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Abstract. Introduction. The article examines the history and reasons for the ideological 

condemnation and discussion of Olzhas Suleimenov's book “Az i Ya” in 1975–1976. The ideological 

discussion around this book turned out to be one of the most resonant in the twentieth century, and 

its historiosophy determined the formation of historical narratives in Kazakhstan for decades to come, 

overcoming the cultural trauma of “non-historicity” and gaining historical subjectivity 

of the post-nomadic culture of the Kazakhs, influencing not only public consciousness, but also the 

axiology of the academic narrative. Goals and objectives. To study the socio–cultural nature and 

ideological contradictions of the discussion caused by the book “Az i Ya” based on archival and 

narrative sources, as well as the memoirs of the author and his contemporaries. Based on the 

ideological accusations made against Olzhas Suleimenov (of pan-Turkism, Zionism and skepticism), 

and analyzing them in such documents as the “Note to the State Publishing House”, letters from the 

supreme party leadership of the USSR, materials of the discussion of the book at the Academy of 

Sciences of the USSR, critical reviews and the course of the discussion itself, we came to the 

conclusion that “Az i Ya”, firstly, exposed the socio-cultural nature of the ideological consciousness 

of Soviet society, and secondly, vividly demonstrated the ideological contradictions between two 

lasting periods in the history of the USSR: post-Stalinism and the thaw. Results: in the first case, the 

discussion reflected the nature of the Soviet ideological consciousness that condemned the book of 

the Kazakh poet. In the second, it made obvious the cultural and ethnocratic hierarchy of Stalinism, 

which came into conflict with the consequences of the very short–lived but transformative liberation 

of the creative intelligentsia during the thaw. Conclusions: the materials of such ideological 

discussions allow us to explore how the Soviet hierarchy of cultures in the Kazakh case formed a 

subjectivity overcoming the trauma of post-nomadism in dialogue with world culture. The ideological 

leadership of the country, on the one hand, stimulated the growth of ethnonational self–awareness, 

and on the other, blocked manifestations of subjectivity that went beyond the permissible limits of 
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the prescribed status of a “younger brother” and suppressed attempts to comprehend the dramatic 

pages of the history of such kinship. 

Keywords: History of Kazakhstan, Soviet ideological discussions, Az i Ya, Olzhas Suleimenov, 

historical subjectivity, historiography, narratives, nomadism, sedentarism 
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Аңдатпа. Кіріспе. Мақалада Олжас Сүлейменовтің 1975–1976 жылдардағы «Аз и Я» кітабын 

идеологиялық айыптау мен талқылаудың тарихы мен себептері зерттелген. бұл кітаптың 

айналасындағы идеологиялық пікірталас ХХ ғасырдағы ең резонанстық пікірталастардың бірі 

болып шықты, ал оның тарихнамасы Қазақстанда «тарихсыздық» мәдени жарақатын еңсеру 

және көшпенділіктен кейінгі тарихи субъективтілікке ие болу туралы тарихи әңгімелерді 

ондаған жылдар бойы қалыптастыруды анықтады. қазақ мәдениеті қоғамдық санаға ғана емес, 

академиялық баяндаудың аксиологиясына да әсер етті. Мақаланың мақсаты 

мен міндеттері. – «Аз и Я» кітабының мұрағаттық және баяндау дереккөздеріндегі, сондай-

ақ автор мен оның замандастарының естеліктеріндегі пікірталастың әлеуметтік-мәдени 

табиғаты мен идеологиялық қайшылықтарын зерттеу. Олжас Сүлейменовке (пантюркизмде, 

сионизмде және скептицизмде) қойылған идеологиялық айыптауларға сүйене отырып және 

оларды «Мемкомиздатқа жазба», КСРО Жоғарғы партия басшылығының хаттары, 

КСРО Ғылым академиясындағы кітапты талқылау материалдары, сыни шолулар және 

пікірталас барысы сияқты құжаттарда талдай отырып, біз «Аз и Я», біріншіден, кеңес 

қоғамының идеологиялық санасының әлеуметтік-мәдени табиғатын ашты, екіншіден, 

КСРО тарихындағы екі кезеңнің арасындағы идеологиялық қайшылықтарды айқын көрсетті: 

пост-Сталинизм және еру. Нәтижелері: бірінші жағдайда, пікірталас қазақстандық ақынның 

кітабын айыптаған кеңестік идеологиялық сананың табиғатын көрсетті. Екіншісінде ол 

сталинизмнің мәдени және этнократиялық иерархиясын айқын көрсетті, ол еру кезеңінде 

шығармашылық интеллигенцияның өте қысқа, бірақ трансформациялық азаттығының 

салдарына қайшы келді. Қорытындылар: мұндай идеологиялық пікірталастардың 

материалдары қазақстандық жағдайда кеңестік мәдениеттер иерархиясы әлемдік мәдениетпен 
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диалогта пост-номадизм жарақаттарын жеңудің субъективтілігін қалай қалыптастырғанын 

зерттеуге мүмкіндік береді. Елдің идеологиялық басшылығы, бір жағынан, этно – ұлттық 

сананың өсуіне түрткі болды, ал екінші жағынан, “кіші інісі” мәртебесінің рұқсат етілген 

шегінен асатын субъективтіліктің көріністерін бұғаттады және осындай туыстық тарихының 

драмалық беттерін түсіну әрекеттерін тоқтатты. 

Түйін сөздер: Қазақстан тарихы, кеңестік идеологиялық пікірталастар, Аз и Я, Олжас 

Сүлейменов, тарихи субъективтілік, тарихнама, нарративтер, номадизм, седентаризм 

Алғыс. Мақала Қазақстан Республикасы Ғылым және жоғары білім министрлігінің 

«20–50 жылдардағы идеологиялық пікірталастар. ХХ ғ. және олардың кеңестік және 

посткеңестік кезеңдегі ғылыми тарихи білімнің деформациясына әсері» тақырыбындағы 

гранттық қаржыландыру жобасын жүзеге асыру аясында орындалды (жеке тіркеу нөмірі: 

AP 19680622). 
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Аннотация. Введение. В статье исследуется история и причины идеологического осуждения 

и обсуждения книги Олжаса Сулейменова «Аз и Я» в 1975–1976 гг. Идеологическая дискуссия 

вокруг этой книги оказалась одной из самых резонансных в ХХ веке, а ее историософия 

определила на десятилетия вперед формирование в Казахстане исторических нарративов 

преодоления культурной травмы «внеисторичности» и обретения исторической субъектности 

пост-кочевой культуры казахов, повлияв не только на общественное сознание, но и на 

аксиологию академического нарратива. Цель и задачи статьи – исследование социокультурной 

природы и идеологических противоречий дискуссии, вызванной книгой «Аз и Я» на 

материалах архивных и нарративных источников, а также мемуаров автора и его 

современников. Исходя из идеологических обвинений, предъявленных Олжасу Сулейменову 

(в пантюркизме, сионизме и скептицизме), и анализируя их в таких документах как 

«Записка в Госкомиздат», письма высшего партийного руководства СССР, материалы 

обсуждения книги в Академии наук СССР, критические рецензии и сам ход дискуссии, мы 

пришли к выводу о том, что «Аз и Я», во-первых, обнажила социокультурную природу 

идеологического сознания советского общества, а во-вторых, наглядно продемонстрировала 

идеологические противоречия между двумя длящимися периодами в истории СССР: 

пост-сталинизма и оттепели. Результаты. В первом случае, дискуссия отразила 

природу советского идеологического сознания, осудившего книгу казахстанского поэта. 

Во втором – сделала очевидной культурную и этнократическую иерархию сталинизма, 
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вошедшую в противоречие с последствиями очень недолгого, но преображающего 

освобождения творческой интеллигенции в период оттепели. Выводы. Материалы таких 

идеологических дискуссий позволяют исследовать, как советская иерархия культур в 

казахстанском случае сформировала субъектность преодолевающую травмы пост-номадизма 

в диалоге с мировой культурой. Идеологическое руководство страны, с одной стороны, 

стимулировало рост этнонационального самосознания, а с другой – блокировало проявления 

субъектности, выходящей за дозволенные пределы предписанного статуса «младшего брата» 

и пресекало попытки осмысления драматических страниц истории такого родства. 

Ключевые слова: История Казахстана, советские идеологические дискуссии, Аз и Я, Олжас 

Сулейменов, историческая субъектность, историография, нарративы, номадизм, седентаризм 
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финансирования Министерства науки и высшего образования Республики Казахстан на тему: 

«Идеологические дискуссии 20–50 гг. XX в. и их воздействие на деформацию научного 

исторического знания в советское и постсоветское время» (регистрационный номер: 

AP 19680622). 

Для цитирования: Крупко И.В., Бурханов Б.Б. Верненская мужская гимназия и Жетысуские 

деятели движения Алаш // Электронный научный журнал «еdu.e-history.kz». 2024. Т. 11. № 3. 
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Introduction 

“...We consider it necessary to inform the Central Committee of the CPSU about the serious 

ideological errors made in the book by O. Suleimenov “Az i Ya. The Book of a Well-Intentioned 

Reader”. It was published in 1975 by the Publishing House of the Union of Writers of the Kazakh 

SSR “Zhazushy” (circulation – 60,000 copies). The author of the book is a famous poet who has 

published several collections of poetry in Kazakhstan and in Moscow, secretary of the Board of the 

Union of Writers of the Republic, laureate of the Lenin Komsomol Prize, the State Prize of the Kazakh 

SSR..." (RSAMH, F. 5., Op. 68., D. 420., P. 11.). 

This is how case No. 420 begins, which is stored in the Russian State Archive of Modern 

History under the heading “Secret” (now declassified) documents of the Propaganda Department of 

the Central Committee of the CPSU – evidence of the unexpected interest of the ideological 

leadership of the USSR in the new book of the Kazakh poet, which 11 years later the American 

magazine “Problems of Communism” will name among the 5 works that prepared the consciousness 

of Soviet citizens for Perestroika (along with “The Gulag Archipelago” by A. Solzhenitsyn) 

(Snegirev, 2020). 

The result of this interest was a shock wave of ideological condemnation and discussion of the 

book “Az i Ya” that swept across the Soviet Union in 1976, the echoes of which can be clearly heard 

even today, half a century later. New archival documents, as well as narrative sources, the study of 

which is devoted to our article, will help to understand the ideological and socio-cultural reasons for 

such attention from the “most reading country” to a work of this genre (a linguo-historiosophical 

detective story, where the main characters are peoples, cultures and ideologies). 

(The cited note to the State Publishing House itself contains errors: 1) by the time of its 

submission, the circulation of the book was already 160,000 copies; 2) a spelling curiosity 

at the junction of two languages – in the title of the note, the Kazakh name of the publishing 

house “Zhazushy” was “corrected” according to the rules of Russian grammar: “zhi-shi” with an 

“i” – "Zhazushi". According to the recollections of the publishers, at the condemnation of the book 

at the USSR Academy of Sciences on February 13, 1976, someone in the heat of the moment brought 

up this “mistake” as a reproach to Kazakh writers “unfamiliar” with even the elementary rules of the 

Russian language (Tolmachev, 2011.) 

In the 20th century, several major ideological debates flared up in the USSR, which stirred up 

the consciousness of the majority of representatives of the thinking class of the “country of the great 

reader”. The discussion of the book “Az i Ya”, which overcame many scientific prohibitions 

canonized during the ideological debates of the 1920s–1950s and determined the narratives of gaining 
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historical subjectivity for the national intelligentsia of the post-Soviet world for decades to come, 

entered the intellectual history of the 20th century. After all, in addition to the concrete factual level, 

the book gave the reader, by the very style of its presentation, and somewhere even in plain text, an 

unattainable, but so attractive doubt of knowledge, which became the main target of subsequent 

accusations against the author by ideological guardians. 

Thus, the Kazakh poet, in the language of philological irony and new etymology, began a 

discussion about the nature of historical knowledge, experiencing the “violence of the patriotic 

approach” and the role of ideology in science, about the “dark places” in “The word about Igor's 

Regiment” and in the traumatized historical memory of the peoples of the USSR, about overcoming 

the cultural trauma of the “extra-historicity” of post-nomadic peoples and the interdependent history 

of the world. 

“Az i Ya” contains many plots and themes (decoding the "dark places" of “The word about 

Igor's Regiment” with the help of “invisible” Turkisms for a monolingual reader, exposing the 

paradoxes of imperial literary criticism, the semiotics of the origins of ancient cultures, the study of 

Tengrianism, Sumer, religious symbols, etc.), however, their detailed analysis is not included in the 

objectives of our article. We will focus only on those issues that will allow us to better understand 

the reasons and course of the ideological discussion around the only Kazakh book in history that has 

affected the consciousness of such a wide readership (from Soviet dissidents to the General Secretary 

of the CPSU Central Committee, from academics and writers to the KGB leadership and Western 

Sovietologists). 

Materials and methods 

In this article, we explore the ideological history of the acquisition of historical subjectivity by 

the Kazakh intelligentsia based on the materials of Olzhas Suleimenov's linguistic and poetic 

creativity. In particular, using the example of the book “Az i Ya”. This is a story about how the 

historical subjectivity of Kazakhstani society, traumatized as a result of the rupture of the foundations 

of its autochthonous economic and cultural type, was formed throughout the twentieth century, 

finding itself as one of the lines of development of world culture in the dead knot of sedentarian 

historiosophy and the cultural hierarchy of “nomadic – settled”, canonized as a result of ideological 

discussions of the 1920–1950s (Krupko, 2023). 

The comprehension and overcoming of the cultural trauma of the “non-historical” nomadic 

culture of the Kazakhs was initiated by part of the scientific and creative intelligentsia of Kazakhstan 

in the second half of the twentieth century in search of a new historical subjectivity. Its search was 

carried out both in accordance with the ideological priorities of the Soviet state (for example, through 

the formation of archaeological contours of the cultural heritage of the national republics), and in the 

form of hidden intellectual protests against them. The search for subjectivity through internal dialogue 

with world culture united Soviet ethnocultural engineering and the production of a symbolic resource 

of historical legitimacy in the works of the Kazakh intelligentsia of the twentieth century, despite the 

fact that a significant part of it (as in Russia and other Soviet republics) in their reflections rarely rose 

to a level that allowed them to see more than the reasons for tribal and intra-ethnic contradictions 

(Suleimenov, 2023). 

These factors continue to influence the corridor of opportunities and the horizon of expectations 

of post-Soviet societies to this day. 

The decolonial methodological optics is applicable to the materials of the article. The author of 

postcolonial and decolonial studies Madina Tlostanova, studying “Az i Ya”, calls it, probably, the 

first decolonial manifesto of Kazakhstani culture in the conditions of Soviet national policy in the 

process of poetic and etymological overcoming of cultural hierarchies (Tlostanova, 2018: 88–109). 

In our works, we also drew attention to the main factor in the emergence of such intellectual 

aspirations in Kazakhstani historical science (to a lesser extent) and art (to a greater extent) of the 

second half of the twentieth century. The cultural trauma caused by the long process of formation in 

the Soviet sedentarian narrative of the Kazakh national intelligentsia, who had adopted traumatic 

theses about the regressiveness of nomadic culture, was reflected in her works. Since the mid-20th 
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century, part of the national intelligentsia, the most prominent representative of which was and 

remains Olzhas Suleimenov, has been involved in the active process of openly overcoming these 

hierarchies and ideological priorities in dialogue, creative search and reinvention of images of their 

historical subjectivity (Krupko, 2023). 

In his article “Nomads and Culture: The Kazakh Experiment,” published in 1977 in the 

UNESCO journal Culture, just a year after the ideological campaign against the book and the seizure 

of a significant portion of its circulation, Olzhas Suleimenov continued his attack on the sedentarian 

ideology of historical narratives: “Who is a nomad? For the mind educated in historical works, 

nomads are wandering hordes who had no concept of borders or land ownership. Cities that had the 

misfortune to stand in their way disappeared from the face of the earth, and everywhere they passed, 

there remained a desert. They were not familiar with either morality or law. And, naturally, they did 

not know such lofty categories as faith, honor, conscience, love... 

I speak as a condemned nomad who demands the right to have the last word after the verdict 

passed by historians” (Suleimenov, 1990: 38). 

In “Az i Ya” the author demanded this word, having explored and outlined in the interweaving 

of world history the line of cultural development of nomadism, which at different periods influenced 

not only the military-political, but also the cultural history of the world. The poet researched the 

alternative to the ideological attitudes of historical narratives history of human thought, embodied, 

no less than in others, in the signs of the unobjectified culture of nomads. Of course, many genuine 

scholars, deeply engaged in the problems of Turkic nomadism, since the end of the 19th century 

overcame sedentarian and Eurocentric prejudices against the object of their research (Potanin, 1893; 

Radlov, 1989). But in the narratives of historical memory, among the general reader, in the sphere of 

public consciousness such a hierarchy of cultures, types of economy and historical “superiority” 

dominated entirely. 

In our research, we relied on several groups of sources, divided into: 

1) academic (scientific) works (from external descriptions of the historical subjectivity of the

Kazakhs to internal producers of historical knowledge and cultural paradigms); 

2) texts that make up the public narrative of memory: publications of the intelligentsia, literature

in which attempts were made to understand the main problems of the historical memory of 

Kazakhstani society, memoirs of representatives of the intelligentsia, ego-documents; 

3) texts of the official narrative (the language of power): some state programs and national

projects reflecting and directing the emphases of historical policy. 

All three categories are also represented in archival sources stored in the funds of the Central 

State Archive of Film, Photo, Sound Documents and Sound Recordings of the Republic of 

Kazakhstan (CSAFSD&SR of the RK) and the Russian State Archive of Contemporary History 

(RSAMH). 

Discussion 

Over the past half-century, many works have been written the authors of which have interpreted 

the “Book of the Well-Intentioned Reader” in attempts to master the heuristic and existential potential 

of scientific and creative freedom inherent in the paradoxes of this most outspoken work by Olzhas 

Suleimenov (Bobrov, 1995), (Krivoshchapova, 2016), (Әbdimanuly, Dzholdasbekova, Kakilbaeva, 

Kakisheva, 2016), (Snegirev, 2020). 

It is amazing, how one book gave rise to a whole kaleidoscope of polar ideological 

interpretations both among the “civilian literary scholars” of the anti-Suleimenov campaign of 1975–

1976, and in the works of later well-intentioned researchers. And if during the years of ideological 

persecution, the author was simultaneously accused of pan-Turkism, Zionism and skepticism, then in 

the late historiographic multiverse “Az i Ya” is studied as a linguo-philosophical treatise on the 

national self-awareness of the Turkic peoples, a spiritual autobiography of a thinker on the border of 

cultures, an intellectual debut of the decolonial turn of the Central Asian intelligentsia and even a 

manifesto of Eurasianism. Interpretations reflect the way of thinking of their authors, just as negative 

reviews once reflected all the phobias and “isms” of Soviet society. In “Az i Ya”, as in the mirror of 
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art, the reader sees himself: in the historical “Az” – the modern “I”. 

In some works, the provisions of the book are considered by researchers as a continuation of 

the intellectual history of Eurasianism (Dolzhikov, 2019). However, in the article “Az i Ya” by Olzhas 

Suleimenov in the context of the Eurasian discourse” I.V. Likhomanov and V.A. Boyko question the 

relationship between the cultural and historical concept of its author and the Eurasian ideology of the 

1920s and 1930s (Likhomanov, Boyko, 2020). Having noted a number of similar factual parallels, 

they nevertheless come to the conclusion about the fundamental ideological difference between the 

two intellectual traditions: if researchers identify the roots of the original Eurasianism of the early 

20th century in the post-imperial political revanchism of a part of the Russian elite, then Suleimenov's 

Eurasianism is the overcoming of post-imperial hierarchies and the search by the Kazakh 

intelligentsia for historical subjectivity in the labyrinth of the interdependent history of Eurasia on the 

routes to a common human future. 

According to researcher L.G. Frizman, the book was ostracized for its very attractive experience 

of free thought, denying ideological supervision and internal censorship: “the reprisal against it 

became an organic part of the total struggle against any manifestations of dissent” (Frizman, 2002: 

387). And it is revealed in the book with utmost frankness, sometimes inaccessible even to modern 

historians. Expressing skepticism towards the “patriotic” version of the content of “The Word”, 

canonized by the academic community, the Kazakhstani poet deconstructed one of the most sacred 

texts of the Soviet and Russian ethnocentric canon of historical memory. In other words, he 

encroached on the “holy of holies” – the meta-text of Russian patriotism, fragments of which were 

memorized in schools. An aphorism from the book, later cited in numerous critical articles and 

denunciations: “If mathematics and physics had experienced such violence of the patriotic approach, 

humanity would still be riding in a cart.” (Suleimenov, 1975: 16). This is the answer to Afanasy 

Mamedov's question in the discussion about “Az i Ya”: "Why is a book that says nothing about 

dissidents, Stalin's camps and mental hospitals, a poet's book about “The Word”, included in the 

famous five books that prepared the perestroika of the consciousness of the Soviet person?" 

(Tlostanova, 2018). It embodied the author's poetics of deconstruction and reconstruction of historical 

principles, which in the 1970s chose the basis of self-awareness of Russian written culture as the 

target of its meta-irony and etymological analysis (Ram, 2001). 

Likhomanov and Boyko draw attention to the fact that Olzhas Suleimenov’s creative skepticism 

in “Az i Ya” was directed against the version of ancient Russian history that was canonized in the 

1920s–1950s and dominated unchanged in the 1960s–1970s, built on the ideological maxims that 

shaped the humanities in the USSR. For example, the unity of the “Soviet people” as a “new historical 

community” was referred to the historical roots of the ethnocultural unity of Kievan Rus. All the more 

accurate was the definition given by the author of “Az i Ya” to the entire academic historiography on 

the main problem of two centuries of studying the “Word about Igor's Regiment” – the problem of 

the authenticity of the written monument: “There is one team on the field, and it all consists of 

defenders. The attackers have long since gone to the locker room. The team imitates a furious fight 

with bogeymen – a game of football over the telephone.” (Suleimenov, 1975: 16). 

Researchers suggest that, by discovering the history of the cultural interdependence of the Slavs 

and Turks, the sedentary agricultural and nomadic worlds, Olzhas Suleimenov “expanded the cultural 

and historical basis of the unity of the Soviet people” (Likhomanov, Boyko, 2020: 141), invading the 

ancient Slavic unity with a reinvented Turkic nomadologist. Makhanbet Dzhusupov draws attention 

to the “bilingual approach to understanding the essence of the content of the “Word about Igor's 

Regiment”, which as a result reveals previously hidden possibilities of mutual hermeneutics of 

languages and epochs (Dzhusupov, 2020). 

Dmitry Melnikov, in his study of strategies for searching for subjectivity embodied in Kazakh 

literature of the second half of the 20th century, characterizes Suleimenov's strategy of finding a voice 

in ideological discussions around historical problems as “a manifesto of a special type of thinking – 

multilingual imagination that enhances the reflexive and intuitive meta-level of the literary text” 

(Melnikov, 2023). Here, different, at first glance, linguistic and sign systems “meeting in one text, 

create its additional complex dimensions ... Languages here seem to translate each other and create a 
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super-language ...” (Melnikov, 2023). 

However, the Soviet ideological language of the hierarchy of ethnocultural subjectivities 

rejected the possibility of such intercultural dialogue and influence on the ethnocentric hegemon from 

the “younger brothers” in the past. Especially, in the sacred chronotope of key events for historical 

memory. 

Naomi Café, a literary scholar and researcher of Slavic languages and literature, professor 

(Reed College, USA) in the article “Between the First, Second, and Third Worlds: Olzhas Suleimenov 

and Soviet Postcolonialism” (Café, 2020) calls him the architect of postcolonial Kazakh identity. 

Exploring his transition from the space theme to the linguo-history “Az i Ya” in the 1970s, she writes 

about how the poet: “collected together a huge array of information on ancient Turkic-centric culture 

and linguistics, linking the Kazakh steppes and their inhabitants with such cultures as ancient 

Mesopotamia.” (Café, 2020). The author is right that all these phenomena cannot be considered 

outside the ideological context of the “sixties”, the “thaw” and the socio-cultural processes of the 

post-colonial world, in which Olzhas Suleimenov took an active part in the 1960–1970s as deputy 

chairman of the Soviet Committee of Solidarity with the Countries of Asia and Africa (Suleimenov, 

2023). 

According to the researchers, the subsequent reaction to the book by the country's leadership 

also reflects the contradictions between the late Stalinist ideological canon (ethnocentrism, 

imperialism, “reining in nationalities”) and the “left renaissance” of the short-lived thaw, symbolized 

by the 20th Congress of the CPSU (1956), support for the liberation movement in Asia and Africa, 

the World Youth Festival in Moscow (1957), and Yuri Gagarin's space flight (1961), celebrated in 

the poem “Earth, Bow Down to Man!” The process of moments of creative liberation and 

rapprochement of cultures was a global phenomenon, but “the Soviet variety of it had specific 

differences due to the persistent totalitarian nature of the political regime” (Likhomanov, Boyko, 

2020: 141), (Dobrenko, 2020), (Abylkhozhin, 2020). In the era of late Stalinism (1946–1953), which 

turned out to be much more durable than the biological life of its demiurge, the ideological leadership 

of the USSR and M. Suslov, in particular (the curator of the ideological campaign against “Az i Ya”) 

already had experience in discussing “problematic” historical works by Kazakhstani authors. For 

example, in the Report of the Propaganda and Agitation Department of the Central Committee of the 

All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) to the Secretary of the Central Committee of the All-Union 

Communist Party (Bolsheviks) M.A. Suslov on controversial issues in covering the history of the 

peoples of Central Asia, Moscow, October 1949, it is stated that in scientific works that highlight the 

role of the Russian conquest of Central Asia, the bourgeois-nationalist concept of “absolute evil” or 

the great-power concept of “absolute good” are often manifested (Report, 1949: 182). 

In 1976, at the height of the ideological campaign to condemn “Az i Ya” in the USSR Academy 

of Sciences, at a meeting of the Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

Kazakhstan, in printed and unprinted speeches, Murat Auezov's article “Overshadowed by the 

exhalation of Eternity”, devoted to the analysis of “The Book of a Well-Intentioned Reader”, was 

removed from the magazine “Prostor”. In it, the young Candidate of Philological sciences, the son of 

a classic of Kazakh literature and a budding public figure identified the central value nerve of the 

main monument of Old Russian literature, restored thanks to the intercultural reading of “Az i Ya”: 

"Cleared of layers, “The Word” appears as a monolithic work of high dramatic resonance. Its central, 

as Suleimenov convincingly shows, moral problem has universal human significance: “one's own is 

wrong” (!). This is a rare case in the world literature of the Middle Ages of overcoming ethnic 

passions, which could be done by a truly brilliant artist who loved his people as a part of the human 

race” (Auezov, 2006). It should be noted here that the problem of “one's own is wrong” is indeed 

unimaginable for the group-centrism of the agrarian-traditional consciousness, a structural 

modification of which was its Soviet ideological analogue (Abylkhozhin, 2020), since it was a basic 

derivative of the type of consciousness of the socio-demographic majority of the population of the 

USSR, regardless of ethnicity. This is one of the socio-cultural reasons for such a fierce condemnation 

of the book “Az i Ya”, which will be discussed in more detail below. Soon after the removal of 

Auezov's article from print, in the same way, as part of the anti-Suleimenov campaign, apparently out 
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of excessive precaution, a three-thousandth print run of the scientific collection 

“Aesthetics of Nomadism” of the Institute of Philosophy of the Kazakh SSR edited by Murat Auezov 

was removed and destroyed on the printing device “Guillotine”. 

It is no coincidence and accurate that Afanasy Mamedov described the book, which, we are 

convinced, all its thinking readers would subscribe to: "I return to it every time my “I” insidiously 

eludes me." (Tlostanova, 2018). 

Results 

Olzhas Suleimenov deconstructs post-imperial hierarchies of ideologically constructed 

knowledge about nomadic culture simultaneously on the factually concrete (denotative) and 

historiosophical (connotative) levels. This can be traced even in the reconstruction of the phrase about 

the events of “The Word”, describing how after the defeat by the Polovtsians, Prince Igor was forced 

to move “from the saddle of gold to the saddle of Koshchei” (Suleimenov, 2013) and wander with 

the Polovtsians. The poet became interested in this example after studying the dispute between 

members of the Imperial Academy Korsh and Melioransky, dedicated to clarifying the origin of the 

term koshchei in “The Word”. And with the general conclusion of scientists: koshchei, according to 

academics, originated from the word koshchi – “slave”, brought to Ancient Russsia by one of the 

Turkic dialects. The poet clarified the translation of the ancient phrase, proposing the etymology of 

the word “koshchy” from the archaic “көшші” – “nomad” (Turk.) Such a translation “moved from 

the saddle of gold to the saddle of a nomad” was, of course, much more logical, given that Konchak, 

into whose saddle Igor moved, was the khan and matchmaker of the prince. This turned out to be the 

prototype of the Old Russian name of the representative of the “Wild Field”, whose figure in the era 

of the “three-hundred-year yoke” acquired a fairy-tale figurativeness. Thus, the idea of an 

indestructible nomad was embodied in the image of Koshchy (Koschei) the Deathless, superimposed 

on folklore archetypes. 

Denial of the definition of “slave” even at the level of translation errors of the ancient text 

becomes one of the ways of acquiring historical subjectivity by post-nomadic culture. 

One of the hitherto unrecognized problems of this semiosis, refuted in “Az i Ya” and in the 

author’s later books, is the Sogdian theory of the genesis of Turkic writing, which took shape in the 

first half of the 20th century and reflects the same sedentarian view of the nomadic Turks. The Ancient 

Oghuz or Ancient Turkic, as it was called by researchers before the First Turkological Congress 

(Baku, 1926), was considered to have been borrowed in the 5th century AD from Sogdian traders, 

whose caravans from Central Asia reached the Mongolian steppes (despite the fact that the Sogdian 

and Ancient Turkic alphabets had only one coinciding letter –  (h)). However, within the framework 

of the sedentarian picture of the world, the nomadic Turks were “incapable” of inventing their own 

writing independently (Suleimenov, 2002). Some modern researchers confirm this doubt, drawing 

attention to the many descriptive-pictorial and associative-mnemonic signs that could have become 

the basis for the first logograms, as well as the fact that some autochthonous symbols containing 

generic, magical and cosmogonic semantics entered the Turkic script (Manichkin, 2023). 

The materials of such ideological discussions allow us to study how the Soviet hierarchy of 

cultures, aimed at “teaching ethnicity”, formed a traumatized subjectivity of overcoming its “dead-

end historical role” imposed by sedentarian historiography. 

These examples allow us to study the dialectic of the internal boundaries of such historical 

subjectivity, balancing in a sedentarian trap between ideas about the primordial inability to create 

history (the Sogdian theory of the invention of writing, the stigmatization of nomads as primordial 

barbarians, etc.) and the development of the cultural heritage of the cities of Central Asia that ended 

up on the territory of the Kazakh SSR. 

The ideological foundation of the post-imperial architecture of the first state of universal 

brotherhood in history was based on a hierarchy of destructive inequality with a chronometer for 

decades of creative unfreedom. 

In the most revealing chapter of the condemned book “Az i Ya” entitled “The Right to Mistake”, 

Olzhas Suleimenov returns to the definition of a “slave” (in which one can easily see subaltern 
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studies), defining the role of a creator in the conditions of an ideocracy with utmost honesty: “…Here 

I do not depend on anyone, here it is interesting to be a slave...” (Suleimenov, 1975: 196). 

The powerful campaign that unfolded in 1975–1976 testifies to how sensitively the ideological 

system reacted to such revelations and the natural demands of historical justice in attempts to 

understand its past and present, inseparable from the history of the world. The author and publishers 

of the book, in addition to severe reprimands, two public condemnations (the first in the USSR 

Academy of Sciences, the second in the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Kazakhstan) 

and numerous critical publications in magazines and newspapers, were saved from more serious 

consequences by the active position of the first secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist 

Party of the Kazakh SSR D.A. Kunayev, who enlisted the support of Brezhnev in the confrontation 

with the secretary of the Central Committee for ideology – M. Suslov, and saved not only the 

disgraced author and the team that published the book, but also himself as the leader of the most 

international republic, called the “the laboratory of friendship of peoples” (Kunayev, 1992), 

(Suleimenov, 2023). 

On February 4, 1976, the Congress of the Communist Party of Kazakhstan was held 

in Alma-Ata, where Olzhas Suleimenov was elected as a candidate member of the Central Committee. 

Immediately after this election, the CPSU Central Committee could no longer apply harsh repressive 

measures (in order to avoid "violating party ethics"). Suslov was forced to transfer the condemnation 

to the level of the USSR Academy of Sciences. However, a wave of discussions had already swept 

over the “country of the great reader”, right up to its top leadership from a variety of professional 

spheres. In a note kept in the RSAMH, to the Secretary of the CPSU Central Committee M.V. 

Zimyanin, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of the USSR V. Semenov wrote: “In fact, this is a real 

sortie of a nationalistic, pan-Turkic nature, directed against the line of the CPSU in the area of further 

strengthening the friendship of peoples and Soviet patriotism. O. Suleimenov writes that he has 

“followers” among the writers of Kazakhstan. Perhaps this is aimed at bringing together dissident 

nationalists”. (RSAMH, f.5, op.68, d.420, l.11). 

In a note to the Propaganda Department of the CPSU Central Committee, the Chairman of the 

USSR State Publishing Committee B.I. Stukalin outlined and described in detail 

all of O. Suleimenov's ideological “mistakes” (dated November 26, 1975, No. 354/18). The 

ideologists were outraged by the fact that the author questioned the interpretation of the monument 

as an ancient patriotic epic and “tries to assert that patriotism is incompatible with objective scientific 

research” and about the “violence of the patriotic approach”), as well as about the “swamp of patriotic 

scientific works”. The Chairman of the State Committee for Publishing expressed concern that the 

book might be of interest to “various anti-Soviet centers abroad” (RSAMH, f. 5, op. 68, d. 420, l. 11), 

in order to critically illuminate the national policy in the USSR. The vigilant Stukalin calls the names 

of all those “guilty” of a positive assessment of the published book: scientific reviewers and 

journalists: R. Zueva, S. Shteingrud, V. Zlobin, Dzhukebaev and Vladimirov (RSAMH. F. 5. Op. 68. 

D. 420. L. 11), (Zueva, Shteingrud, 1975).

A separate insult, according to the Chairman of the State Committee for Publishing, was made 

by Olzhas Suleimenov to Karl Marx, who at one time wrote that “the essence of the poem is the calls 

of Russian princes for unity before the invasion of the Mongol hordes” (RSAMH. F. 5. Op. 68. 

D. 420. 11 p.). The poet compared this statement to a “universal master key” that generations of

scientists have used since their youth to open the doors they need.

The author of this note was indignant at the assessment of historians and Turkologists given by 

Olzhas Suleimenov, who was convinced that they “cannot hold up their trousers without the support 

of devoted apprenticeship, and endlessly, deafly and blindly repeat the offensive truths of their 

respectable teachers” (Suleimenov, 1990: 535). 

It was these people who came in a tight formation on February 13, 1976 to the building of the 

Social Sciences Department of the Academy on Volkhonka to condemn the scientific and ideological 

errors of the author – 47 academicians, corresponding members and doctors of science. The author 

was accompanied by Sanzhar Zhandosov, head of the science department of the Central Committee, 

and Gennady Tolmachev, deputy editor-in-chief of the Zhazushy publishing house. 
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The discussion was opened by Academician B. Rybakov: “Comrades, a furious anti-Russian 

book called “Az i Ya” has been published in Alma-Ata. You have all read it. Let's begin the 

discussion” (Suleimenov, 2023: 56) 

In total, according to the Report, 17 speakers spoke. By the way, D. Likhachev, the chief 

specialist on “The Word”, was not present at the discussion. Perhaps, understanding the nature of the 

upcoming event, he did not dare to participate in it, remembering his own experience of 

condemnation, but sent a rather restrained review (Likhachev, 1976). 

The discussion lasted from 9 am to 6 pm. When at the end the author was given the right to the 

“last word”, he replied that he agreed with some of the opponents' comments, but not with all of them. 

And he categorically does not accept the assessment given by Academician Rybakov: “My entire 

book is a declaration of love for “The Word”, for Russian culture, to which I myself belong for most 

of my upbringing and education. I regret that you did not see this in the book, dear Boris 

Alexandrovich. Some people are accustomed to the fact that love must be confessed – on their knees” 

(Suleimenov, 2023: 56). 

This episode reflects the conflict around the hierarchy of an ethnocratically built state with a 

post-imperial center and the ideological legacy of Stalinism with its paternalistic idyll of the “elder 

and younger brothers”. One of the basic socio-cultural reasons that caused such a heated debate was, 

apparently, in the words of Abylkhozhin Zh.B., “the inertia of stereotypes of agrarian-traditional, 

communal-peasant consciousness” (Abylkhozhin, 2020), which was predominant among the 

demographic majority of the USSR, including many leaders of the Soviet state, ideological 

functionaries and even scientists (the same academician Rybakov, for example, grew up in a Russian 

Old Believer family). Perceived as a symbolic social resource, communist morality and declared 

internationalism could not overcome the imprinting of the primary socialization of agrarian-

traditional values, including group-centric priorities, which were not suppressed, but switched to 

another level of group identification, and sometimes, if the ideological situation allowed it, could 

even break out in an ethnocentric form. All this was reflected in critical articles and reviews, mixed 

with “scientific” arguments (Kuzmin, 1975), (Dmitriev, Tvorogov, 1976). 

Of particular interest is the review of “Az i Ya” by Lev Gumilyov (unknown to most researchers 

who wrote about the book, including the author himself). In it, Gumilyov writes not so much about 

the book itself as he is ironic about the scandal that has flared up in the academic community, 

briefly addressing the theory of ethnogenesis and criticizing the critical reviews of “Az i Ya” 

(Gumilyov, 1975). 

Probably, among the most odious reviews of the book is an article by one of the “spiritual 

leaders” of the writers and soil scientists, Yu. Seleznev, who compared “Az i Ya” with Mein Kampf 

and concluded the article with a thoughtful “epiphany”: “It is difficult to say whether O. Suleimenov 

will find in himself enough strength and talent, enough spiritual maturity, to understand the causes 

and consequences of his “myth-creation”, to realize where it leads and who benefits from it”. 

(Seleznev, 1976), (Ogryzko, 2013). 

Writer, translator, chairman of the Union of Russian-speaking Writers of Israel David Markish 

wrote about the ideological condemnation of “Az i Ya” and its author as follows: “if there had been 

a Russian person in Olzhas's place, “one of our own”, such a scandal would not have erupted: well, 

they would have scolded the “scoundrel”, pointed out his mistakes... But here the Polovtsian, an 

ancient steppe enemy, took a swing at the sacred” (Markish, 2016). 

Also, in the report on the results of the discussion of “Az i Ya” at a joint meeting of the Bureau 

of the Department of Literature and Language and the Bureau of the Department of History of the 

USSR Academy of Sciences, special attention was paid to criticism of “phraseology and symbolism 

alien to us, internationalists, in relation to the “historical mission” of the Jewish people” (based on 

several historical and linguistic commentaries by Olzhas Suleimenov on the study of some late 

Semitic signs of Ancient West Asia and the history of the Khazar Khaganate) and accusations of 

Zionism against the author of the book. (ARAS, F. 457. Op. 1., D. 674., L. 133), apparently, here in 

the authoritarian consciousness of critics the Stalinist ideological legacy of the “struggle against 

rootless cosmopolitanism” was activated, as well as the anti-Zionist propaganda that intensified after 
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the Arab-Israeli Six-Day War of 1967. 

In the second half of the 60s and early 70s of the twentieth century, conservative-conservative 

relapses intensified in the practice of Soviet ideology. The thickening substance of authoritarian 

unanimity more and more confidently dissolved in itself the watercolor mirages of creative hopes 

guessed by the 60s generation in the sky of Gagarin's heights and reflected in the puddles of the 

Khrushchev’s thaw. Crypto-Stalinism was cautiously returning to life. 

The authoritarian consciousness, cultivated over decades of totalitarian selection based on the 

principle of “we” and “not we,” manifested itself in ideological discussions around the book “Az i 

Ya”. This is evidenced not only by the critical reviews of scientists whose irritation with thought and 

the need for a reasoned dialogue was caused by the book, but also by numerous angry letters to the 

editors and personally to the author, as well as publications in newspapers and magazines, branding 

the poet “with a sense of deep satisfaction”. 

In an open letter to D. A. Kunayev and the Members of the Bureau of the Central Committee 

of the Communist Party of Kazakhstan on June 17, 1976, Olzhas Suleimenov cites the following 

facts: 

“…Some liken me in print to “cattle allowed into Russian antiquities,” others accuse me in 

unprintable words of having “sold myself to the Russians for Komsomol prizes” … 

…I am writing these words with the full awareness that over time they will be perceived as a 

human document of uncommon significance...” (Suleimenov, 1990: 589). 

In a document dated July 22, 1976, sent to the Central Committee of the CPSU signed by 

Deputy Head of the Propaganda Department of the Central Committee of the CPSU G. Smirnov, 

Head of the Department of Science and Educational Institutions of the Central Committee of the 

CPSU S. Trapeznikov and Head of the Department of Culture of the Central Committee of the CPSU 

V. Shauro, among other things, Suleimenov was accused by of the fact that he “views the history of

the relations of the Turkic tribes with other peoples one-sidedly, from an extremely objectivist

position” (RSAMH f.5. op.68. d.420. l.27). Perhaps, the poet's “subjectivist” positions were meant

here, but even in such a word form, accidentally coming from the socialist realist pen of an ideological

clerk, this accusation looks extremely characteristic.

The condemnation of the book continued not only in scientific and ideological journalism, but 

also in fiction. For example, in the novel by the writer and soil scientist Vasily Belov “Everything is 

Ahead”. (Belov, 1993). 

At the same time, despite such a powerful ideological campaign, some critics still recognized 

the author's right to be right. Even the Note to the State Publishing House states that some of the 

author's positions seem justified. In particular, about the “insufficient study of the cultural history of 

the Turkic-speaking peoples, the Tengrism Turks, Kipchaks, and Khazars” and their role “in 

counteracting the aggression of the Arabs, and later the Tatar-Mongols, in the regions of Eastern 

Europe” (RSAMH f.5. op.48. d.420. l.2). The validity of the author’s assessment of the nature of 

“feudal strife in Russia in the 11th–13th centuries, when the place of this or that prince, as well as the 

Polovtsians participating in this strife, was determined not by the confrontation between Russia and 

the “steppe”, but by the criteria of internecine struggle” (RSAMH, F. 5., Op., 48. D., 420. L., 3). 

The poet was supported by K. Simonov, E. Mezhelaitis, R. Rozhdestvensky, and many writers 

from Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Lithuania, Estonia, and other republics. The assessment of the First 

Secretary of the Azerbaijan SSR, Heydar Aliyev, voiced at a meeting of Soviet writers with the 

leadership of Azerbaijan is widely known: “Olzhas is needed not only by the Kazakhs, but also by all 

the Turks!” (Snegirev, 2020). 

The KGB leaders also took part in the discussion (not publicly). According to the memoirs of 

Olzhas Omarovich, after the end of one of the writers' plenary sessions in 1976, a stranger in civilian 

clothes approached him and asked him to go “to Philipp Denisovich”. This is how Olzhas Suleimenov 

met the head of the Fifth “ideological” department, and then deputy chairman of the KGB, Philipp 

Bobkov, who said in a conversation that he and his employees “carefully studied the book and did 

not find anything bad in it. It may contain some controversial or erroneous judgments, but they are 

beyond our competence. This is a matter for science”. (Snegirev, 2020: 179). 
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The book was not reprinted until 1990. With the fee received for the second edition of 

“Az i Ya” in a print run of 200 thousand copies, Olzhas Suleimenov bought and donated 8 one-room 

apartments to students – participants in the December 1986 events, returning from prison 

(Suleimenov, 2023: 118). 

Over time, some provisions of the book gradually entered the academic narrative, enriching not 

only “syllabics”, but also other humanities disciplines “prudently forgetting about their origins”. And 

the Nostratic theory of historical linguistics, now recognized by most linguists, came to the conclusion 

that the Turkic and Indo-European “language branches” originated from a single “tree” 

(Preobrazhensky, 2018). 

Conclusion 

Thus, the discussion and condemnation of the book “Az i Ya” gave rise to one of the most vivid 

and interesting ideological discussions around historical knowledge, during which not only scientific 

problems were solved, but also the fates of people and the possible future of the ideological situation 

in the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic. 

The book became a multi-level decoding of the “dark places” of “The Word about Igor's 

Regiment”, then - the origin of the word and sign as a multicultural logos, and at the discussion stage 

- a reflection of the ideological contradictions of the era.

Despite the absurdity of the accusations brought against the author in 1975–1976, analyzed by 

us in the article, such a reaction of the ideological system was highly characteristic and was a mirror 

image of the radical epistemological break produced in the book. The author’s strategy – a way 

out of binary oppositions and ideological routes on the path of producing new, alternative 

knowledge – can be called one of the few successful attempts to gain historical subjectivity and 

overcome cultural hierarchies without falling into the abyss of glorification and victimization. 

The importance of understanding the ideological legacy of that intellectual tradition, embodied 

in the works of several prominent figures, the most significant of whom was and remains Olzhas 

Suleimenov, lies in the fact that modern attempts to borrow and develop a decolonial and postcolonial 

agenda in Kazakhstani humanities, which have intensified over the past 10 years, appear 

unproductive, since they are borrowed through external reception – as an intellectual fashion, 

superimposed on cultural traumas and previous archetypes of mass consciousness, instead of studying 

and perceiving the intellectual experience of past decades and ideological discussions, the arguments, 

logic and paradoxes of which are repeated in new post-Soviet generations of a future that has not yet 

arrived. 
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