohrebetskyi’s expedition arrived in Kyrgyzstan in 1929, a radical change 

in the economic and social life of the Soviet Union was underway. In 1928, the 
New Economic Policy (NEP), introduced in 1921 as a temporary expedient to 
resuscitate the war-torn economy, was abandoned in favor of a more effective drive 
towards state-controlled collectivization and industrialization. A set of policies 
aimed at accelerated socialization were launched that included industrialization, 
with such major industrial projects as the construction of thermal power stations 
and numerous textile factories; collectivization. focused primarily on animal 
husbandry and the sedentarization of the nomadic communities; and the cultural 
revolution, which included societal reforms such as the eradication of illiteracy, 
women’s liberation campaigns and female education, antireligious campaign, and 
changes in the alphabet.8 These actions were accompanied by a revitalized class 
struggle, especially against the so-called “NEPman”, a label used in the early Soviet 
Union to define private entrepreneurs who took advantage of the opportunities 
provided by the NEP economic liberalization.

However, in the newly established Kyrgyz Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic 
(KASSR), NEP culture was never the same as it was in Russia, Ukraine, or the other 
western Soviet republics. In the Kyrgyz nomadic society, the term NEPman was 
associated with clan leaders or wealthy herd owners, also known as bai or manap.  
These men were supposedly not only active in the economic sphere, but also came 
to dominate administration, local affairs, and enjoyed great authority among the 
population. In his essay, Bahmut mentions that in the Tong volost (district), for 
example, “the bais occupied all local Soviet administrations. The local judge was 
the bai’s relative and he inhibited any cases against the bais.”9 In the eyes of the 
Soviet administration, the bais were not only “class enemies,” but constituted a 
serious obstacle to the further sovietization of the region, and the struggle against 
them was particularly fierce.

The travel accounts by Bahmut and Pohrebetskyi also projected an image of 
modernization in the region. Pohrebetskyi’s Khan Tengri was itself a eulogy to 
the transformative nature of the Communist Party of Kyrgyzstan, established in 
1924, and the Soviet administration that undertook the economic and cultural 
modernization of this backward, unindustrialized Central Asian region. According 
to his text, the entire expedition to Tian Shan became possible thanks to the 
introduction of Joseph Stalin’s First Five-Year Plan. To achieve the Plan’s declared 
goals, the Soviet economy required more raw materials, thus necessitating 
geological surveys of previously underexplored areas like Khan Tengri, as the 
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one his expedition was tasked to perform. Pohrebetskyi’s account illustrates this 
through detailed descriptions of the reclaiming of the boundless Kyrgyz steppes, 
the opening of the first sugar factory and hydroelectric power stations, the 
building of new bridges, and the introduction of motorships across the Issyk Kul 
Lake. He also fondly speaks of subsequent social changes, whereby “the former 
nomads turn into settled kolkhozniki (collective farmers), they become school 
pupils, students in technical colleges and universities, postgraduate students at 
the Kyrgyz scientific-research institutes.”10 Pohrebetskyi is especially awed by the 
glaring changes he observesin the KASSR’s capital of Bishkek, renamed Frunze 
after the late Bolshevik hero and military leader Mikhail Frunze, who was born 
and lived in the city. By 1929, Soviet Frunze boasted broad streets, where “new 
buildings stood in beauty: a printing-house, schools, a cafeteria, a hospital and a 
leather factory on the outskirts of town…”11 As Pohrebetskyi summarizes: “during 
the five years of socialist building, a country was reconstructed anew.”12

Pohrebetskyi dedicates special attention to female emancipation, describing 
the multiple experiences of women whom he met during the expedition such 
as, for example, his interpreter Fatima Tairova, an Uyghur girl from Kyrgyzstan 
who became a student at the Moscow Higher Technical School. Her studies had 
been made possible thanks to a special contingent (bronia) reserved for national 
minorities from Central Asia, a region in a dire need for educated technical cadres.13 
Pohrebetskyi and Bahmut also comment on the visible successes of the unveiling 
campaign known as khudjum.14 Bahmut describes the traditional veil of the Uzbek 
women called chachvan: 

The chachvan is a veil made from horsehair that covers the entire face, but Uzbek 
woman can see through. One or two years ago it was difficult to find Uzbek 
women without chachvans. However, over time the number of veiled women has 
become progressively smaller.15 

These changes allowed Pohrebetskyi to conclude that “now a former woman-
slave knows that she has the right to live freely, [she is aware] that the First 
Congress of Republican Councils16 has decided that ‘a Kyrgyz woman, who until 
now remained a slave in the family and social life, has become a full member of 
society’.”17 Here, too, the emancipation of women is presented as a progressive 
liberation from backward religious structures, which had been made possible by 
the Soviet state.

Both travelogues also reflected the government viewpoint according to which 
Central Asian populations were extremely backward in terms of education. Literacy 
was seen as the most pressing concern, with almost the entire populations of the 
most distant Kyrgyz regions being reportedly unable to read and write. Bahmut’s 
account describes how even local leaders in these remote areas would sign 
documents by simply putting a finger to a sheet of paper.18 To him, it was therefore 
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justifiable that nearly all managerial posts in state enterprises and administrations 
were occupied by more educated Russians, Ukrainians, Germans, Jews, or Tatars.

Figure 1. “The Red Yurt’s chief is reading a book to a Kazakh woman” (Image taken from 
I. Bakhmut’s Travel to the Celestial Mountains).

To fight illiteracy in Kyrgyzstan, the likbez [elimination of illiteracy] campaign 
was implemented alongside the development and promotion of the Kyrgyz native 
language. In the eyes of the two Ukrainian travelers, the increased number of titles 
in Kyrgyz on the newsstands in urban centers spoke this initiative’s success.19 
Among these newly founded periodicals were the first Kyrgyz-language newspaper 
Erkin Too, named after the enormous peaks seen throughout Kyrgyzstan, as well 
as the first Kyrgyz-language literary journal Ala-Too, which had begun circulation 
in 1931, named after a large range in north Tian Shan. Together with the Russian-
language newspaper Sovetskaia Kirgiziia (Soviet Kyrgyzstan), launched in 1925, 
and the journal Kommunist (Communist), established in 1928, the Kyrgyz-language 
newspapers Kyzyl Kyrgyzstan (Red Kyrgyzstan), Leninchil Dzhash (Young Leninist), 
and the journal Dekhan were widely circulated. These newspapers were used as 
both a forum and a propaganda tool to promote the Soviet regime and its role 
in the social and economic transformation of Kyrgyzstan.20 The expansion of the 
native-language press was linked to a spelling and language reform in Kyrgyzstan, 
which had replaced the Persian Arabic alphabet with Latin in 1926. This was 
subsequently replaced with the Cyrillic script in 1941.21
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Figure 2. “I got pleasure from the conversation with a clever Kazakh pioneer girl” (Image 
taken from M. Pohrebetskyi’s Khan Tengri).

This process of modernization had different impacts on various social and ethnic 
groups in the region, however. Such varying experiences are showcased through 
observations of the lives of three dominant groups – the Kyrgyz, the Ukrainians, 
and the Dungan.

The Kyrgyz: “Awaiting Soviet Civilization” 
The first ethnic group discussed in Bahmut’s and Pohrebetskyi’s travelogues 

were the indigenous Kyrgyz, the titular nationality of Kyrgyzstan. It is worth noting 
that foreign observers, as well as Russian imperial and Soviet colonizers in Central 
Asia, were often confused when differentiating between the indigenous nomadic 
tribes. Indeed, until the 1920s, Russian ethnographers had referred to the Kazakh 
people as Kyrgyz (or Kaisak-Kyrgyz) and to Kyrgyz people as Kara-Kyrgyz (True or 
Dark Kyrgyz).22 Bahmut and Pohrebetskyi were aware of this distinction, although 
in defining people’s tribal origin they often relied on information received from 
the locals.

In both authors’ works, the Kyrgyz people are presented as being in dire 
need of an immediate “Soviet treatment” that would help them overcome their 
backwardness and traumatic colonial past. In this instance, Soviet ideologists and 
propagandists used the dichotomy of colonial, referring to the Russian Empire, 
and anti-colonial, when the Soviet Union was concerned. As seen from the two 
travelogues, this “Soviet treatment” was often associated with “becoming civilized,” 
which implied abandoning the nomadic lifestyle and becoming sedentary. Similar 
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to their imperial predecessors, the Soviet administration came to see nomadic life 
as inferior to a fully settled existence. They believed that by observing the way 
of life in the villages populated by Uzbeks, Russians, Ukrainians, or Tatars, the 
Kyrgyz would eventually come to appreciate the benefits of a sedentary lifestyle. 
Indeed, with time many Kyrgyz had already begun living in kishlaks (Central Asian 
villages), although, as accounted for by Pohrebetskyi and Bahmut, they remained 
faithful to their habitual nomadic life and preferred to move with their cattle to 
jailoo (summer highland pastures) during summer.

In addition, the Soviet Kyrgyz were expected to start thinking as “a civilized 
man,” by adopting European values and lifestyle, and gradually abandoning 
their tribal customs and traditions. To this end, special nomadic centers were 
established throughout the region. These centers consisted of various yurts 
(nomadic tents) dedicated to specific issues, such as yurts for women in childbirth, 
yurts for overseeing nomadic cooperatives, yurts that provided medical services, 
yurts where one could seek out agronomical advice, yurts for hosting nomadic 
council meetings, and, above all, the “Red Yurt,” a Soviet propaganda hub.23 The 
Red Yurt, regarded as “a center of Soviet culture in the nomadic regions” hosted 
a school and a social club. In the words of Pohrebetskyi, its main objective was to 
fight “the eternal darkness, prejudices, and authority of mullahs, bais, and manaps; 
polygamy, bride price (kalym), marriages with underaged girls, enslavement of 
women, and common illnesses.”24

Figure 3. “The Red Yurt is a center of Soviet culture in the nomadic regions” (Image taken 
from M. Pohrebetskyi’s Khan Tengri).
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Within both travelogues it can be seen that the Soviet administration relied 
heavily on local traditions and customs and came to incorporate many cultural 
elements of the nomadic tribes, such as their traditional dwelling, into their agenda. 
In this way they hoped that the Soviet regime would become more familiar and 
acceptable to the indigenous population. Much attention is dedicated to describing 
the traditional Central Asian sport of kokboru, during which horse-mounted players 
attempt to place a goat carcass in a goal. This traditional sport was incorporated 
into the Soviet agenda and accompanied many important governmental or party 
meetings. Within the remits of such permitted oriental exotics, such Kyrgyz horse-
riding skills,25 or the stated competency of Kyrgyz women in erecting yurts26, the 
Kyrgyz were presented as superior to the Europeans. Beyond this traditional 
sphere, however, the travelogues continuously present the Kyrgyz as semi-tribal 
and semi-feudal barbarians, who had little chance of reaching the standard of, or 
becoming equal to, the archetypical European man. 

In Bahmut’s and Pohrebetskyi’s travel accounts, the overwhelmingly positive 
effect of sovietization is juxtaposed with the dreadful legacy of the imperial past. 
For example, “muddy aryks” (small aqueducts), which are used by locals for 
washing themselves, doing laundry and as a source of drinking water, are regarded 
as “doomed pre-Soviet Eastern exotics” and defined as remnants of tsarist Russia.27 
Another contraposition to the colonial imperial past can be found in Pohrebetskyi’s 
description of the northeastern city of Karakol, a former imperial military outpost:

The Bazaar defines the physiognomy of each town: the emigrant carts and 
Uzbek ashkhanas [cafeterias] represent a sedentary world; Kyrgyz horsemen 
descending from the mountains are reflective of the nomadic world. Between 
these two worlds stands Karakol, which serves as a link between the settled and 
nomadic lifestyles. Founded in 1869 as an outpost of the Russian tsarist militant 
plans, it has now become the outpost of the Soviet culture that continues to attack 
the relics of semi-tribal and semi-feudal nomadic lifestyle.28

Pohrebetskyi concludes that Tsarist Russia had no positive effects on the lives of 
the Kyrgyz. Guided by the principle “let their barbarian traditions exist – it is easier 
to rule,” the imperial administration had never even attempted to destroy the more 
exotic aspects of oriental life, the author suggests. At the same time, the tsarist 
authorities introduced some negative features of European culture, such as vodka 
and syphilis. Pohrebetskyi regards these elements as “a necessary vanguard of the 
colonial Kulturträger mentality.”29 Moreover, the former imperial administrators 
had come to control the best lands, maintained systems of bribery (chagym), and 
hosted mock trials, while continuing to exploit the poor. As a result, Pohrebetskyi 
accentuates, the imperial legacy nurtured a sense of cultural and political friction 
between different ethnic groups – particularly the indigenous tribes and the 
Russian and Ukrainian settlers – culminating in the notorious Central Asian revolt, 
also known as the Semirechye Revolt of 1916.
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The revolt, which broke out in July 1916, was sparked by an imperial decree 
that initiated the conscription of Central Asian men into labor battalions to 
support Russian military actions during the First World War. However, it had 
mostly stemmed from more long-term causes, notably the corruption of the 
Russian colonial regime, the legal transfer of lands to European settlers, and the 
spread of political and religious extremism. During the summer months, Russian 
and Ukrainian settler-villages, as well as Cossack settlements, the inhabitants of 
which were viewed as historically complicit in the ills of the locals, were burned 
down with many of the residents being killed and their cattle and property taken 
away. In order to bring the situation back under control, around 30,000 soldiers 
were diverted from the Eastern Front to Central Asia, armed with machine guns 
and artillery. The revolt was quickly and brutally crushed with as many as 40% 
of the ethnic Kyrgyz population killed in connection to the uprising. Many more 
emigrated to China.30 

In his travelogue, Pohrebetskyi reflects on these events and their effect on the 
Kyrgyz population. Discussing the revolt itself, he recalls a sad folk song about the 
uprising performed by a local guide, the Ukrainian translation of which featured 
in his Khan Tengri.31 In Pohrebetskyi’s eyes, it was this traumatic imperial legacy 
that had helped the native Kyrgyz, to a certain extent, accept the Soviet regime, 
which from the very beginning had presented itself as a complete opposite to the 
imperial practices.

Both Ukrainian writers also placed Kyrgyz people at different stages of the 
transformation process into Soviet citizens. Some of their protagonists had 
already become “modern Soviet Kyrgyz,” like the female leader of an aul (fortified 
village) board whom the protagonists had encountered during their expedition. 
The majority, however, were still “under the treatment with ‘the Soviet’,” whereas 
some (especially the bais or Basmachi32) chose to categorically reject the regime 
and what it offered. Nevertheless, in the eyes of the writers, the benefits of Soviet 
rule remained uncontested. Both Bahmut’s Travel to the Celestial Mountains and 
Pohrebetskyi’s Khan Tengri feature lengthy monologues by locals praising the 
transformative nature of the Soviet regime in Central Asia, when a Kyrgyz, for the 
first time, “started to be treated as a human.” Prior to the October Revolution, both 
accounts claim, any European-looking and better-dressed man could seize a horse 
or a ram from a Kyrgyz and could easily offend or use force against them. A Kyrgyz 
had no right to complain and needed to accept such treatment as a matter of fact. 
By contrast, the “Soviet bosses” did not hit the Kyrgyz, or exploit their labor. The 
Soviet Kyrgyz, like every other citizen, were only expected to pay taxes,. Moreover, 
the “Russians” (rus’ki, a collective denomination used in by the locals to define all 
non-Asian settlers) could no longer seize their land.

Of course, Bahmut’s and Pohrebetskyi’s observations of the Kyrgyz, Uzbek, 
or Kazakh way of life were not bereft of the typical colonialist tropes reflecting 
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their superiority to “odd and dirty” Asians. This becomes obvious when one reads 
Bahmut’s and Pohrebetskyi’s descriptions of the dirt and insanitary conditions in 
the cafeterias in Frunze, that seemed to be fully acceptable to the locals, or a visit 
to a Kazakh yurt, the owner of which had never seen electricity, trains, or even a 
car. Meanwhile, violence perpetrated by the Soviet state against local communities 
remained a blind spot in both travelogues, unsurprising for what were essentially 
propagandistic texts. 

Bahmut’s depiction of Asiatic women, in particular, were full of irony and 
orientalism. In one instance, he compares a Kyrgyz female headdress with “a big 
white clay pot [makotret]” because of the many layers of white cloth wrapped 
around the head. At the same time, he adds that it was puzzling how women could 
keep their headwear so white while “being so dirty themselves.”33 He also noted a 
stark contrast between the beauty of Asiatic women and their surroundings: 

many Kyrgyz women have rouged cheeks; their eyebrows are painted dark black; 
some have their eyebrows shaved off and a straight black line is drawn on their 
stead. Here comes a Kyrgyz man on a horse, and his ‘dolled-up’ wife is following 
him on a cow.34 

This feeling of superiority expressed by Bahmut and Pohrebetskyi was often 
reinforced by the locals, however. The Kyrgyz called them “chief” (nachal’nik) or 
treated them as doctors given their education and the mere fact that they had first 
aid kits.

Figure 4. “A Kyrgyz woman wears her festive hat” (Image taken from I. Bahmut’s Travel to 
the Celestial Mountains).

The Ukrainians: Settling in a Foreign Land
Bahmut first encountered Kyrgyz Ukrainian settlers on a train. Just after passing 

through Orenburg, a city on the Ural River close to the border with Kazakhstan, 
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two Ukrainian peasants boarded his carriage. Encounters like this were not 
unusual in the steppes, where many landless peasants from Ukraine, the Don area, 
the Russian central provinces, and the North Caucasus had relocated following 
the abolishing of serfdom under the Emancipation reform of 1861. Mass labor 
migration to Central Asia was linked, for example, to the construction of the Trans-
Aral railway, or the Tashkent Railway in 1906, connecting the city of Kinel in Russia’s 
Samara Oblast with Tashkent in the imperial colony of Turkestan.35 The ‘European’ 
presence in the region was further enhanced as a result of Pyotr Stolypin’s socio-
economic reform, introduced between 1906 and 1912, during which up to half 
a million peasant households from these land-poor central imperial provinces 
had been moved to Central Asia, where they were granted land for private use.36 
Pohrebetskyi considers this “agricultural colonization” as having been on par with 
the “military colonization” of Kyrgyzstan, whereby agricultural resettlement was 
seen as a means of deterring rebellion in the Empire’s most overpopulated (and 
thus land-hungry) provinces of Voronezh, Poltava, and Kyiv.37 It is not coincidental, 
therefore, that in both travelogues the railroad serves as a place of encounters that 
connected European and Asian ways of lives, as well as a symbol of the historic 
migration behind the arrival of so many Ukrainians in areas such as Kyrgyzstan.38

Bahmut writes of some 1,500 Ukrainian farms in the region around Akbulak, 
a border town between Russia and Kazakhstan founded during the construction 
of the Trans-Aral railway.39 Similarly, Pohrebetskyi refers to the existence of 
51 Ukrainian village soviets out of a total of 113 in all of Kyrgyzstan.40 These 
were established as part of the Soviet policy to create ethnically homogeneous 
administrative units where, in addition to self-rule and control over land, 
inhabitants could enjoy the free development of their respective national cultures, 
education in their national languages, and access to a native-language press.41 
Conversely, however, Ukrainian settlers in the KASSR complained that their 
children were being forced to go to Russian schools, even asking Bahmut, seen as a 
representative of the center, to intercede and bring their concerns to the attention 
of the Soviet Ukrainian government in Kharkiv.42 It is worth noting that the Soviet 
Ukrainian government did invest in the cultural development of Ukrainians 
“abroad.” Already in February 1929, the Narkomos had passed a resolution 
pledging support to these communities in terms of providing Ukrainian teachers, 
textbooks, Ukrainian publications, pedagogical programs, art exhibits, musical and 
theatrical presentations, films, and radio programs. Help in setting up museums 
and in organizing literary societies or reserving places for Ukrainians abroad in the 
Ukrainian institutes of higher education was also promised.43

In addition to linguistic discrimination, Ukrainians in Akbulak complained to 
Bahmut about the poor harvest in the Kyrgyz steppe, where climatic conditions 
were favorable for growing wheat only once every two or three years. They spoke 
of their agricultural methods and how they continued to work the land as they had 
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done so back in Ukraine, rejecting the native Kyrgyz approach to farming. They 
especially opposed using camels as domestic animals. Although they appreciated 
that these animals were not picky about their fodder, they were strong and had 
high-quality wool, Ukrainian peasants were wary of them: “It is very difficult to 
become accustomed to a camel. It is a useful livestock, but very mean – when the 
camel becomes angry, he can easily spit on you.”44

The above-mentioned Central Asian revolt of 1916, despite having affected the 
lives of many Ukrainians in the region, did not feature much in either Bahmut or 
Pohrebetskyi’s depiction of the Ukrainian experience in Kyrgyzstan. Indeed, the 
uprising itself is only mentioned in passing, as, for example during a conversation 
between the expedition’s members and their assigned teamsters, who were most 
probably ethnic Ukrainians. During their conversation, one teamster recalled 
how almost all “European” villages in his neighborhood had been burnt down, 
and many “Russians” were killed. He himself was seriously wounded and lost 
his entire farmstead. The almost complete absence of first-hand accounts of 
Ukrainian experiences during the 1916 Central Asian revolt in either Bahmut or 
Pohrebetskyi’s travelogues can be attributed to self-censorship. Both authors were 
well aware of the official line whereby the Soviet Union in general, and the Soviet 
East in particular, was meant to serve as a symbol of the friendship between nations 
and, as such, no mention or even suggestion of ethnic animosity could be present 
in propaganda material. Within Bahmut and Pohrebetskyi’s depiction of Soviet 
Kyrgyzstan, Ukrainians were not presented as victims of Kyrgyz hostility. A second 
teamster was even cited as evidence that no animosity between “Europeans” and 
the Kyrgyz people remained: “perhaps it could be otherwise, but… Soviet power 
(sovets’ka vlast’)”.45

The biggest grievance of the Ukrainian settlers, as recorded in both travelogues, 
was the fact that within popular imagination they were often incorporated into a 
unified “Russian world.” In the views of the locals, Ukrainians were regarded as 
“Europeans,” hence identical to “Russians”. According to these accounts, “Russian 
absorption” became a true concern for the Ukrainian settlers in the KASSR since 
they wished to build “their own” Ukrainian world amidst the foreign (Kyrgyz) 
territory, and not simply contribute to the Russian presence.46 Indeed, both texts 
feature Ukrainian settlers approaching the Soviet Ukrainian delegation with their 
complaints over the lack of Ukrainian schools and Ukrainian-language periodicals 
in their settlements, repeatedly requesting Bahmut and Pohrebetskyi to appeal 
to the Soviet Ukrainian government to intervene on their behalf.47 While it is 
impossible to establish the truthfulness of these accounts, they clearly betray the 
interests of the Soviet Ukrainian government represented by the expedition (as 
opposed to the all-Union institutions).

Symptomatically, Bahmut incorporated two quotes within the title of Travel 
to the Celestial Mountains’ second section. The first quote was in Ukrainian, and 
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rhetorically asked the reader “Ukraine or Central Asia?” The second was in Russian, 
claiming that “Ukrainians have lost their national face.” These two short quotes 
defined the ambiguous nature of the Ukrainian presence in the Soviet East. The 
first part of the title suggested how content the writer was to see Ukrainian national 
culture continued to spread and gain appreciation far beyond the titular republic’s 
borders – one could hear the Ukrainian language, enjoy Ukrainian national cuisine, 
there were posters for Ukrainian theatre troops and films on the streets of Kyrgyz 
towns. Inspired by these national manifestations, Bahmut came to perceive the 
Kyrgyz steppe as almost mirroring its Ukrainian counterpart to the west; only “the 
mountains on the horizon, the heat, the train stations names, such as Aulije-Ata 
and others, the Kyrgyz people and the Kyrgyz language kept reminding me that I 
was some four thousand kilometers away from Ukraine.”48 

The title’s second part came from the response of the deputy head of the local 
Central Executive Committee to Bahmut’s question on how the Kyrgyz authorities 
provided for the national-cultural needs of the KASSR’s Ukrainians: “The Ukrainian 
population has lost its ethnic face, it has become russified [obruselo].”49 In addition, 
Bahmut had heard that korenizatsiya in the context of Kyrgyzstan actually meant 
“kyrgyzization,” although not many Russian officials wanted to learn the titular 
language of the republic. While a high level of russification was true for the urban 
areas, Bahmut undertook to examine whether the Ukrainian “national face” had 
been preserved in the countryside.50 

What the expedition team observed during their expedition to Khan Tengri both 
pleased and disturbed them. In the village of Rybache, for instance, they had been 
offered lodging at the house of one “Russian” (rus’kyi) man, who turned out to be a 
Ukrainian.51 Within another village, Kok-Pak (or Kapky, in Ukrainian), the children 
called themselves “Russian” (rus’kyi), although they spoke a Ukrainian dialect (po-
khokhliatsky).52 In other “European” villages, through which the expedition passed 
on their way to Khan Tengri, they could hear soft Ukrainian vernaculars.53 Soviet 
border guards, many of whom were Ukrainians, sang Ukrainian folk songs.54

Moreover, in the town of Karakol, regarded as the cultural center of Soviet 
Kyrgyzstan, the Ukrainian expedition witnessed how Ukrainian theatre and 
cinematography were represented in the Soviet East. A Ukrainian theatrical troupe 
from the Kuban city of Armavir was on tour in Karakol at the time. The Armavir 
troupe’s performing repertoire included the nineteenth-century classics: Nikolai 
Gogol’s Taras Bulba, Hryhorii Kvitka-Osnov’ianenko’s Courtship in Goncharivka, 
and Borys Hrinchenko’s A Guest from the Steppe, all of which, according to the 
(Russian-speaking) director, enjoyed great success throughout Central Asia. When 
asked why there were no contemporary plays, the director replied that they were 
expected to serve the appetites of the local Ukrainians. It was especially necessary 
to include the key elements of the traditional national culture with a Cossack 
costume, Ukrainian hopak, folklore and horilka (vodka) as the most recognizable 
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attributes of “Ukrainianness.” Indeed, the troupe’s performance of Taras Bulba was 
noted as having followed these expectations to the letter. According to Bahmut, 
already in the first act they had seen “the actors drinking horilka three times, three 
times dancing hopak and three times singing [the folklore song] ‘Let’s have a drink, 
lads’ […] With sadness we left the play.”55 

In Karakol’s local cinema, the expedition’s members watched the 1926 silent 
film	Taras Shevchenko, directed by Petro Chardynin with the famous Ukrainian actor 
Amvrosii	Buchma	playing	the	main	part.	Bahmut	noted	in	his	travelogue	that	the	film	
abounded in illiterate and absurd quotations from Shevchenko’s Kobzar. Although the 
presence	 of	 settlers	 from	Ukraine	was	 significant	 in	 the	Asian	 steppe,	 their	 cultural	
and	ethnic	identification	was	thus	rather	weak,	making	them	prone	to	assimilation.	The	
cultural	products	offered	to	(and,	it	seems,	demanded	by)	those	Ukrainian	communities	
did	not	reflect	the	cultural	aspirations	of	the	new	Soviet	Ukrainian	nation	that	was	being	
created at this time. Rather than show Ukrainians as a modern, urban nationality, local 
Ukrainian	cultural	productions	in	the	KASSR	merely	reproduced	(by	then	clichéd)	tropes	
concerning peasant life and Cossack legends that had formed the core of nineteenth 
century Ukrainophile imagination.56

In contrast to these rare encounters with Ukrainian culture, the most common 
association with the Ukrainian world were the “European” (Ukrainian) villages scattered 
around	 the	KASSR.	 In	 contrast	 to	 the	 semi-nomadic	kishlaks, with their dilapidated 
clay houses bereft of greenery,57 these Ukrainian village represented green oases in the 
steppe. Pohrebetskyi depicted traditional white houses (mazanka) with reed roofs and 
poplar trees near the wattle fence; ducks swimming in the aryks, pigs wallowing in the 
puddles, and chicken running around.58 

Figure 5. “The Ukrainian village ‘Aksuika’” (The image from I. Bahmut’s Travel to the 
Celestial Mountains).

Amidst the Asian steppes, Ukrainian settlers had attempted to recreate their own 
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(Ukrainian) world, while adopting the traditional methods they have learned from 
the locals. For instance, following the example of the Kyrgyz nomads, Ukrainians 
had also started moving with their cattle to green valley pastures for the summer 
period. However, unlike their Kyrgyz peers, they did not erect yurts, but instead 
built small huts resembling those in their permanent settlements. For Bahmut, the 
villages of “Kyrgyz Ukraine” represented the centres of a grain-growing civilization 
that had become embedded in a wild nomadic world. Referring to the words of 
one Ukrainian peasant who had moved to Turkestan from the Kyiv province in 
Ukraine before the war: “he was fully satisfied with his new life and did not miss 
his homeland.”59 

For all its apparent shortcomings, this “Kyrgyz Ukraine” could indeed become 
a happy place, a home away from home. Nevertheless, the severe and adverse 
weather and environmental conditions were not favorable to the Ukrainian 
settlers. Bahmut writes that it was hard to find a pretty face among the “European” 
children and adults. Indeed, “seldom could one meet a physically healthy person.”60 
There were also other issues that troubled the Ukrainian community; the launch 
of the Soviet nationalities policy of korenizatsiya had changed the power balance 
in the republic. For the first time, the majority Kyrgyz population had moved to 
the top of the political hierarchy and gained control over land, whereas the status 
of minorities became very uncertain, with many cases of ethnic-based expulsions 
from villages, discrimination in employment, and limiting of access to other 
opportunities.61 

The Dungan: The Exotic Other
The Dungan people were the third ethnic group depicted in Bahmut’s and 

Pohrebetskyi’s travelogues. The Dungan were Muslim people of Hui origin, 
descended from Chinese-speaking Muslims who had emigrated from northwestern 
China to Central Asia (mostly Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan) in the second half of 
the nineteenth century. In his description of this people, Bahmut characterized the 
Dungan as “Chinese of Turkic origin, Muslims […] specialists in the production of 
opium, and good cooks.”62 The footnotes to the 1960 edition of Pohrebetskyi’s book, 
published after the Cyrillic alphabet had been adapted for the Dungan language 
and new ethnographic information had been gathered, described the Dungan as 
follows:

the Dungan (Hui-tsu in Chinese, who call themselves “chzhun-jan”) are people 
of Mongol origin. They mostly reside in Northwest China, in Xinjiang Province. 
In 1850, the Dungan together with the Uyghurs rebelled against China. After 
their defeat, many escaped to the Ili region in the north of Tian Shan. In 1871, 
Ili province was occupied by Russia but later returned to China. The Dungans 
who had previously resided in the Ili region moved to Russia. In the Soviet Union, 
at present there are some 25 thousand Central Asian Dungans who live in the 
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Kazakh and Kyrgyz Soviet Socialist Republics. On their collective farms [kolkhoz] 
they mainly grow rice, opium poppy, and cotton.63

Before and during the interwar period, hardly any ethnographic knowledge 
on this group existed. Therefore, in the eyes of the 1929 expedition, the Dungan 
were truly exotic, with Bahmut and Pohrebetskyi devoting much of their literary 
attention to describing and analyzing Dungan culture and society. For instance, in 
his book’s portrait of Frunze, Bahmut noted that there was only one “European” 
canteen in the whole city, while entire streets were full of Dungan ashkhane 
(canteens). These canteens were remarkably clean in comparison to other 
eateries: “We spend a lot of time deciding where to eat. We check the kitchen to 
evaluate its cleanliness and hygiene levels. In the end, we choose a beer house 
called ‘The Rebirth of China’.”64 The menu consisted of beer, red tomatoes, Dungan 
noodles, kumis (a dairy product traditionally made from mare’s milk or donkey 
milk), and Russian pelmeni (dumplings). Since there were not enough spoons for 
everyone, the expedition team needed to eat with chopsticks: “We are getting used 
to eating with chopsticks. At first it was very uncomfortable. Noodles stretch for 
half a meter and slip off. We needed to watch how the Dungans used chopsticks…,” 
writes Bahmut.65 

Figure 6. “The Dungan cook is throwing and twisting a pastry” (The image taken from 
M. Pohrebetskyi’s Khan Tengri).

Bahmut and Pohrebetskyi also described another professional activity of the 
Dungan in Kyrgyzstan: the cultivation of opium poppy. Some Dungan had entire 
poppy plantations, while others were hired as skilled laborers to work on those 
belonging to the “Europeans.” Labor on opium plantations was very hard and 
potentially dangerous. As Bahmut records, “a plantation worker must eat a lot of 
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meat while picking opium or otherwise he can easily get poisoned.”66

To the Ukrainian travelers, the Dungan were an integral part of the Chinese nation, 
with both authors even using the terms “Dungan” and “Chinese” interchangeably. 
They wrote about “Chinese kvass bars, Chinese laundries, Chinese taverns.” This 
confusion becomes obvious in the following excerpt from Pohrebetskyi: 

Behind the counter in a mercery there are black-haired girls with yellow cheek-
bony faces. Those are the Dungans and Tarantchis – descendants from the 
Chinese provinces of Shaanxi, Shanxi, Gansu, and Xinjiang. There is an entire 
Dungan village (sloboda) in Frunze’s suburbs. The Dungan speak Chinese, while 
the Tarantchi speak Turkic…”67 

Neither Bahmut nor Pohrebetskyi wrote about the reaction of the Dungan to 
this association with the Chinese. However, the principle behind this link was 
more geographical than ethnic: just as Ukrainians were associated with Europe, 
the Dungan were equaled to the Chinese, having originally emigrated from China. 

Bahmut and Pohrebetskyi tend to compare the Dungan positively with the 
Kyrgyz or even the Europeans. For example, they speak of “a Dungan cart covered 
with a cloth decorated with Chinese motives while Kyrgyz carts are thatched.” While 
there were supposedly no beautiful and healthy people among the Europeans 
in Kyrgyzstan, “the Dungan children are great specimens. They have expressive 
eyes and a nicely tanned skin tone”.68 Thus, both observers highlighted the higher 
social status of the Dungan in comparison to the settlers. However, neither author 
discussed the Dungan’s attitude towards the Soviet state, or the Soviet expectations 
of this community in Kyrgyzstan, thus presenting them not only as an exotic “other,” 
but also as a group who existed outside the historical process. 

Conclusion
The travel accounts written by Bahmut and Pohrebetskyi during their expedition 

to Khan Tengri in 1929 are an important source, both in terms of ethnographic 
knowledge and ideology, for understanding the situation in the Soviet East during 
the onset of Stalinism. Both mirror the arrival of the new Soviet modernity in 
Kyrgyzstan and depict the social impact of accelerated modernization across 
Central Asia’s heterogeneous populations. In addition, these sources provide us 
with a rare example of a specifically Ukrainian cultural perspective on Central Asia 
– an idealized image of the East that reproduces conventional colonial tropes. 

The main elements of Soviet modernization, such as new industrial sites, 
rampant urbanization, female emancipation, the decline of traditional cultures, 
the sedentarization of the local nomadic population, and the cultural blending and 
increase in the number of Soviet officials and Communist Party members, feature 
frequently within the writings of both authors under discussion. Bahmut and 
Pohrebetskyi, although drafting their notes at the same time, chose to describe 
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and highlight different aspects of life in the Soviet East. Bahmut’s depiction of 
Kyrgyzstan is more intimate, paying closer attention to regular people and their 
everyday life experiences. While, in line with his objective, his key focus remained 
the Ukrainian settler community in Kyrgyzstan, Bahmut also provides insightful 
descriptions of the national life and traditions of the native Kyrgyz and the Dungan 
people. By contrast, Pohrebetskyi’s descriptions of Central Asia are decorated with 
admiration for the on-going process of Soviet modernization, which is depicted in 
stark contrast to the destructive nature of the previous imperial administration. In 
addition, Khan Tengri abounds with specialist knowledge of the Central Tian Shan 
region, which he drew from secondary sources.

Ukrainians fulfilled two very different roles in the state-driven Soviet 
modernization project, as depicted in the pages of these two travelogues, of 
which the authors clearly viewed themselves as agents. Being, at the time, an 
aspiring writer, Bahmut in particular was a representative of Soviet Ukraine’s 
growing cultural milieu, a milieu that “spoke Bolshevik” in the Ukrainian language 
and wanted to turn Ukrainians into a modern and urbanized nationality. In 
Bahmut’s accounts, the Ukrainian community in the KASSR is presented as “our 
own” (although orientalized) and is set against the oriental others. At the same 
time, he barely hides his disappointment with the community itself: the settlers’ 
progressive assimilation into the all-Russian collective, their stale “ethnographic” 
cultural preferences, and their lack of interest in modern Ukrainian culture. 
Ultimately, it seems, Bahmut saw the Ukrainians of Kyrgyzstan as being equally 
in need of (nationally inflected) civilization through the state as the indigenous 
Kyrgyz population.

Bahmut’s Travel to the Celestial Mountains and Pohrebetskyi’ Khan Tengri laid 
the foundations for Soviet orientalism, presenting an idealized account of the 
successful Asiatic Soviet republics and their peoples. Throughout their texts, Soviet 
Kyrgyzstan is depicted as an idyllic place where all nations live in peaceful and 
fraternal coexistence, while each succeeded in preserving their national features 
and traditions. Although this image corresponds with official Soviet propaganda of 
the time, when reading between the lines one cannot help but notice the adverse 
outcomes of the rampant modernization and uncontrolled implementation of 
Soviet policies. Indeed, certain sections of these texts might even be considered as 
a covert critique of the Soviet intervention in Central Asia. 
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