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KOREANS IN KAZAKHSTAN:
QUESTIONS OF REVIVAL FOR THE KORYO SARAM

This paper seeks to elucidate the status of the Koryo Saram in Kazakhstan in relation to South
Korean diplomacy. After a historical overview of the Koryo Saram in Kazakhstan, the authors analyze
the cultural and geopolitical role of the Koryo Saram in Kazakhstan-South Korea relations. The authors
review existing literature and provide their insights from an outside perspective written firstly in English.
The authors conclude that the Koryo Saram are in a precarious position as a diaspora, and risk losing their
unique heritage barring intentional protection efforts on the part of the states of Kazakhstan and South
Korea. The authors draw a distinction between protection and preservation efforts, favoring the former
for its promotion of authenticity in cultural revival and agency for the diasporic group. This paper is the
first to provide prescriptive policy analysis of diaspora diplomacy and the Koryo Saram, building off of
economical, legal, and anthropological historiography.
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K.a3zakcraHAaFrbl KopeitAep:
Kopé CapamaApl XxaHAQHABIPY MaceAeAepi

Ocbl 3epTTeyaid Makcatbl — KasakcraH mMeH OHTycTik Kopes apacblHAAFbl AMMAOMATUSADIK,
KaTblHAaCTap KOHTEKCTIHAE KapacTbipa oTbipbin, KasakcTaHAarbl Kopeit amMacnopackl Kopé CapamHbiH,
MepTebeciH Taraay XeHe aHbikTay. 3eptTey Kopé CapamHbiH, KasakcTtaHAaa GOAYbIHbIHA TapUXM LLOAY-
AaH bacTanasbl, COAAH KeriH OCbl Giperen amacrnopaHbiH, eKi eA apacblHAAFbl KaTblHACTapFa MOAEHM
JK&He reocasicu acepiH Tanpayra keleai. OObeKTUBTIAIKKE KOA XKETKi3y YLWiH aBTOpAap TaAsayfa
CbIPTKbI 6aKblAayLibl TYPFbIChIHAH KapaiAbl )XOHE 63 TYy>XbIPbIMAAPbIH HEri3iHeH afblALbIH TiAIHAE
6ap FbIAbIMM XKOHE MyOAMUMCTUKAABIK, D9AEOMETTEPAT MYKMST 3epTTeyre Herisaenai. KopbiTbiHAbIAQI
Keae, aBTopAap Kopé Capam AmMacropaabik, TOM peTiHAe KayinTi »karaanra Tan GOAbIM, erep oAap-
Abl KasakcraH meH OHTyCTiK Kopesi ykimeTTepi TapanbiHaH Kopfay 60MbIHLIA HAKTbl K&HE MaKCaTTbl
wapanap KabbianpaHbaca, e3aepiHiH, Hipereii MOAEHM MypaAapbiH >KOFAATY KayriHe Tarn 60AaAbl Aer
aAQHAQYLIbIABIK, OiAsipeai. XKyMbiCTa KOpFay LapaAapbliHbiH, MaHbI3AbIAbIFbIHA 6aca Hasap ayAapbl-
AaAbl, OYA >Kail FaHa CakTayAaH arblpMallblAbIFbl, KOPFAHbIC MOAEHW >KaHFbIPYAbIH, LUbIHANBIAbIFbIH
CaKTayfa bIKMaA eTeAi >XoHe AMacrnopa YWiH KaXKeTTi KOAAQyAbl KamTamachbi3 eTeai. bya Makaaa
TapUXHaMaHbIH, 3KOHOMMKAABIK, KYKbIKTbIK >X8HE aHTPOMOAOTIMAAbIK, TaAAQYbl HETi3iIHAE AMACTOPAABIK,
AnnAomMatugra xeHe Kopé CapamHbIH OHAQFbl POAIHE YKaH->KaKTbl CasiCM TaAAQy >KaCayAblH aAFaLLKbl
apeKeTi BOAbIMN TabbIAAAbI.

Ty#in ce3aep: Kopé Capam, amacropa AMNAOMATHSCbI, KEHECTIK KOperAep.
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Kopeitupbl B KazaxcraHe:
Bonpocbl Bo3poxaeHusi Kopé Capama

LleAb HacToswero nccAeA0BaHMS — NMPOAHAAM3MpPOBaTh M BbIICHUTL cTaTyCc Kopé Capam, kopeii-
CKOM Amnacriopbl, B KazaxcTaHe, paccMaTpmBas 3TO B KOHTEKCTE AMIMTAOMATUYECKMX OTHOLLEHWIA MEXAY
KasaxcraHom u tOxHoin Kopeeit. MccaepoBaHme HauMHaeTcs C AETaAbHOMO MCTOPUYECKOro ob3opa
npucyTtcTBnsg Kopé Capam B KazaxcraHe, 3aTeM NepexoAUT K aHaAM3y KYAbTYPHOIO W reonoAUTUYECKO-
ro BAMSIHUS 3TOW YHUMKAAbHOM AMAcCropbl HA OTHOLUEHUS MEXAY ABYMSI CTpaHamu. AAS AOCTUXKEHUS
06BHEKTUBHOCTU, aBTOPbI MOAXOAST K aHAAM3Y C MO3MLMM BHELLUHErO HABAIOAATEAS M OCHOBbIBAIOT CBOM
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Koreans in Kazakhstan: questions of revival for the Koryo Saram

BbIBOAbI HAa TLIATEABHOM M3YUYEeHUM CYLLECTBYIOLLEN HayUYHOW U NMyBAMLMCTUUYECKON AMTEPATYpbI, npe-
MMYLLLECTBEHHO Ha aHIAMIACKOM 93blKe. B 3akAloUeHMe aBTOPb! BbIPAXKalOT 06eCNOKOEHHOCTb MO MOBOAY
Toro, uto Kopé Capam OKasblBaloTCSl B YSI3BUMOM MOAOXKEHMN KaK AMACMOPaAbHag rpynna m CTaAKu-
BAlOTCS C PUCKOM YTPAThl CBOETO YHUKAABHOIO KYAbTYPHOIO HAaCAEAUSI, €CAM He BYAYT MPUHSTHI KOH-
KPEeTHble 1 LieAeHarnpPaBAEHHble Mepbl MO MX 3aLUMTE CO CTOPOHbI NpaBuTeAbCTB KazaxcTaHa u KOxHoM
Kopeu. B paboTte AeAaeTcs akLeHT Ha BaKHOCTM 3alLMTHBIX MEP B OTAMYME OT NMPOCTOr0 COXPAHEHMSI,
MOAYEPKMBAs, YTO 3aLUMTA CMOCOOCTBYET MOAAEPIKAHMIO Ay TEHTUUHOCTU KYAbTYPHOIO BO3POXKAEHMS
n obecrneumBaeT HEOOXOAMMYIO MOAAEPXKKY AASl AMACTIOPbl. DTa CTaTbsl SIBASIETCS MEPBOW MOMbITKOM
NPeACTaBUTb BCEOOBEMAIOLLIMIA MOAUTUYECKMIA aHAAM3 AMACTIOPHON AMnAomaTum n poam Kopé Capam
B HEM Ha OCHOBE 3KOHOMMYECKOr 0, IOPUAMYECKOrO M QHTPOMOAOTMYECKOrO aHaAM3a NCTopmorpacdun.
KatoueBble croBa: Kopé Capam, AMMAOMATHS AMACTOPbl, COBETCKME KOPENLbl.

Introduction

The Koryo Saram are a people uniquely defined
by their migration. Their nation is not differentiated
alone by ethnicity or land, but by ethnic migration.
In 1937, Stalin deported around 180,000 ethnic Ko-
reans in the Russian Far East to Central Asia over
the course of six months. Since then, they have
grown into a cultural group distinct from peninsu-
lar Koreans and other Central Asian peoples. When
the Koryo Saram were finally free to return to their
homeland after Stalin’s death, that land had changed
both politically and demographically. But— was that
homeland the Russian Far East, newly populated by
Russians; was it North Korea under Kim II Sung; is
it modern-day South Korea? Linguistically and ma-
terially, the Koryo Saram occupy their own cultural
form as their history diverged from their kin and
their neighbors in the Soviet Union.

Unlike other minorities under the Soviet Union,
the Koryo Saram never had land to their name. They
were never a “title-nation,” in the words of respect-
ed Koryo Saram scholar German Kim. Despite the
fact that they lived in the Russian Far East since the
1860s, they were never assigned an autonomous
oblast during the Soviet Union, as was the case
with other small minorities such as the Greeks or
Roma. In fact, the Koryo Saram have continuously
migrated in order to survive. The centrifugal force
of continuous migration, however, works counter to
the centripetal force of national identity. This con-
flict defines their demographic history— what both
distinguishes and threatens the Koryo Saram is their
integration into the host society, host land, and host
state. Nearly a century after their arrival in Central
Asia, the Koryo Saram are at risk of losing their
unique heritage in their homelands, now the states
of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. The Koryo Saram
need minority rights protections under the Kazakh-
stani state; Kazakhstan is where their nation devel-
oped and thus a homeland for them. While South
Korea has connected with the Koryo Saram as a
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Korean diaspora through programs in South Korean
culture, this outreach does not recognize their sin-
gular diasporic condition. South Korea’s interest in
promoting their culture abroad does not gain from
promoting a distinct Korean culture, such as the Ko-
ryo Saram’s, that developed without its influence.

This paper will attempt to analyze the political
conditions on which the Koryo Saram identity today
rests. I will touch on several pertinent questions to
the Koryo Saram over the course of this analysis.
What role does the origin state play in the modern
life of the diaspora, and what the host state? How
can we determine which state is “origin” and which
is “host” after several generations of a diaspora?
How can we account for the desires of the dias-
pora in a politicized (Pacher, 2017) context? What
does protection of a minority group mean, and what
preservation? I will first review the history of the
Koryo Saram in Kazakhstan; I will then define dias-
pora, diaspora diplomacy, and relevant law in order
to contextualize that history; finally, I will explore
the implications of diaspora diplomacy on the Ko-
ryo Saram today. This paper concerns itself with
the authenticity of national revival under politicized
conditions, and recommends greater protections for
minority cultures such as the Koryo Saram. I will re-
fer to the Koryo Saram as such when speaking about
their post-Soviet conditions; in Soviet contexts I
will refer to them as Soviet Koreans.

Historical Overview of the Koryo Saram

Koreans now living in Central Asia represent
three groups (Kim, 2003): the Russian Koreans de-
ported by Stalin; the Sakhalin Koreans, resettled by
Japanese occupation and who later migrated within
the Soviet Union; and Koreans from North Korea
who migrated through both legal and undocumented
means to the Soviet Union throughout the 20th cen-
tury (Chang, 2016). This last group has the closest
linguistic ties to the modern Koreas. It is estimated
that before the 1937 deportation, in 1926, there were



N. Marver-Kwon, R. Kangas

52,000 ethnic Koreans already in Kazakhstan. The
Koreans deported by Stalin are the focus of this pa-
per, and generally the group referred to as the Ko-
ryo Saram. Those Koreans began their history in the
Russian Far East.

In 1860 ethnic Koreans settled the land between
the Ussuri and Amur rivers, establishing agricultural
settlements. The land had previously belonged to the
Qing dynasty. Once Imperial Japan invaded and oc-
cupied the Korean peninsula in 1910, many Koreans
fled north to their settled populations in Russia. Rus-
sian peasants rented farmland to the Koreans at a
profit. The Koreans there integrated into the agricul-
tural economy, growing rice and other products. The
Koreans settled mostly in closed exclaves, retaining
their cultural and linguistic heritage. They began to
integrate more into the Russian population when
they fought with the Russian army against Japan in
1905, and participated in support of the Bolsheviks
in the October Revolution in 1917. They fought in
the hopes that Russia and then the Soviet Union
would liberate the peninsula from Japanese coloni-
zation. In the 1920s the Soviet Union claimed the
Russian Far East where many Koreans lived as So-
viet territory, declaring its residents Soviet citizens.
When the Soviet Union took control of the Russian
Far East, two thirds of the Korean population there
did not have Russian citizenship. Thus, the Soviet
power enforced that they had to buy residence per-
mits, otherwise face fines or deportation if also pass-
portless. By the 1930s, the Korean population was
well-integrated, living in kolkhozes and sending stu-
dents to top universities in the RSFSR (Kim, 2009).

The Soviet Union wanted to further solidify its
hold on the territory of the Russian Far East against
Japanese and Manchurian factions. Stalin’s regime
accused the Korean population there of being under-
cover Japanese spies. Stalin and Molotov signed the
order to deport the Koreans, 1428-326¢cc (ITocta-
HoBiieHue), on August 21, 1937. The order required
the leadership in the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Re-
public and USSR to identify resettlement locations
within three days; to increase troops by 3,000 along
the border of the evacuated region; and to move all
the Koreans from the Far East by the end of the year.
Russian kolkhozes were meant to replace the va-
cated land. About 180,000 Koreans were deported
and 2,500 were arrested. Similarly, but on a smaller
scale, 11,000 Chinese were arrested and 8,000 were
deported, and a small number of other ethnic groups
were also arrested (Kimura). The order declared the
Koreans should be allowed to cross the border back
to Korea if they desired, or else they would be de-
ported to the Aral Sea and Balkhash regions of Ka-

zakhstan and Uzbekistan. Many Koreans died on the
journey south— the trains were packed to the brim.
Around 40,000 of the deportees died during the first
year of resettlement from disease. This single event
left an indelible mark on the Koryo Saram’s psyche
and group memory that would come to define their
diasporic identity for generations to come.

Soviet Koreans worked mainly in agriculture
after their deportation. They took techniques they
honed in the Russian Far East and applied them to
the Kazakh land. The Koreans had developed a par-
ticularly effective method of land-sharing for farm
production called kobonji. They continued this prac-
tice in the Kazakh and Uzbek SSRs to much suc-
cess. In particular, the Soviet Koreans produced
rice, other grains, beets, and onions. During Stalin’s
lifetime, the Soviet Koreans’ visas disallowed them
from traveling, as were other deported peoples’, on
the basis that they might be disloyal. Only after Sta-
lin’s death was this ban lifted, and the Koryo Saram
began to travel, growing and selling vegetables
seasonally. During the 1950s and 1960s the Soviet
authorities resettled the Soviet Korean populations
to unproductive kolkhozes within Central Asia to
boost production (Kim, 2009). Advances in technol-
ogy and organization in the 1950s allowed the So-
viet Koreans to shift production from mainly rice to
include onions, cucumbers, tomatoes, and melons.
Korean production in this time period is estimated to
have been two to three times more productive than
that of other kolkhozes. Koreans alone produced
70% of Kazakhstan’s onions just in the Karatal re-
gion (Kim, 2009). Koreans also grew other crops
space-efficiently, for example, plotting radishes and
dill in rows between main crops. When the Soviet
Union collapsed, the Koreans’ main industry— kolk-
hoz and kobonji farming— became unsustainable un-
der the new political conditions. Koreans began to
rely on prepared products for income besides crops
as they settled in cities, selling Korean salads in
markets, now a popular staple in Central Asia.

During the Soviet period, Koreans preserved
their language and food traditions, working in most-
ly monoethnic agricultural plots. Unlike during their
life in the Russian Far East, Koreans in Kazakhstan
were forced to drop some of their traditions by the
nature of Soviet employment in collective farming.
Still, they adapted Korean culture to this new for-
mat, installing councils of elders and continuing Ko-
rean holidays within their communities in their new
land of exile. Soviet Koreans also largely retained
their food traditions during this time, as well as in-
tangible traditions such as Confucianism and some
shamanism. Only in third or fourth generation So-
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viet Koreans was the Russian practice of patronym-
ics adopted. Soviet Koreans built their own houses
in Central Asia, reflecting their uniquely Korean ar-
chitecture. Soviet Koreans kept traditional clothing
but reserved it for special occasions (Youn-Cha).
Korean culture was easier to sustain during the So-
viet period than afterwards as Koreans migrated to
urban areas. The more compact their communities
were geographically, the stronger their hold on their
culture was. The more urbanized they grew, the
more disjointed their networks became, weakening
cultural traditions. Correspondingly, rates of inter-
marriage with other ethnic groups was higher in cit-
ies than in collective farms or rural areas with a high
density of Koreans. Since their deportation Koreans
intermarried with other ethnic groups in Central
Asia at high rates, especially with ethnic Russians
because of common language and similar socioeco-
nomic achievement (Yem, 2015).

Cultural documentation of the Soviet Koreans
was poor before World War I1. Many Soviet Koreans
fought for the USSR in World War II, but their num-
bers are uncounted. After the war Soviet Koreans
began documentation processes themselves. “Re-
nin kich’i,” a Korean-language newspaper, started
circulation in 1938 in KyzylOrda with a circulation
of 5,000. By 1960 it was being printed five times a
week with a circulation in various areas of around
135,000. Starting in the 1970s, a handful of antholo-
gies of Soviet Korean writers were published, some
in the Korean language. The first Korean Theater in
Central Asia relocated from Vladivostok to Kyzy-
10rda in 1937, remaining until 1941. There, Korean
plays in the Korean language were performed. It
moved to Ushtobe, then back to KyzylOrda, and fi-
nally to Almaty in 1968 where it still operates today
(Human Rights, 1991).

The Soviet Koreans’ relationship to their lan-
guage was transformed by deportation to Central
Asia. Before, in the Russian Far East, the Korean
population practiced both the Korean language and
Russian. After deportation, Korean language use
faced more state limitations. Korean children were
only able to learn the Korean language in schools
run by state-recognized Korean populations on col-
lective farms in the early period, as Kazakh and
Russian were taught primarily in Kazakhstan as the
title-nation and state languages. In 1975 fourteen
middle schools in Central Asia offered Korean as
a language with around 2,000 students at the time.
Korean parents were more likely to send their chil-
dren to republic schools to receive Russian instruc-
tion in order to succeed in Soviet society. Also,
Korean taught in schools, practiced in theaters, and
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written in newspapers was “standard” Korean, and
differed from the dialect most Soviet Koreans spoke
among themselves, Koryo Mar. Koryo Mar differed
from modern standard Korean both from its histori-
cal origin in northeastern Korea, but also after de-
portation that it absorbed local language— Russian,
Kazakh, and Uzbek, depending on the location of
the speaker. In 1970, the census showed that for the
majority of Soviet Koreans, Korean in some form
was their first language. Out of 81,598 Koreans in
Kazakhstan, 64% of them claimed Korean as their
native tongue. By 1979, this percentage had dropped
to 55.4% of 389,000 Koreans in Kazakhstan (Kimu-
ra). These numbers directly indicate the level of suc-
cess Soviet Koreans achieve in integrating into their
host-states; conversely, they demonstrate the multi-
generational loss of their “original” culture.

Unlike other, geographically concentrated eth-
nic groups in the USSR, Soviet Koreans did not
live in a titular autonomous oblast. Therefore, inte-
gration into the title culture and economy was the
best way to survive as a group. Soviet Koreans as-
similated quickly by numbers. More Koreans in the
Soviet Union knew Russian as a second language
than Kazakh, as Russian was the lingua franca. This
is reflected in the fact that Soviet Koreans in cities
spoke Russian as a native speaker more often than
Soviet Koreans in villages (Youn-Cha). Between
1959 and 1970, the percentage of Soviet Koreans
living in rural areas compared to cities dropped from
70% to 41%. Soviet Koreans were unique in this mi-
gration compared to other ethnic groups in the So-
viet Union, in the span of a decade greatly boosting
their educational and economic circumstances. Birth
rates of Soviet Koreans, correspondingly, were low-
er as more of the population urbanized. In 1959, it
is estimated there were 213,000 Koreans total in
Central Asia, and 250,000 in 1970. In 1979, the cen-
sus estimated the Korean population to be around
389,000 in Kazakhstan, but it is likely their numbers
were twice that because of uncounted or inaccu-
rately classified members (Youn-Cha). Because of
high intermarriage rates, increasingly fewer Soviet
Koreans were solely Korean by ethnicity.

Only during the 1980s did research on the Ko-
ryo Saram gain significant attention. The deporta-
tion of the Koreans was little known until that point.
For example, in Krushchev’s Secret Speech, he did
not mention Koreans as one of the deported peoples
in the Soviet Union. Later, Gorbachev’s policy of
glasnost opened archival and scholarly resources to
study. During this period in the late 1980s a renewed
interest in heritage seized national imaginations. Lo-
cal Korean institutions supported the study of the
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Soviet Koreans, receiving resources from the South
Korean government. The South Korean government
was motivated to associate themselves with the So-
viet Koreans in order to establish stronger economic
and diplomatic ties with the Central Asian states.
The revival of Soviet Korean culture accelerated in
the late Soviet and early post-Soviet years. In 1991
Human Rights Watch noted that a social movement
to set up Korean language schools in Central Asia
was supported by local Koreans and missionaries
from South Korea, the United States, and Germany.
In Almaty alone there were two Korean newspapers
in 1991, as well as one radio broadcast, and one pub-
lishing house. The All-Union Korean Cultural Asso-
ciation was established in 1990 to support Koreans
across the Soviet Union. Human Rights Watch also
reported in 1991 that no Soviet Koreans showed an
intense interest in repatriation to either of the Ko-
reas. The report, quoting an editor of Koryo Ilbo,
stated that some of the Koryo Saram expressed in-
terest in repatriation to the Russian Far East from
where they were originally deported, where they
would fit in linguistically more than in the Koreas.
Those Koreans cited tension and feeling excluded
from Central Asian title-nation nationalism as a mo-
tivator to return to that land.

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the tran-
sition to a market economy has benefited the Koryo
Saram financially (Kim, 2009). Kim cites that in the
1999 census, 38% of the Korean population over
age 15 was employed. Koreans represented 8.3% of
all manager positions in Kazakhstan in 1990, a fair
representation given they made up 1% of the total
population. Comparatively, Kazakhs, the majority
group, represented 17.3% of manager positions. Kim
demonstrated that the employment rate for Koreans
varied by region in the late 1990s, with the highest
employment rate in Astana, the newly established
capital. The new opportunities there spurred move-
ment among Koreans to find employment. In Alma-
ty, employment rates were lower because of the ag-
ing Korean population there. By the early 2000s, the
demographics of the Koryo Saram continued earlier
trends. In 2009 it was estimated that over 80% of
Koryo Saram in Kazakhstan live in cities. In Almaty
at the time of study, Koryo Saram married intereth-
nically at a rate of 20%. Academic studies of the Ko-
ryo Saram continued to be published throughout this
time, up to and including the current day. However,
a lack of historical and current-day data seriously
limits the rigor and scope of these studies.

Modern day Kazakhstani Koryo Saram live in
the southern Jheitsu region (see Appendix A) and
continue to engage in vital sectors of their host-state

economies. The majority of the Korean population
lives in urban areas, with about 40% of their total in
the Almaty area. Kim notes that Koreans are large-
ly working in urban sectors now, with little of the
population still engaged in farming (Kim, 2009). A
significant number of Koreans own and run small-
and medium-sized businesses, according to German
Kim. Koreans are mostly employed in banking, ag-
riculture, housing and other services, communica-
tions, trade, and construction and transportation.
Kim has tried to enumerate small businesses owned
by Koreans over time, but due to poor record-keep-
ing, there is not a satisfying range of years to count
since the collapse of the Soviet Union (Kim, 2009).

Kim characterized Koryo Saram’s economic
and educational success following the collapse of
the Soviet Union as “ethnic entrepreneurship, or the
process of an ethnic group economically develop-
ing by means of ethnic connection— relying on co-
ethnics and historical networks to launch the group.
While Kim made strong arguments as to the success
ofthe Koryo Saram in Kazakhstan compared to other
ethnic groups or other Koreans in different states, he
failed to distinguish what was the success of the Ko-
ryo Saram and what was merely a byproduct of the
transition to the market economy. In order to clarify
a less subjective definition of “ethnic entrepreneur-
ship,” (Kim, 2009). further scholarship would need
to clarify if the Koryo Saram’s interconnectivity as
a diaspora was causal to their economic success or
concurrent with the expansion of the economy and
overall surge in nationalism.

Today, there are fewer than 120,000 ethnic
Koreans living in Kazakhstan, inclusive of all sub-
groups. This number is a significant decrease from
the 1979 estimate of 389,000. The reason for this
drop is unclear. Relatedly, the number of nationali-
ties in the Soviet Union declined over time from the
1926 census to the 1979 census, which is generally
agreed to indicate assimilation (Clem, 1986). Likely
the drop in Koryo Saram is from a combination of
several factors: changing census methods; mixed
ethnicity because of high intermarriage rates; prior
inaccuracies in Soviet censuses or changing defini-
tions; higher mortality rates in the immediate post-
Soviet years. More study is required to determine
the cause of this decrease, however.

Koryo Saram Relations to Hostland and
Homeland

Conway and Heynen (Brouwer, 2008) define

cultures as both material and territorial: culture to-
day is contained and spread in physical representa-
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tions that harken back to the homeland. Homelands
can be both physical territories or imagined places
that a culture decides is theirs. The post-Soviet title-
nations inherited physical territories to which to tie
their cultures. Since the end of the Soviet Union,
those nations have seen a mass revival in cultural
traditions, commodified by capitalism and expedit-
ed by tech-enabled globalization. The Koryo Saram
face a dual pressure then: to shake Soviet influence
from its culture, like other post-Soviet nations; and
to renew its “traditional” roots without the benefit of
an autonomous space.

The Koryo Saram as a culture, however, devel-
oped in the Soviet Union— they undeniably under-
went (Min, 2010) cultural transformation across his-
tory as compared to their co-ethnics, Koreans in the
Koreas. The source of their tradition depends on at
what historical point we draw a cultural distinction
between Koreans and Koryo Saram. If the historical
point of departure of the Koryo Saram from penin-
sular Koreans as a cultural offshoot is the late 19th
century as Koreans migrated and settled in the Rus-
sian Far East, then import of peninsular culture as
“revival” is somewhat plausible. However, modern-
day peninsular Korean culture has been shaped by
the intervening years and reflects the geopolitical
events that took place in the peninsula, particularly
under Japanese occupation. By contrast, the Koryo
Saram, aside from their initial migration to the Rus-
sian Far East, primarily formed under Soviet con-
ditions. Pinpointing and quantifying an authentic
origin of Koryo Saram culture is difficult and inher-
ently contradictory: the Koryo Saram were defined
by their deportation, their constant industry, migra-
tion, absorption, and integration. Take, for example,
the food traditions of the Koryo Saram: it is a con-
fluence of Korean recipes, Central Asian ingredi-
ents, and Russified names. Koryo Saram in Central
Asia are doubly diverse, in that they developed in
a polyethnic (Khan, 2002) environment, and within
themselves differ by region and self-perception.

The majority of Korean associations in Central
Asia are purely cultural organizations, promoting
traditional peninsular Korean cuisine, language, and
activities. These groups, according to one author
(Kuzhakmetova, 2022), can be overbearingly po-
litical or South Korean, discouraging some Koryo
Saram from participating. These organizations’ “re-
vival” aim, as German Kim puts it, raises questions
of national identity. As Kim points out, the Koryo
Saram are not a nation that can distinguish them-
selves by territory. The Koryo Saram is a national
group defined by its common history. “Reviving”
the Korean language (Kim, 2009) imported from
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South Korea, is not, therefore, a full revival as that
language is only one aspect of the Soviet Koreans’
linguistic history. While Soviet Koreans taught
standard Korean in their schools, they used Koryo
Mar, Russian, and Central Asian languages more in
daily life. The import of any aspect of South Korean
culture does not equate to revival of Koryo Saram
culture. A careful revival would consider the arti-
facts of Koryo Saram culture native to the hostland,
such as Soviet Korean literature and the Koryo Ilbo
newspaper.

The interaction between the peninsular Koreas
and the Koryo Saram, however, is not limited to
the post-Soviet age. As early as the 1950s the So-
viet Koreans engaged in cultural exchange with
the North Koreans. Soviet Koreans’ relations with
North Korea depended on the diplomatic policy of
the Soviet Union (Weathersby, 1993). Some Soviet
Koreans returned to North Korea when the USSR
was occupying the North, and again when the USSR
was supporting North Korea after the Korean war.
However, once North Korea drew closer to China
after the Korean War, the Soviet Union cut most
relations with the North, including the Soviet Ko-
rean population there. Kim Il Sung in his “jchu-
jche” policy (self-sufficiency) went so far as to de-
mote or deport certain high-placed Soviet Koreans
in the 1950s. One author noted that returnees from
the Soviet Union did not maintain a group identity.
In diplomatic relations with North Korea, the So-
viet Union sometimes relied on the language ability
of returned Soviet Koreans, but did not treat them
as a viable power group in North Korea in and of
themselves. Further, their language ability was one-
sided; they often spoke fluent Russian, but had to
relearn Korean or de-Russify their names. A num-
ber of the returnees in the 50s worked in the media,
having come from the Koryo Saram newspaper in
KyzylOrda.

Outreach from North and South Korea was not
significant as late as the 1980s (Youn-Cha); rela-
tions significantly took off after the Soviet Union
fell. North Korea, after the collapse of the Soviet
Union, established ties with the new Central Asian
States. It made some efforts to connect with the Ko-
ryo Saram, but those have significantly lagged be-
hind South Korea’s, rebuffed by Kazakhstan’s firm
anti-nuclear stance (Adamz, 2015). South Korea
also established diplomatic relations with the Cen-
tral Asian states shortly after their independence; it
recognized Kazakhstan in 1992, opened its first em-
bassy there in 1993, and opened a Kazakh embassy
on the peninsula in 1996. In the intervening years,
presidents of Kazakhstan and South Korea have
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visited each others’ countries six times each. South
Korea is among the top ten investors in Kazakhstan,
having supplied $8.1 billion in investments in the
last seventeen years (Kwon, 2023). Kazakhstan sees
South Korea as a safe diplomatic partner in the face
of great power competition, with noncoercive finan-
cial and cultural inflow. South Korean companies,
skilled workers, and K-culture are active in Kazakh-
stan; the question remains, where can the Kazakh-
stani Korean diaspora fit into this modern relation-
ship?

The revival that Korean cultural associations
promote reflects efforts across the post-Soviet states
to reignite perceived ethnic histories in a nation-
building effort. An aspect that further distinguishes
the Koryo Saram revival effort is its secondary focus
on reunification with the perceived homeland. The
Koryo Saram, in this light, have been characterized
as a diaspora, separated from its home by miles of
Soviet history— at last, in the modern age of global-
ization— the lost Koreans can reconnect with their
kin in the peninsula. From this rhetoric have sprung
several return programs in the vein of reunification.
As early as 1990 the Koryo Saram were a point of
diplomatic focus and sympathy to South Korean
diplomats, who also noted with interest the material
success of their Kazakhn co-ethnics (Woong, 2010).
South Korea designated a special visa, the H2, that
grants ethnic Koreans the right to live and work in
South Korea. Today, more than 100,000 “returned”
Koryo Saram live in South Korea, most of them via
special visa programs. While many pick up modern
standard Korean, significant numbers of them live
in enclaves, such as in Incheon (Suk, 2023), and use
the Russian language. Because they are not accepted
into Korean society, they remain somewhat apart. I1-
legal Kazakhstani migration to South Korea has also
been on the rise; currently, about 5,700 illegal mi-
grants from Kazakhstan toil in South Korea. Many
of these migrants move to areas in Korea that are
already settled by Koryo Saram such as Ansan and
Gwangju (Rakisheva, 2020). Koryo Saram work il-
legally in South Korea as it benefits them in initial
migration, and the South Korean economy benefits
from their labor; as one author suggests (An, 2017),
forming trade unions and better arrival protections
such as language programs would reduce the prob-
lem of'illegal immigration. Koryo Saram face signif-
icant cultural and linguistic barriers to integration,
and would benefit from intensive support programs.

South Korea has opened several organizations
for the support and study of Kazakhstan. There are
four departments in Korean universities with Ka-
zakhstan as a research area, the first of which was

opened in 1973 (Oh, 2021). There are two main or-
ganizations that export Korean culture and directly
oversee diasporic Koreans: The Korea Founda-
tion and the Overseas Koreans Foundation. In ear-
lier years, Koryo Saram arrived in South Korea as
workers on the H2 visa. In the last decade, South
Korea opened the F4 visa to Koryo Saram, which
allows them to live and work in South Korea for 2-3
years with easy renewal options. Since then, Koryo
Saram have increased their numbers to South Korea
fourteenfold. Despite the rapid growth of the Ko-
ryo Saram migrants to Korea, however, no Central
Asian or Kazakh cultural centers have been opened
on the peninsula(Oh, 2021). Rates of naturalization
have not increased as rapidly as the inflow of Koryo
Saram migrants, suggesting either barriers to natu-
ralization (such as cultural and language testing) or
hesitancy prevent them from becoming full citizens.
On the F4 visa, migrants cannot vote; otherwise,
they enjoy all the advantages of residency.

In Kazakhstan, the main supports for the Koryo
Saram are cultural organizations. The Association
of Koreans of Kazakhstan has offices in every ma-
jor city, and helps organize local classes in language
and culture. The Koryo Ilbo, Korean Theater (Kim,
2021), Youth Movement of Koreans of Kazakhstan,
the Institute of the National Academy of Sciences of
the Republic of Kazakhstan, a Korean church, and
the Korean Culture Center (associated with the Ko-
rean embassy in Astana) are other major sources of
Korean culture. While some of these organizations
facilitate community among Koryo Saram mem-
bers, they are also attended by locals of non-Kore-
an origins. Several universities also have cultural
events or clubs associated with their Korean stud-
ies programs. Hallyu, or Korean pop culture, have
also widely affected Kazakh pop culture, especially
among the youth. Listening to Kazakh pop music
or enumerating the number of K-beauty products
in major cities, South Korea’s influence is evident.
Enrollment in Korean language studies sharply in-
creased in the 80s and 90s. The Korean language
is necessary for jobs in Korean companies based in
Kazakhstan. Exchange students from both countries
continue to increase (Davis, 2021). Of these organi-
zations, those that are run by members of the Koryo
Saram themselves are well-equipped to maintain
linkages in the local community. They are generally
well-utilized by the Koryo Saram population and
others.

These cultural, institutional, and population ex-
changes are a form of “diaspora diplomacy” (Ok,
2018) or diplomatic overtures between homeland
and host-country packaged in the export of cultural
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programming. The Koryo Saram are South Korea’s
soft-power window into the Central Asian states.
Likewise, the Koryo Saram for Kazakhstan serve as
a platform for dialogue with South Korea. Diaspora
diplomacy is not inherently problematic; however,
its political aspect can overshadow the voices of the
diaspora themselves. While the homeland state ex-
ports culture, the host-state regulates the intentions,
impact, and scope of imported homeland culture.
Kazakhstan and South Korea mutually benefit from
this exchange; however, the Koryo Saram may not
as a diaspora despite individual benefits.

Many Koryo Saram feel a connection to Korea
(Suk, 2023), demonstrating durable long-distance
nationalism (Schiller, 2005), but that connection
is complicated by their historical and economic
conditions. The Koreans who originally migrated
from North Korea to settle in the Russian Far East
also harbored nationalist hopes to rid the peninsula
of Japan one day, but their migration was also an
act of disownment. The deported Koreans, by con-
trast, found themselves in a new land involuntarily;
this disconnect by force fostered among them later
a sense of nationalism to Korea. This nationalism
evolved with geopolitical events— today, the Koryo
Saram feel a connection to South Korea as the per-
ceived homeland. However, one study in Uzbekistan
showed that most Koryo Saram there feel a connec-
tion to South Korea only as an imagined homeland,
and do not have a corresponding desire to “return”
to it, preferring to remain in their created homeland
(Adamz, 2015). Another study revealed that Koryo
Saram in South Korea returned to the “homeland”
for economic opportunity; Koryo Saram migrants
felt superficial belonging there, were grateful for the
higher earnings, but did not feel like they belonged
racially or in terms of mentality (Yun, 2022). A sim-
ilar study on Kazakhstani Koryo Saram needs to be
conducted.

Need for Greater Legal Protections

National minorities, by Kazakhstani and in-
ternational law, are a protected group. The Koryo
Saram are a national minority: their history and
ethnicity distinguish them from the title-nation, or
Kazakh people. The Koryo Saram’s heritage has
absorbed the influences of its host-cultures. How-
ever, this adaptability threatens the existence of the
Koryo Saram as a distinct group. The discourse of
national preservation needs strengthened study and
recognition of the uniqueness of the Koryo Saram.
The Koryo Saram are arguably a diaspora without a
homeland (Adamz, 2015), or perhaps with multiple
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homelands. History fractured their origins; they be-
long in part to the host-state and to the origin-state.
This hybrid identity should be protected as the Ko-
ryo Saram themselves navigate what direction they
want their culture to go in the future. Both the states
of Kazakhstan and South Korea should strengthen
specific protections of national diversity.

Discussions of protection and preservation of
national minorities toe a fraught line of extent: how
far should states go to save a minority heritage? At
what point does preservation become an artificial tie
to the past in the face of modernization? What is too
little of an effort to preserve national heritage, rel-
egating minority cultures to extinction before they
are gone in actuality? Many social science studies
of the Koryo Saram concern themselves with ques-
tions of whether or not the diaspora is still “Korean”
(Fumagalli, 2021) This is a false standardization of
“Koreanness,” that all diasporic Koreans must be
measured against peninsular Korean identity. The
fact of the matter is that in Central Asia, Koryo
Saram are seen as ethnically Korean and thus differ-
ent, and in South Korea, the Koryo Saram are seen
as not fully Korean, formed by generations of life in
Central Asia. Given this dual place-dependent iden-
tity, the Koryo Saram must be recognized as nation-
ally unique (Kim, 2003-04), and have protections in
both of its homelands in light of this hybridity. The
diversity of the Koryo Saram is not the mixture of
Kazakh and Korean influences, but the novel culture
they have developed. This nuance is lost in political
discourse, which highlights or overshadows aspects
of the Koryo Saram identity to build cross-national
bridges.

Protection efforts are important regardless and
different from preservation efforts. Establishing
explicit protections for the Koryo Saram by name
will do more in the direction of preservation than
preservation programs without protections. The Ko-
ryo Saram in both Kazakhstan and South Korea are
considered ethnically distinct from the title-nations.
South Korea infamously does not have anti-discrim-
ination laws; migrant Koryo Saram there have no
recourse if they are discriminated against because
of their diaspora identity. Kazakhstan does have
anti-discrimination laws, but they have fallen short
of their words in practice. For example, in a decree
entitled “On the Concept of cultural policy of the
Republic of Kazakhstan” (Yka3 Ilpesunenra) ap-
proved by former President Nazarbayev on Novem-
ber 4, 2014, a plan for the promotion of “Kazakh-
stani” culture is outlined. The document, however,
makes no explicit mention of national minorities.
The document focuses instead on a general culture
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of Kazakhstan, with only Kazakh-language or Ka-
zakh-ethnic examples listed by name. In a similar
vein, Kazakhstan established a Day of Gratitude in
2016 intended to observe the hospitality of the Ka-
zakh people to non-title nations, subtly marginaliz-
ing those non-title nations. One author (Kuzhakme-
tova, 2022) contends “gratitude” rhetoric is a pattern
in Kazakhstan-Koryo Saram relations, as with other
deported peoples.

Kazakhstan has several laws pertaining to mi-
nority rights and protections. On March 2, 1992 the
Republic of Kazakhstan joined the United Nations.
On December 18, 1992 the UN General Assembly
adopted the “Declaration on the Rights of Persons
Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and
Linguistic Minorities.” This document expounds
the duty of the UN and states to protect its national
minorities, defined by ethnicity, language, or reli-
gion, in Article 1.1: “States shall protect the exis-
tence and the national or ethnic, cultural, religious
and linguistic identity of minorities within their re-
spective territories and shall encourage conditions
for the promotion of that identity.” The Constitution
of the Republic of Kazakhstan similarly promises to
protect national minorities. As stated in Article 7.3,
“The state shall promote conditions for the study
and development of the languages of the people of
Kazakhstan.” In Article 14.2, “No one shall be sub-
ject to any discrimination for reasons of origin, so-
cial, property status, occupation, sex, race, national-
ity, language, attitude towards religion, convictions,
place of residence or any other circumstances.” In
Article 19.2, “Everyone shall have the right to use
his native language and culture, to freely choose the
language of communication, education, instruction
and creative activities.” Rights of linguistic minori-
ties are similarly guaranteed in such documents as
“On the Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan”
from December, 2008 (O6 Accam6nee). The As-
sembly of the People of Kazakhstan is a group com-
posed of diverse members of Parliament to promote
public interests. In Article 6.10 of this document, the
Assembly states its recommendation to “support of
Kazakh diaspora in the foreign states on issues of
preservation and development of native language,
culture and national traditions, strengthening its
connection with historical homeland.” The language
to protect the Koryo Saram in Kazakhstan therefore
exists, even if it is nonspecific in nature.

The United Nations has outlined several ways
Kazakhstan can improve protection of its minorities.
On March 14, 2014, the Committee on the Elimina-
tion of Racial Discrimination published the “Con-
cluding observations on the combined sixth and
seventh periodic reports of Kazakhstan.” This docu-

ment outlines the UN’s opinion on reports from the
state of Kazakhstan, including measures to protect
national minorities. In fact, the bulk of the document
focuses on measures Kazakhstan could take to im-
prove conditions for minorities (3aKJIFOYATEIHLHBIC
3ameuvanusi). The document noted the availability of
population data by ethnic group, but also the lack of
data on where those ethnic groups work, how many
are in prison, and their economic status. The Spe-
cial Rapporteur ([loxmam) on the right to education,
Kishore Singh, published the findings of his mission
to Kazakhstan on May 11, 2012 in “Promotion and
protection of all human rights, civil, political, eco-
nomic, social and cultural rights, including the right
to development.” There, Singh stated that “children
from more than 100 ethnic backgrounds attended
schools in the 2008/2009 academic year, with Ka-
zakhs accounting for 71.4 percent; Russians, 14.7
percent; Uzbeks, 4 percent; Ukrainians, 1.5 percent;
Germans, 1 percent; Uighurs, 1.7 percent; and oth-
ers, 5.7 percent. As a whole, school instruction is of-
fered in six languages.” He added that “current alter-
natives for education in one’s own native language
are provided by Government institutions in coop-
eration with cultural associations. In this context
a number of Sunday schools (about 79) have been
established by national and cultural associations,
providing language teaching, including German,
Korean, Hebrew, Tartar and Polish, for children and
adults.” Singh concluded that the state of Kazakh-
stan should invest more in multilingual education,
particularly in updating and producing textbooks in
minority languages. Kazakhstan should enact such
concrete recommendations in order to bulk their
protections of national diversity, which are already
encoded in the spirit of its constitution.

Kazakhstan should recognize the diasporic na-
ture of many of its ethnic groups. Tellingly, ethnic
Koreans who have been in Kazakhstan for genera-
tions identify themselves both by ethnicity and their
forefathers’ connection to the Kazakh land. They
are sometimes referred to as “local” Koreans. In an
increasingly nationalistic Central Asia, inhabiting
such an indefinite identity space is complicated. Eth-
nic groups are encouraged to align themselves with
their title land— Kazakhs to Kazakhstan and Kore-
ans to Korea. This binary is restrictive. Most Koryo
Saram today speak Russian; increasingly more are
learning Kazakh; few speak Koryo Mar; and some
are learning modern Korean as a foreign language.
Kazakhstan’s Koryo Saram grew up in Kazakhstan;
to apply an equivalent label of “Korean” to them and
South Koreans as nationalistic discourse would have
is simplistic. In fact, some (Kuzhakmetova, 2022)
Koryo Saram in Kazakhstan feel uncomfortable

85



Koreans in Kazakhstan: questions of revival for the Koryo Saram

with such nationalistic discourse as they do not fit
within its confines as a group. But the Koryo Saram
today have not known a home besides Kazakhstan—
they are the Central Asian Koreans. Kazakhstan
should not drive them to seek a new one.

Conclusion

The political emphasis on centering title-nations
in self-conceptions of the new post-Soviet states
risks sidelining such minorities as the Koryo Saram.
One of Kazakhstan’s main goals as a state, however,
is to maintain tolerance in their multiethnic society.
A clear step in that direction would be to set up an
internal support system to document and engage
with Kazakhstan’s minorities. According to Kim,
the legal definition of diasporic groups in post-So-
viet states is “vague” (Kim, 2009) National minority
laws should proactively address the needs of minor-
ity groups, starting first by naming them explicitly
in form. These laws should require regular study
and survey of minority groups and their desires;
supply resources for minority-specific in-group edu-
cation and general education about their existence;
and dedicate more host-state support to cultural as-
sociations rather than relying on outreach from the
origin-state. Kazakhstan prides itself on its diver-
sity; in order to protect Kazakhstani diversity, the
state should make efforts to integrate diversity into
Kazakhstani identity and promote all ethnic groups
rather than only that of the title-nation. South Ko-
rea should continue to support its diaspora abroad,
but also enforce anti-discrimination protections for
Koryo Saram migrants and other minorities on the
peninsula. Neither state should rely on the Koryo
Saram’s resilience and adaptability; for too long, the
Koryo Saram have survived through assimilation.
They have the right to survive through assertion of
their unique culture in all of their homelands.

This does not mean governmental or cultural
bodies should force the Koryo Saram to stick to their
unique traditions in the name of preserving culture.
Such a contrived policy towards culture would work
against the natural forces of globalization, and be-
little the vast economic achievements of the Koryo
Saram as they successfully integrated into their host
society. However, the Koryo Saram should have the
means to observe their independent culture as a third
option to the Kazakh-South Korean cultural binary.
Rather than preservation, all parties should cultivate
protection for the Koryo Saram.

Yuri Andropov, General Secretary of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union, famously stated in
1982 that the goal of the Soviet sociocultural project
was “not to bring the nationalities together but to
fuse them.” In the post-Soviet age, states have gone
in the opposite direction, strengthening nationalism
as a form of independent stateness. Neither model
accounts for the existence of liminal groups like the
Koryo Saram— minorities without a homeland, outli-
ers among title-nations. Integrating minorities into
state diversity will benefit stateness; marginalizing
minorities will sideline some groups to extinction
and foster nationalistic consolidation among others.
Supporting minority groups in-state will strengthen
relations between hostlands and homelands as nei-
ther party will be able to politicize support of said
groups. Title-nation nationalism is not threatened
but strengthened by diversity. Making room in na-
tionalist narratives for ethnic minorities will, in the
long run, make states more durable against outside
influence and inter-ethnic conflict.

Appendix A (Ilpujioxenne A)
Population table of ethnic Koreans in Kazakh-

stan by region (Ta0nuia 9CIEHHOCTH YTHUIECKIX
kopeiinie B Ka3axcrane no pernonam):

Region

E barsie

Abait AxMora  AkreGe  AmvatH  AThpay K Kanowim
KCTAH

Kericy  Kaparammr  Kocramait  Kpnwmopra Mawreicray — TTarmonap

Wbl Acrama  Amvarel  llbivkent
Kasakeran  katacst KATackl  KATachl

ET“:,;T: Typkicran ~ Ynwmay

119823 1 1567 1587 75 3799 1010 9,644 9551 11,654

4067 8230 1127 1038 335 2820 1058 970 8128 3784 7135
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