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Abstract. This article examines the intellectual construction of the Steppe Region
through the writings of prominent Kazakh intellectuals - scholars, political activists,
educators, and publicists - as well as through the discourse of the Russian-educated
elite in the region. Employing an interdisciplinary framework that incorporates
methodologies from new cultural-intellectual history and new biographical history,
the study reveals how Kazakh conceptualizations of the Steppe evolved into a complex,
multidimensional mental construct. This construct reflected the interplay of competing
discourses from various communities, including imperial authorities at both central and
regional levels. Building upon historiographical traditions from the second half of the
20th to the early 21st century, the article demonstrates that the identity of the Kazakh
intelligentsia - descendants of the titled steppe aristocracy who became enmeshed in
imperial “population politics” - underwent a profound transformation. Initially shaped
by Russian political structures, educational institutions, and intercultural exchange,
this elite developed a dual identity that positioned the Steppe as an organic extension
of Russia, albeit a distinct one - a space where sedentary Russian and nomadic Kazakh
cultures intersected. However, by the late 19th and early 20th centuries, traumatic
experiences of bureaucratic discrimination and land dispossession prompted a shift
toward a hybrid identity. This new self-perception led Kazakh intellectuals to reimagine
the Steppe as “the other Russia” - anostalgic vision of a “losthomeland” or “paradise lost.
"The article argues that this reconceptualization was accompanied by the development
of passive resistance strategies. Kazakh intellectuals increasingly advocated for national
unity and subtle forms of defiance, such as the rejection of state-imposed social norms
and administrative conventions. The political radicalization following the 1905-1907
Revolution further accelerated this process, as Kazakh intellectuals engaged more
closely with Russian political exiles and separatist thinkers. These interactions infused
the image of the Steppe with explicitly anti-imperial meaning, transforming it from a
peripheral colonial space into a potential site of national revival. By analyzing personal
correspondence, publicistic writings, and institutional records, the study illuminates
how Kazakh intellectuals navigated their position between imperial integration and
national self-assertion. Their evolving discourse not only reflected broader trends in
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anti-colonial thought but also laid the ideological groundwork for later nationalist
movements. The article thus contributes to ongoing debates about empire, identity
formation, and decolonization in Central Asia, offering new insights into the complex
interplay between intellectual history and political resistance in the late Tsarist period.
Keywords: Steppe Regio; colonization; Kazakh intelligentsia; ethnocultural identity;
mediation; discourse; representations; image of the region
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CTrenHOM Kpau Kak «Apyrasa Poccusa» B npecTaB/IeHUAX Ka3aXCKOM
UHTe/UIMTeHIIMU BTOpOoH nos10BMHBI XIX - Hayas1a XX BB.

K. A6caTrapoBa?, M. YrereHos®, K. MakutoBa“
“ KapazanduHckuli yHusepcumem umeHu E.A. Bykemoea, Kapazaxda, KazaxcmaH
b Kokwemayckuii ynugepcumem umenu Ill. Yanuxaroea, Kokwemay, KazaxcmaH
¢ MeduyuHckutl yHueepcumem Acmana, AcmaHa, Kazaxcmau

AHHOTanusa. B craTbe Ha MaTepuasax JMYHBIX TEKCTOB BBIJAKOLIMXCA JeATeNeld Ka3axCKou
VHTEJ/UIMTEHLIUY, a TaKXe JUCKypca oOpa30BaHHOTO CerMeHTa poccuiickoro conuyma CTemHOro
Kpasi BBISIBJSIOTCA NaTTEPHbl INpeACTAaBJIEHUN Ka3axCKHUX y4YeHbIX, 0O6IeCTBEHHO-MOJUTHYECKUX
JlesiTesiel, meJjlaroros, NyoOJULUCTOB O PErvoHe, ero UCTOPUU U OyayiieM. MexJUCUUIJIMHAPHbBIN
dopmMaT ucciefoBaHUSA U OOpallleHHe K Hay4YHbIM MpPaKTUKaM W MOJX0JaM «HOBOM KYJbTYPHO-
WHTEJJIEKTYaJIbHOW» M «HOBOM Ouorpaduyeckor» HCTOPUH MO3BOJIMJIM KOHCTAaTHUPOBATb, YTO
npe/CcTaBJeHUs Ka3aXCKOU UHTeJIUreHI[uu 0 CTENHOM Kpae, C/IMBaBlIKecs B 06pa3 peruoHa, ABJasiuCh
CJI0’)KHBIM, MHOTOMEpPHBIM M [JAWHAMWYHBIM MEHTaJbHBIM KOHCTPYKTOM, B KOTOPOM OKa3aJsHUCb
3amneyvyaTJieHbl pe3ybTaThl JUCKYPCOB MHOTHUX COOOILECTB, B TOM YK CJIe UMIIEPCKOU BJIACTH BbICILIETO U
peruoHasIbHOTO YpoBHeH. C 0MOpoi Ha UCCIeIOBATENbCKUH ONBIT U UCTOPUOTPAGUUECKYIO TPAJUIUIO
BTOpOM moJsioBUHBbI XX — Havasa XXI BB. yZjasochb fj0Ka3aTh, YTO UJEHTUYHOCTb JUJEPOB Ka3aXCKOU
VMHTEJJINTEHLIUH — IOTOMKOB THUTYJIOBAHHOW CTENHON apUCTOKPATUH, BKJIIOUYEHHON B HCCIelyeMbli
Nepuos, B KOHTEKCT MMIIEPCKON «IOJUTUKUA HaceseHUs» B CTEMHOM Kpae, IepeXuBaJja CJI0XKHYIO
3BOJIIOLIMIO, TPAHCPOPMUPYSACH OT «AyaTbHON» K «THOpUAHOU». /lyaibHast UIEHTUYHOCTb COOOIIeCTBa,
dbopMupoBaBILIasAcs N0/ BJUSIHUEM POCCUUCKUX NOJTUTUYECKUX CTPYKTYP, MHCTUTYTOB 06pa3oBaHuUs U
BOCIUTAHMUSA, MPAKTHUK MEXKYJbTYPHOU KOMMYHUKaLIMY, IEPBOHAYA/IbHO BBICTYIIasa ONpe/easouuM
dakTopoM peneniuu CTemHOTO Kpasi KaK OpraHUYecKoro mnpojoJnkeHuss Poccun, Ho Poccun
«Jpyroi», MPOCTPAHCTBO KOTOPOM CKJaZbIBaeTCA B pe3y/JbTaTe B3aMMONPOHHUKHOBEHUS KYJbTYpP
PYCCKOTO OCE/IJIOTO U KOPEHHOTO KoueBOoro HaceseHUU. Bo BTopoit nmosioBuHe XIX - Hauase XX BB. B
pe3yJibTaTe NPUOOGPETEHHOI0 Ka3axCKMMU UHTeJIJIEKTYyalaMi TPaBMaTUYeCKOTO COLMAJIbHOTO OIbITa
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Y JMCKPUMUHAIIMOHHBIX MPAKTUK, UCXOJSAIIUX OT UMIIePCKON GropokpaTuu, obpas CTemHOro Kpas
KaK «Apyroid Poccun» HauMHaeT CTPOUTHCA B HOCTAJbIMYECKHUX KaTETOpUAX «yTpaueHHOU pOJUHbI»
U «IOTEPSHHOTO pas», BO3BpallleHHe KOTOPbIX BO3MOXKHO TOJbKO NPU YCJOBHU HAIlMOHAJIbHOTO
e/JMHCTBAa U pa3paboOTKU MacCUBHBIX (GOPM CONPOTHUBJEHHUS HMIIEPCKOM BJIACTH, YTO HAXOJUJIO
BbIpa’keHHWe B MpaKTHKaXx H30eraHUsi U WUTHOPHUPOBAHHUS KOHBEHLMN COLMAJbHOIO MOBEJEeHUs,
MHULMUPYEMBIX BJIACTHBIMU CTPYKTypaMu. [Ipouecc moJUTHYEeCKOM pajuKalrd3allid Ka3aXCKou
UHTEJIJINTEHIIMY, UHCITUPUPOBAHHBIN COOBITUAMU peBostolrK 1905-1907 rT. v moc/ieAyIOIKUMUY 32 HEH
pedopMamu, okazas npsiMoe BJIUSIHHE Ha Ipe/ICTaB/eHHUs1 06pa30BaHHOM IPYIbI Ka3aXCKOT0 COIuyMa
0 MecTe NpOoXXUBaHUs, popMax yCTPOUCTBA 0611eCTBEHHOW }KU3HH U X0351MCTBEHHOU IIOBCEJHEBHOCTH.
ConmxeHNe Ka3aXCKOW MHTEJJIMTeHIUU C POCCUMCKHUMU MOJUTUYECKUMU CChIJIbHBIMHU, HOCUTESAMU
CenapaTUCTCKUX UZel, crnocob6CcTBoBasio nepedpopMaTUPOBAHHI0O B CO3HAHUM COOOIIecTBa o6pasa
CTenHOTO Kpas, HallOJIHAS ero pesibepHO BbIpa’KEHHBIM aHTHUUMIIEPCKUM COZlEpPKaHUEM.

KirouyeBbie cioBa: CTenHOM Kpal; KOJOHU3alUs; Kas3axCKas UHTEJJIMTCeHLUs; 3THOKYJbTYpHas
UJIEHTUYHOCTD; KOJIOHHAJIbHOE MOCPEeHUUECTBO; JUCKYPC; TIpe/CTaBJeHH s; 06pa3 pernoHa

Jns nutupoBaHus: A6catraposa K., YTereHoB M., MaxkutoBa K. CTenHol Kpa#l Kak «Jpyras Poccusi»
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duHaHcMpoBaHMe: /laHHAs Hay4yHasl CTaThsl NOATrOTOBJIEHA B paMKax peaju3aluyd MNporpaMMbl
BR24993173 «HanucaHue WJJIIOCTPUPOBAHHON OHOrpaduiecKod 3IHUMUKJIONEAUU IO HCTOPUH
Kazaxcrana» KH MOH PK.

Jana esikeci - «e3re Pecein» peTiHae: XIX FacbIpAbIH, eKiHIlI >)KapTbICbl MEH
XX FacbIpAbIH 6aCbIHAAFbI Ka3aK, 3UsJIblJIaPbIHbIH, KO3KapacTapbl

7K. A6carTrapoBa?, M. YrereHos®, K. MaxkxutoBa“
*Akademuk E.A. Bykemos amviHdarbl KaparaHdwl yHusepcumemi, Kaparandel, KazakcmaH
b III. Yanuxanoe amwvindarel Kekwemay yHueepcumemi, Kexkwemay, Kazakcmau
¢ «Acmana meduyuHa yHusepcumemix», AcmaHa, Kasakcmau

Anpgartna. Bys Makasiazia Kasak 3usJIbIAapbIHBIH XKeKe jka30asiapbl MeH /Jlana eJikeciHferi peceiik
KOFaMHbIH 6iniMAl ekinzepi apacblHAarbl JAUCKypcTap HeTisiHZe, 6Hipre, OHbIH TapuUXbl MeEH
6osamaFblHA KATbICThl KasakK FaJbIMJapbl, KOFaM >aHe cascaT KalpaTKepJepi, ycTasjap MeH
nyoMLIUCTEPAIH Ke3Kapac yJriiepi allKblHAaAabl. 3epTTey/iH MoHApa/blK CHUMAThl MEH «KaHa
MO/IeHU-UHTEJ/JIEKTYa/NAblK, Tapux» MeH «KaHa O6uorpadusblK Tapux» dficHaMasapblHA CyHeHY
apKbl/Ibl Ka3ak 3UsAblIapbIHbIH /lajia esikeciHe KAaThICThl K63KapacTaphl 6ipTyTac aliMaKThIK GeliHe
peTiH/le KaJbINTAaCKaH KypAeJsi, KeNKbIpJbl 9pi AUHAMHUKAJIBIK MEHTAIAbIK KYpPbLIbIM OOJIFAHBI
aHbIKTaJbl. ByJ1 GeiiHe MIIepUSHBIH, KOFapFbI )KoHe eHIpJIiK JeHreieri OUIiK KypbLIbIMAAapbIHbIH
JUCKYPCTAapbIHbIH, HOTHXXeJIepiH /e 3 OolblHA CiHipreH. XX FachIpAblH eKiHII »apThicbl MeH XXI
Facblp/iblH, GachIHAAFbl 3epTTEYIIIIK TOKipHbe MEH TapuxXxHAMaJIbIK J9CTypJiepre cyldeHe OThIPHIII,
aBTOpJIap KasaK 3USAJbLIAPbIHBIH — 63 3aMaHbIHJA UMIIEPUSIJIBIK, «XaJbIK cascaTbl» ascbiHga [asa
eJIKeCiHe TapTBLIFAaH TEKTiK-apUCTOKPATHUAJIBIK TON OKiJJepiHiH - O6GOJIMBbICBIHAA OpPBbIH asfaH
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KYp/lesii COMKeCTIiK 3BOJIIOIUSACHIH KepceTeai. By aBostonys 6acTankbiia «AyaaabiKy» (KocapJsaHFaH)
cumnatTa 60Jica, KeHiH «rubpuaTi» (apasac, Kypesi) Typre aiHaaabl JyanablK coiikecTik — PecelliH
casicu KypbLIbIMJAphl, 6i1iM 6epy MeH TopOHesiey MHCTUTYTTaphl KoHE Md/leHUeTapasblK KaTblHAC
ToKipubesepi bIKNaJbIMeH KasblNTacKaH - Jlasma esikeciH PecelaiH abipamac, 6ipak e3iHmiK,
e3relle 6eJiri peTiHje KabbL1ayAblH Herisi 6osaabl. bys «e3re Peceli» 6eliHeci — OpbIC OTBIPBIKILbI
XaJIKbl MEH Ka3aK KelllleJii )KyPThl M3JleHUeTTEePIHIH 63apa bIKNaJ4ACTbIFbIHAH TYybIHAAFaH KEHICTIK
peTiHAe KapacThIpbLI/bl. Anakiaa XIX Facblp/iblH eKiHII kapThIChl MeH XX FacbIp/IbIH, 6AacbIH/A Ka3aK
3USAJIbIAPbIHBIH, UMIIEPUSJIBIK OIOPOKpATHsS TapalblHaH KepPreH aJeyMeTTiK aAineTci3fiikTepi MeH
JUCKPUMHUHALHUSAIBIK TaKipubesnepi HoTHXKeciHZe Oys1 GeliHe e3repicke yumbipagbl. «O3re Peceii»
00pasbl eHJli «KoFasnFaH OTaH», «KYMaKTbIH *KYPHaFbl» CbIH/bl HOCTAJAbIUAJIBIK KaTeropusiiapMeH
episiin, oHbl KalTapy TeK YJTTBIH OipJiiri MEH UMIEPUSJIBbIK OWUIIKKE KapChl MACCUBTI KAPCBHIJIBIK
TYpJIepiH JaMbITY apKblibl FaHa MYMKiH Jen HalbIMJaibl. Bysl KapcblablK OWJIIK TapamnblHAH
TaHbLIFAH dJIEYMETTIK MiHe3-KyJ/IbIK HOpMaJlapblH allHaJIbIN 6Ty, ejieMey, 60MchIHOAy Taxipubesepi
apkbLIbl KepiHic TanTbl. 1905-1907 »xbLijapaaFbl PeBOJIOIUAIBIK OKWUFaJap MeH OJaH KeWiHTi
pedopManap Kasak 3Us/IbLIAPBIHBIH CasiCH pajuKaju3alus MNpOoLeciH y/JeTiN, oJapAblH KOFaM/AbIK
eMip/i YUbIM/IAaCTbIPYy MEH TYPMBICTBIK IIapyallbLIbIK popMasapbiHa IereH Ko3KapacTapblHA TiKesael
acep eTTi. Kasak 3usblIapbIHbIH, peceisiK casicH ep ayAapblIFaHJapMeH, acipece cemapaTHUCTIiK
ujiesiap/ibl YCTaHYIIbLJIAPMEH KaKbIHJACybl KOFaM caHachIHAaFbl. /lasa eJsikeciHiH GeliHeciH KailTa
KaJIbIIITACThIPbII, OFAH alKbIH aHTUUMIIEPUSIJIbIK Ma3MYH JapbITThI.

TyiiH ce3aep: /lana esikeci; oTapJsay; Kasak 3UsibLIapbl; 3THOMI/JIeHU Gipereiik; Aeiaan/bIK;
JNUCKYPC; BKIIIIKTEp; aliMak, GeiHeci

Introduction

The second half of the 19th century and the early 20th century marked a period of profound
transformation in Kazakh society. The growing administrative and cultural influence of the
Russian Empire over the Kazakh Steppe brought not only changes in the region’s political and
legal status but also a rethinking of its place within the broader imperial space. In this process,
a key role was played by the Kazakh intelligentsia, who emerged not only as advocates of
enlightenment ideals but also as interpreters of a changing reality. For them, the Steppe became
more than just a geographical or ethnographic entity - it was envisioned as a distinct social,
cultural, and historical space, a kind of “Other Russia,” where indigenous traditions intersected
with imperial modernization.

Kazakh intellectuals, writers, and public figures - such as Abai, Chokan Valikhanov, Akhmet
Baitursynov, and Alikhan Bukeikhanov - sought to comprehend their position within the
expanding imperial framework. On one hand, they viewed Russia as a source of knowledge,
science, governance, and opportunities for progress. On the other, they critically assessed
manifestations of colonial policy, inequality, and disregard for national identity. In their writings,
speeches, and correspondence, they constructed the Steppe as a unique space that could become
part of the empire - but on its own terms, with the preservation of language, customs, and legal
consciousness.

The aim of this article is to explore how the Kazakh intelligentsia imagined the steppe region
as a different, “distinct” Russia — a space that called not for assimilation, but for cultural dialogue
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and mutual recognition. Through the intellectual practices of Kazakh thinkers, one can trace a
dual aspiration: the pursuit of modernization and the preservation of cultural identity amid
colonial pressures.

One of the significant cultural phenomena associated in various ways with the colonial experience
of empires in both early modern and modern times is what contemporary scholarly literature and
historical journalism recognize as the population policy of European states. This policy led not
only to the economic and administrative-political development of colonized territories, but also
to the mental “mapping” or “construction” of spaces inhabited by “others”, carriers of behavioral
patterns, worldviews, and linguistic forms that differed from European norms.

In this context, an appeal to the ideas of the Kazakh intelligentsia regarding the Steppe
Region as a space of permanent residence and a site for the implementation of economic and
cultural behavior patterns is especially relevant for constructing a multidimensional image of
the region. This image was shaped not only by government actors but also by society at large,
including national elites.

Materials and methods

The article’s source base consists of two types of materials that form the primary and
secondary discourses surrounding the Kazakh intelligentsia’s ideas about the Steppe region in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The first group includes personal writings
by prominent Kazakh figures such as Ch.Ch. Valikhanov, G.B. Valikhanov, and 1.A. Altynsarin.
These texts reflect the community’s views on various issues related to the organization of the
administrative, socio-political, socio-economic, and socio-cultural space of the Steppe region.
They also capture the rational and emotionally expressive responses of Kazakh intellectual
leaders in their scientific, public, and journalistic communications, as well as their relationships
with the authorities. The second group of sources comprises autobiographical and biographical
materials authored by Russian-Siberian figures involved in the social movement, scientists,
publicists, and others, who had direct and long-standing relationships with members of the
Kazakh titled aristocracy, often serving as their mentors, colleagues, or fellow students.

The texts analyzed in the study form a discourse that, within its broad framework, makes it
possible to identify the Kazakh intellectual community’s ideas about the Steppe region within
the context of colonization, and to trace the dynamic evolution of these ideas throughout the
second half of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

This work is situated at the intersection of the “new biographical” and “new cultural and
intellectual history” research approaches.In constructingthe study’s methodological framework,
particular attention was given to personal self-identification and individual behavioral scenarios
within specific historical contexts. This perspective enabled a shift in focus from well-known
episodes in the biographies of Kazakh intelligentsia leaders to the realm of personal history,
where the primary research object is personal texts, and the subject is the full life story of the
individuals studied (Repina et al. 2004: 265).

The processing and analysis of texts were guided by the discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau
and Chantal Mouffe, which provides critical tools for examining the social construction of reality
through language. Accordingly, discourse analysis was employed as a form of social practice
that enables the constitution of the social world (Fillips, lorgensen 2008: 109).
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Literature Review

The colonial past of the Eurasian continent marked by exceptional ethnic and religious diversity
is inextricably linked to the strategies and practices of Russian expansionism, which began
during the era of the centralized Moscow state. This period has been described by scholars as the
“neonatal empire” (Filyushkin 2009) or the “empire on the banks of the northern rivers”. In the
16th and 17th centuries, Muscovite discourse and rhetoric established a stable tradition of framing
peripheral regions through the lens of patrimonial law, presenting territories acquired through
military or diplomatic means as “Russia’s own East”, and imagining the populations of these
regions as subalterns (subordinates) of the state (Tolts 2013; Etkind 2016). In the 18th century
and the first half of the 19th, Enlightenment ideas, particularly the belief in inevitable progress
and the universality of the European path of development, provided theoretical grounding for the
Russian Empire’s colonial ambitions. By the second half of the 19th and early 20th centuries, the
moral obligations of the “civilized” toward the “uncivilized” and the rationalization of violence
against the indigenous populations of the empire's peripheries became key components of the
imperial policy. This dynastic state policy was characterized by a disregard for the national and
cultural identities of colonized peoples and a strong belief in the benefits of overcoming cultural
differences to integrate ethnic communities into a “greater Russian nation” (Katkov 2009).

In modern historiographical discourse concerning cultural differences and the dynamics
of social and ethnocultural homogenization in the peripheral regions of the Russian Empire
during the post-Reform period, a key trend relevant to this study has been identified. The
civilizing mission pursued by the imperial government in the 18th and early 19th centuries
based on principles of agricultural cultivation, Russification, and the sedentarization of nomadic
communities (Khodarkovskii 2019: 10), proved increasingly ineffective in the second half
of the nineteenth century. This inefficiency became evident in the imperial administration’s
compromise decisions in areas such as indigenous education (e.g., the use of native languages)
and social policy (Lor 2012: 15). By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, these
shortcomings contributed to arise in national identity among indigenous peoples, accompanied
by sociocultural mobilization and the political radicalization of ethnic elites (Lor 2012: 17-18).

Of particular research interest is the population policy of the Russian Empire in the Steppe
Region, which became a focal point of colonial expansion during the 1870s-1880s. Notably,
by this time, the Siberian territories (Western and Eastern Siberia) had already attained the
status of internal provinces of Russia. This was largely due to the numerical dominance of the
Russian population, a development shaped both by the empire’s military and administrative
practices and by the decline in the number of indigenous peoples. According to S. Bekker, by
the 18th century, Russians in Siberia outnumbered the indigenous population threefold; by
the mid-19th century, nearly fourfold; and by the early 20th century, almost eightfold (Bekker
2004: 75). In contrast, as Russia and Russian settlers expanded into the steppe periphery, they
encountered a distinctly different ethnocultural landscape. At the turn of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, statistical data indicate that the indigenous population, primarily Kazakhs,
constituted 74.4% of all inhabitants in the Steppe Region (Russia. A Complete Geographical
Description... 1903: 185).

This circumstance inevitably introduced significant modifications to the universal formula of
Russian “civilizationism” in the eastern regions of the empire, necessitating balanced decisions
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and flexible implementation methods. V. Malakhov, while acknowledging the general failure of
the Russian Empire's integrative measures in its eastern peripheries, highlights the active and
consistent efforts of regional administrations to co-opt members of the national aristocracy and
descendants of the titled nobility into Russian society (Malakhov 2023: 47). R. Dzherasi, in his
analysis of the cultural and integrative role of N.I. [Iminsky’s pedagogical system, first tested
in the Volga region and later extended in the second half of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries to the Steppe Region and Turkestan, identifies a clear ambition on the part of the
imperial government and the Russian educated elite to create “their own foreigners”. These
individuals were to be “transformed and civilized” while still preserving their ethnic identity
(Dzherasi 2013: 101).

It is noteworthy that, in the thinking of Russian ideologists and the imperial bureaucracy,
the concept of forming “their own foreigners”, a group drawn from the indigenous population,
implied the creation of a loyal community that would support state administrative programs
in the peripheries, demonstrate willingness to cooperate with the authorities, and serve
as intermediaries in the colonial context. In practice, the colonial expansion into the Steppe
Region was accompanied by the emergence of a broad and diverse stratum of the national
intelligentsia, which hierarchically included representatives from the Senior and Middle Zhuzes.
Importantly, the willingness to adopt Russian educational standards and collaborate with
regional administrations took various forms. First, the spread of N.I. [Iminsky’s system in the
Steppe Region mobilized a segment of Kazakh society that had undergone Orthodox baptism
and expressed a desire to engage in pedagogical or missionary work. Members of this group
may be considered intellectuals only conditionally, based on their professional roles as teachers,
priests, or deacons. Engaged in complex and multifaceted work among the broader population,
this contingent of “their own foreigners” exerted influence on their compatriots. However, due
to their limited exposure to broader intellectual discourse, they neither aspired to nor were
equipped to formulate ideas reflective of national identity. Second, the descendants of the titled
steppe aristocracy constituted a much more influential and intellectually integrated community.
The demonstrated willingness of certain Kazakh families to cooperate with the Russian
administration enabled many heirs of khans, sultans, and biys to receive education in line with
Russian-European standards (Mazhitova 2016). This, in turn, allowed them to pursue military
or administrative careers and granted them access to civil service. Unlike the “kryashchen”
(baptized Kazakhs), whose educational trajectory typically led through catechetical colleges
and into routine service among largely uneducated tribal communities, the aristocratic Kazakh
descendants gained entry to military academies and universities. These institutions opened
up a wide array of social and class privileges available to individuals of noble rank within the
Russian Empire.

Among these factors, not only the opportunity to participate in public administration was
significant, but also the high likelihood of engagement in intellectual activity, an attribute
of a class possessing a stable socio-cultural identity and sufficient free time to develop and
disseminate socio-political ideas and principles.

The study of the personal biographies of such iconic figures of the Kazakh intellectual elite as
Ch.Ch. and G.B. Valikhanov, .A. Altynsarin, A. Bukeikhanov, and others who left a vivid mark on
the history of Kazakhstan (the Steppe Region) provides a basis for identifying not only common
patterns in the development of their professional careers, which evolved within the framework
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of Russian educational institutions, military service, and administrative conventions, but also
for recognizing the presence of a complex identity and a multidimensional worldview within
this community. This worldview was reflected in their construction of an idealized image of the
region, one whose fate was not merely a passive backdrop to their socio-cultural and political
activity, but rather a “place of memory” where reflections on the past and visions of the future
were intertwined (Absattarova, Mazhitova 2024).

Results

The construction of the Steppe Region’s image as “the other Russia” in the discourse of the
first generation of the Kazakh intelligentsia took place amid intensive cultural, socio-political,
and everyday interactions with Russian figures involved in the socio-political movement,
scientists, writers, publicists, and travelers. Biographical accounts of descendants of the
steppe titled aristocracy, who - by force of circumstance found themselves in major cities
of the Steppe Region (such as Omsk and Karkaralinsk) and the Orenburg region, frequently
mention such notable figures as N.M. Yadrintsev, S.Ya. Kapustin, G.N. Potanin, V.V. Grigoriyev,
N.I. [Iminsky, and others. These individuals often acted as patrons to young Kazakh talents and
became part of their regular intellectual and social circle. Although this group held ideological
and political differences particularly regarding the relationship between the imperial center
and its peripheries, and whether the Asian borderlands should be viewed as colonies (a
liberal position) or as peripheral regions of Russia (a conservative one), they were united in
recognizing the importance of integrating the indigenous peoples of the eastern outskirts into
Russian society through cultural management. N.M. Yadrintsev articulated this shared vision
particularly clearly when he outlined the educational and cultural objectives that, in his view,
should guide interaction with ethnic communities in Asian Russia, including the Kazakhs: “Give
him, first of all, a description of his life, his nomads, a description of his tribe, his customs and
his history; let him see himself described and what is close to him; let him know what his tribe
has done and what he should do” (Yadrintsev 2000: 242).

It was within the framework of communication between the highly educated segment of
Kazakh society and Russian public and political figures that the image of the Steppe Region
as a homeland began to take shape in the minds of the former. This homeland was conceived
as a territory inhabited by fellow tribesmen, people of the same cultural sphere, integrated
into both the all-Russian and broader universal space. Ch. Ch. Valikhanov (1835-1865), in a
conversation with G. N. Potanin, expressed this layered vision of belonging as follows: “First
of all, I love my Kyrgyz people, then Siberia, then Russia, then all mankind...” (Potanin 1904:
XXXI). Valikhanov’s position was shaped not only by his ethno-cultural identity and sense of
belonging to his national group but also by the educational environment of the Siberian Cadet
Corps in the 1840s and early 1850s. This institution had evolved from what was once called
a “Cossack bursa” into a broad-based educational establishment with democratic values. His
worldview was further influenced by ongoing contact with classmates and mentors such as
G. N. Potanin, E. L. Starkov, A. L. Sulotsky, and I. V. Zhdan-Pushkin. Many of these individuals
supported the federalist ideas and sentiments that had begun to circulate widely in Russia by
the mid-nineteenth century. In this context, the reflections of Kazakh intellectuals on the Steppe
Region as a cultural space are particularly significant. They saw the region as shaped through a
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careful convergence of traditional nomadic life and economic organization with the cultural and
economic innovations introduced during the period of Russian colonial presence. For instance,
in his writings on the nomadism of the Kazakhs in the Semipalatinsk region, Valikhanov sought
to connect the past, present, and future of his people with their economic activity, particularly
nomadic cattle breeding. He emphasized the negative impact of the Cossack presence, stating
that they “do not cultivate grain, but live only on rent from the Kyrgyz, giving them temporary
use of their village sites” (Valikhanov 1904: 326). At the same time, the image of the Steppe
Region presented in Valikhanov’s texts was not grounded in narrow nationalism. On the
contrary, he advocated for peaceful coexistence between the Russian sedentary population and
the Kazakh nomadic communities. He emphasized mutual benefit, cooperation, and respect for
the economic and cultural interests of both groups. According to him, such coexistence could be
achieved through the proper demarcation of land (Valikhanov 1904: 326).

A similar logic in constructing the image of the Steppe Region as “another Russia” can be
traced in the statements of Kazakh military and public figure G. B. Valikhanov (1842-1903), a
graduate of the Siberian Cadet Corps. He rose from the rank of cornet to colonel in the second half
of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and carried out various assignments through
the Russian Geographical Society. In his speech at the ceremonial meeting marking the 300th
anniversary of Siberia, held on October 26, 1881, Valikhanov emphasized “the great importance
of the necessary unification between the Kirghiz and other Siberian non-Russians with the
Russian nationality (Celebration in St. Petersburg and Moscow ... 1882: 8). His further remarks
are especially noteworthy: “The Kyrgyz people have already partially exchanged languages with
the Russians, and many Western Siberians speak Kyrgyz and vice versa. Although the Kyrgyz
call the indigenous Siberians Urus-Kazak, and themselves simply Kazak, it would be desirable
that these distinctions in names be smoothed out, just as the former struggle between these
Cossacks might be transformed from battlefield conflict into noble competition in the realm of
culture and civilization” (Celebration in St. Petersburg and Moscow... 1882: 8). This statement
reflects a new qualitative stage in the thinking of the educated Kazakh elite about the Steppe
Region as a homeland. It highlights the emergence of broad cultural convergence, particularly
in the economic and linguistic spheres, as a defining feature of the region’s evolving identity.

In the educational work of the prominent Kazakh teacher L.A. Altynsarin (1841-1889), the
idea of the homeland as a unified cultural space, created through the joint efforts of different
communities, found concrete expression. The concept of bringing Kazakh and Russian cultures
closer through education in the native language, originally formulated by N. I. [Iminsky and
supported by the Russian School of Oriental Studies, was seen by Altynsarin as the most effective
tool for integrating the Kazakh people into the evolving society on the eastern periphery of the
Russian Empire. In one of his letters to his mentor and friend N. I. [Iminsky, Altynsarin expressed
frustration with prevailing stereotypes, writing: “The Kyrgyz are a simple people, without arts,
but we also find a lot of goodness in simplicity. The printed words of some of the smartest that
the Kyrgyz is a thrasher, the Kirghiz is bloodthirsty will forever remain only lifeless printed
words... And you, who have been wandering the Horde steppe for three years, [ am sure will
say: the Kyrgyz are a smart, intelligent, capable people, but uneducated” (Altynsarin 1978: 19).

In general, the concept of the Steppe Region as a shared homeland of both Kazakh nomadic
and Russian settled agricultural peoples, as articulated by the first generation of the Kazakh
national intelligentsia, reflected the presence of two competing positions. On one hand, there
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was the imperial government’s discourse advocating the creation of a homogeneous cultural
space in the peripheries including the Steppe Region through its “transformation” into Russia.
On the other hand, this was countered by a discourse of cultural rapprochement and coexistence,
which emphasized the preservation of ethnocultural identity. This alternative perspective was
shaped and expressed in the writings of Kazakh intellectuals in the second half of the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.

Notably, the ideas of Kazakh intelligentsia leaders regarding the Steppe Region as an object
of mental geography were far from monolithic. Rather, they were characterized by internal
diversity and dynamism. This was evident in the emergence and propagation of the idea of the
region as “ancestral land”, a space to which return was seen as the natural culmination of the
steppe aristocrat’s life cycle. In this vision, the Steppe Region as an idealized homeland marked
a departure from the notion of the Steppe as “another Russia.” This shift in perspective was
driven by a range of cultural, historical, and existential factors.

Amid the establishment of state control in the peripheries and the intensification of migration
from the Russian provinces in the second half of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
overcoming cultural differences between the newly arrived Russian settlers and the indigenous
Kazakh population of the Steppe Region became a central concern for the Russian Empire. In
this context, the institution of colonial intermediaries played a crucial role. These intermediaries
were drawn primarily from the Kazakh titled aristocracy and were integrated into the empire’s
bureaucratic and military structures operating in the frontier regions. The careers of many
prominent Kazakh intellectuals began with the direct involvement of high-ranking imperial
officials. Ch. Ch. and G. B. Valikhanov, for instance, were admitted to the Siberian Cadet Corps under
the personal patronage of the West Siberian Governor-General G. Kh. Gasfort. I. A. Altynsarin was
enrolled in a special school for scribes and translators thanks to the intervention of Major General
M. V. Ladyzhensky, Chairman of the Orenburg Border Commission. His subsequent professional
advancement was facilitated by the patronage of the Russian official V. V. Grigoriyev. However, the
initial gratitude feltby Kazakh intellectuals for these imperial connections was later complicated by
“traumatic” experiences encountered throughout their education and service. Steppe aristocrats
often faced discrimination, expressed through both subtle exoticization and overt restrictions. G.
N. Potanin, in his memoirs about Ch. Ch. Valikhanov, observed: “... many people were interested in
him, a Kyrgyz boy, and at the same time, he was so capable; he was already drawing before he even
entered the institution. Therefore, he was often invited on holiday by those who appreciated such
an extraordinary phenomenon” (Potanin 1904: XII).

Potanin further reported that Valikhanov graduated from the cadet corps a year earlier than
his peers, noting: “.. the final year of the corps focused specifically on military sciences, tactics,
fortification, artillery, and the government considered it dangerous to introduce these subjects
to foreigners” (Potanin 1968: 544).

Encounters with such “civilizing” restrictions significantly altered the perceptions of educated
Kazakhs regarding the Steppe Region as a space of cultural coexistence. These experiences
heightened their sense of national identity and contributed to the construction of the Steppe
Region in their minds as a lost homeland. Within this conceptual framework, two behavioral
scenarios emerged among the descendants of the titled nobility.

The first was the scenario of the “return of the family name”, clearly exemplified by G.B.
Valikhanov. While still a student at the Siberian Cadet Corps, he succeeded in gaining the official

88 2025 GUMILYOV JOURNAL OF HISTORY
T.152.Ne3. ISSN: 3080-129X. eISSN: 3080-6860



The Steppe Region as the “Other Russia” in the Thought of the Kazakh Intelligentsia of the Late 19th and Early 20th Centuries

right to be addressed as “sultan” (Prokhorov 2021: 4.). Deeply affected by constant administrative
rotations and bureaucratic harassment, Valikhanov lamented: “In the past, the local steppes were
the homeland of great people such as Tamerlane, Genghis Khan, Batu, and others, conquerors
who terrified Russia and even enslaved it..” (Valikhanov 1904). The sense of a lost homeland as
a reaction to the traumatic experiences of newly subordinated Russian subjects was common
among members of the Kazakh intelligentsia. For example, in a report (essentially a denunciation)
submitted by the district chief of the Kurgutul volost in the Kokchetav district, it was stated: “Ch.
Valikhanov remembers that he is the direct and only descendant of Khan Vali, ruler of the lands
and people of the Middle Horde. He considers himself deprived of his royal rights, destitute,
offended, the desire to restore himself to power is natural” (Valikhanov 1904). L.A. Altynsarin also
expressed disillusionment with the circumstances surrounding his teaching practice. In a letter to
N. I. Iminsky, he wrote: “For a long time I have been formally requesting to return to the Steppe,
to Tobol, to my native land; but for some reason, they do not sympathize with my distress and still
do not release me from the fortress. I would not part from it with tears in my eyes, on the contrary,
[ am ready to leave with a beaming, joyful face” (Altynsarin 1978: 19).

The second scenario was that of passive resistance, which the scholar M. Adas defines as
“protest by evasion.” This refers to a strategy used by discontented groups to ease the burdens
of their lives and express dissatisfaction through short-term refusals to follow prescribed
directives, along with other actions that reduce the likelihood of direct confrontation with those
they view as oppressors (Adas 1981:217-247). Awell-known episode involving Ch. Ch. and G. B.
Valikhanov illustrates this form of passive, non-confrontational resistance. Both men witnessed
“the atrocities of Russian troops against their co-religionists during the capture of Pishpek”
(Potanin 1904: XXXI), which took place during M. G. Valikhanov’s campaign under General M. G.
Chernyaev in 1863-1864. In response, they each left their respective regiments independently
and submitted letters of resignation, thereby quietly withdrawing from participation in the
imperial military campaign.

[t should be noted that the intensification of the Russification policy by the Russian Empire at
the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, along with a series of empire-wide reforms
following the revolution of 1905-1907, significantly reshaped the Kazakh intelligentsia’s
response to external conditions and contributed to its political radicalization. Among the
intelligentsia of the Steppe Region who were educated according to Russian-European standards,
including figures such as A. Bukeikhanov, A. Beremzhanov, M. Shokai, and A. Baitursynov, the
earlier strategy of passive resistance gave way to the idea of active resistance. This new approach
manifested in the promotion of national liberation ideologies and demands for autonomy,
influenced in part by the theorists of Siberian regionalism. As P. Werth observes, it was after the
revolution of 1905-1907 that “imperial officials discovered that a Muslim who had assimilated
the achievements of European civilization was perhaps becoming less predictable than his
‘fanatical’ and ‘uneducated’ co-religionist, and that the very mixing of cultures was not the least
of the reasons for this” (Vert 2005: 67). The programmatic statements and official documents
of the Alash-Horde movement, which record instances of active cooperation between Kazakh
leaders and Russian left-liberal public figures, support the arguments of several historians.
These sources point to the emergence of new “hybrid” communities in the imperial peripheries,
united by a shared critical stance toward Russian political structures and cultural practices
(Barrett 2000: 163-194).
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As a result of these developments, the Kazakh intelligentsia’s conception of the Steppe
Region also evolved. The earlier patterns of cultural and economic cooperation, once seen
as the foundation for the idea of a “different Russia” emerging in the region, were gradually
supplanted by the notion of a political alliance of radical forces. The goal of this alliance was to
combat all forms of discrimination, including national discrimination, faced by the population
of the Steppe Region.

Discussion

The narratives devoted to the genesis, socio-cultural development, and socio-political activity
of the descendants of the titled steppe aristocracy, the leaders of the Kazakh intelligentsia, have
become a notable and enduring subject in both domestic and international historiography from
the late twentieth century into the first quarter of the twenty-first century. A characteristic trend
within this historiographical tradition is the gradual shift of scholarly interest. While research
in the 1990s largely focused on vivid episodes from the personal and professional biographies
of the educated segment of Kazakh society (Kozybaev 1998; Ternova, Isetov 1998), more recent
studies have turned toward a deeper understanding of the forms and modes of representing
their intellectual activity, such as journalistic and epistolary work, social communication, and
mental frameworks. Discursive practices that reveal the internal processes of intellectual
reflection and self-reflection among Kazakh intellectuals in the second half of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries have increasingly come to the forefront. Scholars have examined this
group’s engagement with broader social and intellectual developments, including their role in
constructing social imaginaries. This focus aligns with wider historical inquiry into national and
socio-cultural dynamics in the imperial periphery. Such research has stimulated investigations
into the strategies and behavioral practices of ethno-local communities and their individual
members, the conditions and factors shaping ethnic identity, and evolving perceptions of social
reality (Bekker 2004; Vert 2012; Remnev 2007; Tokmurzayev et al. 2025).

Conclusions

In conclusion, it can be stated that the Kazakh intelligentsia’s ideas about the Steppe Region,
which merged into a collective image of the territory, represented a complex, multidimensional,
and dynamic mental construct. The community’s dual identity, shaped by Russian institutions
of education and upbringing, initially played a key role in the perception of the Steppe Region
as an organic extension of Russia. However, this was understood as a “different” kind of Russia
as a space formed through the interaction of Russian settler culture with that of the indigenous
nomadic population. By the second half of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
this perception had shifted. The traumatic social experiences and discriminatory practices
encountered by Kazakh intellectuals led to a reinterpretation of the Steppe Region. It came to
be viewed through a nostalgic lens, as a “lost homeland” or a “paradise lost”. The possibility
of returning to this homeland, whether literal or symbolic, was now seen as achievable only
through national unity and the development of both passive and active forms of resistance to
imperial rule.
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