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This paper examines the production of ethnographic knowledge on Qazaq food culture by the Ethnography Department of the
Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences during its operational years. It adopts a comprehensive approach by juxtaposing fieldnotes
and other materials gathered during more than ten expeditionary fieldworks across various regions of Qazagstan with over
twenty Soviet-period scholarly publications that resulted from these ethnographic expeditions. By combining content analysis
and discourse analysis, this study aims to unravel the processes and methodologies that shaped the production of ethnographic
knowledge about Qazaq food culture, focusing specifically on a traditional dish. This study asserts that the representation
of a significant dish in Qazaq tradition, known as “et” among the Qazag-speaking population, varied across publications of
the Ethnography Department written in Russian during the initial period of its existence. These inconsistencies resulted from
an interplay of factors, including the authors’ proficiency in the Qazaq language, their ethnic or cultural backgrounds, and
the influence of the institutions where they were trained. Furthermore, this paper examines the reasons for the widespread
link between “beshbarmak” and Qazaq culture during the Soviet period. It argues that “beshbarmak” frequently appeared in
propaganda works as a Qazaq national dish, purportedly favored by Soviet citizens of various ethnic backgrounds. This alignment
with the broader ideology of socialist internationalization significantly contributed to the dissemination of “beshbarmak” in
both official and popular discourse as a symbol of Qazaq national cuisine.
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Ka3sak KCP-geri asTHOrpadpuansbiK 6inim eHaipy ypaici »KoHe
M34EeHU penpeseHTaums

onua bonamxaH
PhD candidate, roinbimu Kbiamemexep, LLIOKGH YanuxaHos amelHOGFbI
Tapux #aHe 3mHos102UA UHCMumymel, Aamamesl, KazakcmaH

Makanaga Kasak KCP fbiaibim akageMuacbIHbIH ITHOrpadusa 6enimiHiH, Kasak xasKblHbIH TaMaKTaHy MaAeHMUETIHE KaTbICTbl
6inim eHAjipy ypaici KapacTbipbinagbl. byn 3epTTey ataynbl ITHOrpadua BenimiHiH, apTypAai almaKTapaa sKyprisreH enapa-
JIbIK 3KCNeAUUMANAP HITUMKECIHAE KUHAKTaNFaH Kasbanapabl OCbl IKCNeAULMANAP HITUMKECIHAE »Ka3blFaH COBETTIK ¥Ka-
pUANaHbIMAAP Ma3MyHbIMEH CasbICTblPa OTbIPbIN TaNAANTbIH KeLleHAjl Tacinaj KongaHaapbl. KOHTEHT aHanu3 XKaHe AUCKypC
aHanu3 aaicTepiH e3apa yinecTipe oTbipbin By 3epTTey «KasaKTblH, ASCTYPINi TaFaMbI» HETI3iHAE KaMbl Ka3aK XaJKbIHbIH,
TaMaKTaHy MajeHuWeTi Typasibl aTHorpaduanbik 6inimai Kanbintacy yaepictepiH KapacTbipyabl makcaT eTeai. Makanaga Ka-
3aKM TaHbIMAA OPHbI epeKLUe Aern KepCceTiireH ASCTypAi TaFam penpeseHTaLuACbIHA epeKLue KeHin beniHeai. OHpa bacTa-
NKbl *Kblngapbl ITHorpadua Genimi KbIBMETKep/IepPiHiH, OpbIC TiNIHAE Ka3blNfaH KapuanaHbIMAAPbIHAA Ka3aK Tinginep
apacblHAa «eT» peTiHae 6enrini 6onfaH Kasak, xanKblHbIH, A43CTYP/i TaFaMblHbIH, TYp/i aTaynapmeH 6epinreHairi antobliaabl.
Byn caiikecci3giktep bipHelle KeleHA GaKkTopnapAapbiH, 63apa dPEKeTTecTiri HaTUKeCiHAe OpbliH anapl Aen AdnengeHes;.
MaceneH aBTOpAapAbIH, Kasak TiliH MeHrepy AeHreni, onapaplH, STHUKabIK Hemece mMageHu 6enrici saHe 6inim anfaH
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OpbIHAAPbIHBIH, ONAPAbIH, KaCibn Ke3KapacbiHa biknanbl. COHbIMEH KaTap, MaKana CoBeTTiK Ke3eHae «belwbapmak» aTaybl-
HbIH, Ka3aKTbIH MaAeHMeTIMeH BaiinaHbICTbipa KapacTbipy YPAICIHIH 0A4aKTbIK AeHreinae KeHiHeH Tapanybl cebebiH KapacTbl-
paabl. OHAa «belwbapmaky COBETTIK HacKXaT KapuanaHbIMAAPbIHAA «IPTYP/i STHUKA/NIK TON OKiNAEePIHEH WbIKKAH KenTe-
reH COBETTIK a3amaTTapAblH, CYMin XenTiH KasaKTblH YATTbIK TaFaMbl» PeTiHAe Wi KepceTinreHairi aTbinagpl. Ocbinanwa,
«belwbapmaKk» oAaKTbIK AeHreiaeri CoLManUCTIK MHTEPHALMOHANM3M UAENOTUACHI HbICaHbIHA aliHANbIN, KeH, TapanfaH
pecmu AMCKYpCTa KasaKTapAblH A3CTYpAi AaCTapXaHbIHbIH, CUMBO/IbI PETIHAE Tapasibin KETKEH.

Cinteme 3Kacay ywiH: bonatxaH 9. Kasak KCP-geri sTHorpaduanbik 6inim eHAIpY YPAICi KaHE M3AEHWU penpeseH-
Taums. Qazaq Historical Review. 2024. T. 2. Ne 2. 104-133-66. (afbinwbiHwa). DOI: https://doi.org/10.69567/3007-
0236.2024.2.104.133

dTHorpaduueckoe 3HaHue B Kaszaxckou CCP n KynbtypHan
penpe3eHTayuAa

Anusa bonamxaH
PhD candidate, Hay4HbIl compydHUK, MHCmumym ucmopuu u 3mHoso2uu
umeHu YokaHa BanuxaHosa, Aamamel, KazaxcmaH

B paHHOI cTaTbe paccMaTpuMBaeTcA MPOU3BOACTBO ITHOrPAdUUECKMX 3HAHUW O Ky/IbType MUTAaHWA Ka3axoB, OCYLLEeCTBAA-
emoe OTaenom aTHorpadum Akagemun Hayk Kasaxckoii CCP B roapl ero feAtenbHoOCTU. B uccnenosBaHum ncnonb3yetcs
KOMIM/IEKCHbIN NMOAXO0ZA, KOTOPbIA COMOCTaBAAET MaTepmasibl IKCNeAUUMOHHbIX NOMEBbIX PaboT, NPOBEAEHHbIX B Pa3nny-
HbIX pernoHax KasaxctaHa, ¢ Hay4HbIMW NyBANKALMAMM, NOABUBLUMMMWCA B pe3ynbTaTe 3TUX aKcneanunii. O6beanHAN KOH-
TEHT-aHaNn3 U AUCKYpPC-aHaNU3, UCCNefoBaHME CTPEMUTCA PACKPbITb NPOLECChl U METOA0/OTUN, NOBAUABLUME HA NPOU3-
BOACTBO 3THOrPadUYECKMX 3HAHMI O KyNbType MUTAHUA Ka3axoB, C aKLEHTOM Ha KOHKPETHOEe TpaguuMoHHoe 6aiopo. B
CTaTbe OCHOBHOE BHUMaHWe yAenseTca penpeseHTaumMm 3HaYMmoro 611043 Ka3saxcKo Tpaauumum B aTHOrpaduyeckux mc-
cneposaHusax Kasaxckon CCP. YTBep»AaeTcs, 4To B PYCCKOA3bIYHbIX MyBAMKALMAX OTAena sTHorpadumm paHHero nepuoaga
HabnofaloTCcs HECOOTBETCTBUA B HazBaHUM TPAAULIMOHHOMO Kasaxckoro 61043, M3BECTHOTO B Ka3ax0A3blYHOW cpeae Kak
«eT». ABTOp CTaTbW YTBEPIKAAET, YTO 3T HECOOTBETCTBUA BO3HUKAW B pe3y/ibTaTe B3aMMOAENCTBUA PasInyHbIX GaKTopoB.,
TaKMX KaK BNajeHne aBTOPaMM Ka3axCKMM A3bIKOM, UX STHUYECKOE WM KYAbTYpHOE MPOUCXOXKAEHMWE, a TaKKe BAnAHue
YUpEKAEHUN, rae OHU NPOXoAnaM NpodeccroHanbHy NOATOTOBKY. B 3aKtoueHue CTaTbs paccmaTpyBaeT NpUYMHY pac-
NpoCTpaHeHua TepmuHa «belwbapmak» Ha ypoBHe Bcero Coto3a Kak Ha3BaHWUA TPAAMLIMOHHOTO Kasaxckoro 6atoaa. B Hel
yTBepKAaeTcs, uto «bewwbapmak» 4acTo yNnoMMHaCA B MPONaraHAMCTCKUX MaTepuaiax B KauecTBe Ka3axCKoro HauyoHa  b-
Horo 6511043, NonbuBLIEerocs MHOTMM NpeacTaBuTeNsM Apyrux Hapogos Cosetckoro Cotosa. Takoe cooTtsetcTBue bonee
LUIMPOKOM UAEONOTMM COLMANTUCTUYECKON MHTEPHALLMOHAIN3ALMMN 3HAYUTEIbHO CNOCOBCTBOBA/IO PACMPOCTPAHEHMIO C/I0BA
«Bbewbapmak» Kak B 0pMLMaNbHOM, TaK U B NONYNAPHOM AMCKYPCE KaK CUMBOJIA Ka3axCKOM HaLLMOHaNbHOM KyXHMU.

Ana uutuposaHuA: bonatxaH A. dTHorpaduyeckoe 3HaHue B Kasaxckoit CCP w KynbTypHaa penpeseHTauusa. Qazaq
Historical Review, 2024, T. 2. Ne 2, 104-133 (Ha aHra. s13.). DOI: https://doi.org/10.69567/3007-0236.2024.2.104.133

Introduction

Inasubchapteronfood cultureinthe collective book Kazaxu (the Qazags), part of the ethnographic
series Narody i Kultury by the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology of the Russian Academy of
Sciences, which claims to be a prominent historical-ethnographic publication of the post-Soviet
space on the Qazags, it is stated:

The traditional meat-based dish of the Qazags, which is still served on all special occasions,
is “et.” Among the Russian population of Qazagstan,® it is called Beshbarmak, and in
restaurants or cafes, it is referred to as “myaso po kazahski” (meat cooked in the Qazaq style)
[Ahmetova 2021: 378].

This subchapter does not further elaborate on why or how it happened that representatives of
other cultures customarily refer to the traditional dish of the Qazaqgs by a completely different
designation, while Qazags themselves use the word “et.” More importantly, such an approach
to describing the traditional dish of the Qazags is generally accepted among academic works of
the Soviet and post-Soviet periods on the historical and ethnographic aspects of the traditional

1 In our opinion, it would be correct to use ‘Russian-speaking population of Qazagstan’ instead of ‘Russian population of
Qazagstan.’
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food culture of the Qazaq people written in Russian. Conversely, in Qazaqg-language academic
publications on this subject, the word “et” is consistently used to designate the traditional dish
of the Qazags, with brief mentions that the practice of serving this dish has been erroneously
identified by others, particularly by Russians during the colonial period, as “besbarmak” or
“beshbarmak” [Qatran 2002: 43; Sandibaeva 2003: 5].

This colonial attitude persisted into the Soviet era. Soviet Russian-language printed media
often published materials portraying the term “beshbarmak” with negative connotations, while
simultaneously using it to refer to the traditional Qazaq dish. As pointed out by some scholarly
works of that period, this can be seen as a reflection of a conflict between two elements in public
culture — Russian and Qazaq, or perhaps more accurately, metropolitan and provincial [Dunn
and Dunn 1967: 181]. Some prominent figures in Soviet Qazaq literature sought to articulate the
irony of this situation. For instance, Mukhtar Auezov, known for his historical novel “Abai Joly,”
reflects this perception in his Qazag-language novel “Osken Orken” (Bcken ©pkeH). It describes
a situation during a dining event, spanning three pages, where the main character, Nil Karpov,
the first secretary of a regional party committee, criticizes the use of the expression rooted in
“beshbarmak”:

It turns out that some, if they want to denounce someone or criticize at meetings, they say “this
person is beshbarmachnichaet (6ewbapmayHu4aem).” Newspapers also use this expression
in similar contexts. Besbarmak (6ecb6apmak) is the national dish of the Qazags. This is an
inappropriate indictment of popular taste. If you denigrate the name of the national dish of other
peoples in this way, by saying “plovnichaet” (nnoesHu4yaem), “shashlychnichaet” (wawsneiyHu4a-
em), or “galushnichaet” (zanywHu4yaem), would it be correct? No, of course that’s not right! This
is not vodka that spoils a person [Auezov 1962: 93].

Inthis context, “beshbarmachnichaet” refersto actions thatappear to contradict publicly accepted
norms, specifically those that are officially sanctioned. This term can thus be used to explain the
ongoing negative reaction in the modern Qazaqg-language information space regarding the use of
“beshbarmak.” Over the past decade, there have been continuous discussions in the media and
different online platforms, where some representatives of the Qazaqg-speaking population have
raised the issue of using “beshbarmak” as an interchangeable designation for the traditional dish
of the Qazags “et.” Their main argument is that there is no such word or combination of words
as “besh” or “besh-barmak” in the Qazaq language that means “five fingers”.? They further argue
that “beshbarmak” was a term given by outsiders, similar to the use of “Kirghiz” to refer to Qazaqgs
in Russian language during the colonial period,® and that the use of such a word is offensive.*

2|In Qazaq, “five” is “bes” (6ec), and “fingers” would be “sawsaqtar” (caycakrap). “Barmaktar’ actually translates to ‘toes.
Therefore, if referring to a dish eaten with hands by employing five fingers, ‘Bes sawsaq’ or ‘bes sawsaqtar’ would be
more accurate in the Qazaq language.

3 The Russian colonial period saw considerable confusion of ethnic names. To avoid confusion with the empire’s existing
Cossack group names, largely for administrative convenience, the Qazaqgs were referred to as Kirghiz-Kaisaks, Kirghiz-
Kazakhs, or more commonly as Kirghiz (no later than the beginning of the 18" century). In turn, the true Kirghiz (Kyrgyz,
Kunprus /koiproi3) were called “Kara-Kirghiz” by the Russians after their discovery. Although the self-designation of the
Qazaq people, “Kasak” (in Russian “ka3ak”), was preserved in the Qazaq language, from the mid—1920s, in the Russian
language the Qazaqgs began referring to as “kasax” (kazakh).

4 There are numerous media publications covering this topic. One can check the following: Beysenov, E. 2011. Ey, bey-
gam el, namisifidi gamsila! In: Abai.kz, July 4. URL: https://abai.kz/post/9345; Bugarqizi, H. 2012. Besbarmaq show —
ulthii ul tamagi mazaqga aynalmawi tiis. In: Ayqin, July 19 (no.132), 19; Isaeva, B. 2012. Besbarmak gazaqtifi sézi emes.
In: Ana tili, July 19-25 (no. 29). URL: https://anatili.kazgazeta.kz/news/9964; Ergali, S. 2012. Besbarmak — emes Asata!
In: Ult times, September 27 (N220), 11; Nurgabil, Q. 2014. Ulthq tagamdi qgalay ataymiz? In: Shymkent Kelbeti, August
7. URL: https://www.shymkala.kz/index.php/culture/item/806-ulttyg-tagamdy-qalai-ataimyz; Larina, K. 2017. Til-
imizge jat ‘Besbarmaq’. In: InBusiness, February 2. URL: https://inbusiness.kz/kz/news/tilimizge-zhat-%C2%ABbes-
barmak%C2%BB; “Pisatel Markhabat Baygut schitayet, chto slovo ‘beshbarmak’ pozorit natsionalnoye blyudo” 2017.
In: Otyrar, January 6. URL: https://otyrar.kz/2017/01/pisatel-marxabat-bajgut-schitaet-chto-slovo-beshbarmak-po-
zorit-nacionalnoe-blyudo/; “Aktyubinskiye uchenyye poschitali slovo ‘beshbarmak’ unizitelnym”. 2017. In: Diapazon,
January 10. URL: https://diapazon.kz/news/70652-aktyubinskie-uchenye-poschitali-slovo-beshbarmak-unizitelnym;
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In contrast, the Russian-speaking population of the post-Soviet area, including Qazaqgstan, appears
to be accustomed to referring to the traditional Qazaq dish as “beshbarmak.” When confronted
with the argument that the use of this term is incorrect from a Qazaq language-based cultural
perspective, most people are often confused and prefer to ignore this information. Furthermore,
this tendency can be observed in some academic studies addressing the issue. For example, in a
study on Russian-language Qazaq literature by Raykhan Tuksaitova, the author argues against the
opinion voiced by another scholar, Ernar Orazbekov, who states that the word “beshbarmak” did
not exist in the Qazaq language and its appearance should be considered in the context of the
colonial past as a vulgarized name for a dish that is called “et” [Orazbekov 1990: 59]. However,
Tuksaitova’s counter is limited to asserting that, in Russian-language works by Qazaq writers of the
Soviet period, the use of “beshbarmak” emphasized the favorable attitude of Russian individuals
toward this Qazaq dish and that this word is more familiar to Russian speakers [Tuksaitova 2007:
184-185]. Additionally, some representatives of Russian-language Qazagstani media argue that
the practice of calling the traditional Qazaq dish “beshbarmak” is historical, citing examples from
historical records of the colonial period written in Russian and by representatives of the Russian
Empire.®

At this juncture, it is crucial to acknowledge that such discussions can be interminable, given the
numerous instances of the presence or absence of “beshbarmak” in the literature of the Soviet
period and colonial-era ethnographic sources. The issue is not about denying the presence of
“beshbarmak” in Russian-language sources from the colonial period, nor its presence in Soviet-
era ethnographic publications. Neither is it about the fact that, during the Soviet period, it was
common practice among representatives of Qazaq literature, translated into or written in the
Russian language, to designate the traditional dish of the Qazags as “besbarmak / beshbarmak”
(6ecbapmak / bewbapmak).® Rather, the question should be why “beshbarmak” (6elwbapmak)
began to be used as an alternative name for the traditional dish of the Qazaqgs “et” in the Russian
language, despite public acknowledgment of the negative context associated with it, such
“beshbarmachnichaet,” understood by both the Russian and Qazaqg-speaking populations of the
Qazaq SSR and the USSR.

Consequently, this discrepancy raises the question of why confusion persists around the term
“beshbarmak,” which has now become the reason for ongoing controversies over its use as an
interchangeable designation for “et” in Qazagstan. On one hand, it offends the Qazag-speaking
population by triggering memories of the colonial past [Enciklopediya 2011: 483; Enciklopediya
2017: 646]. On the other hand, it evokes completely different reactions among Russian-speaking
Qazagstanis, who profoundly believe that the Qazaq traditional dish is called “beshbarmak” and

Abisqizi, S. 2018. Begbarmaq sézi hdm Goloscekinnifi sayqimazagi. In: Egemen Qazagstan, February 9, 6; Maleyeva,
A. 2021. Slova «beshbarmak» ne bylo na kazakhskom yazyke. In: Altyn-orda, July 10. URL: https://altyn-orda.kz/ajger-
im-maleeva-slova-beshbarmak-ne-bylo-v-kazahskom-yazyke/; Naukhanov, D. 2021. Dlya kazakhov slovo ‘beshbarmak’
chuzhoye — obzor kaz SMI. In: 365Info, July 13. URL: https://365info.kz/2021/07/dlya-kazahov-slovo-beshbarmak-chu-
zhoe-obzor-kazsmi; Twlesh, E. 2022. Beshbarmag, besbarmagq, Et. Qazagtifi ulttig tagami qalay atalgan? In: Tengrinews,
January 27. URL: https://tengrinews.kz/story/beshbarmak-besbarmak-et-kazaktyin-ulttyik-tagamyi-kalay-460242/

> Mikhaylov, A. 2024. Beshbarmak: kogda on poyavilsya i pochemu nekotoryye schitayut yego ‘russkoy vydumkoy’. In:
Ratel Media, March 23. URL: https://ratel.kz/outlook/beshbarmak_kogda_on_pojavilsja_i_pochemu_nekotorye_
schitajut_ego_russkoj_vydumkoj

% For example, in Anuar Alimjanov’s novel “Makhambet’s Arrow,” which is considered a significant work of Russian-
language Qazaq prose from the Soviet period, the term “besbarmak” was used. In turn, the Qazaq translation of the
novel, this term was translated as ‘et” [Alimjanov, 1969: 88; Alimjanov, 1970: 99]. Both versions were published by the
Jazushy Publishing House, under the coordination of the Writers” Union of Qazaqstan. This indicates that in Russian-
language literature of the Qazaq SSR, including works by Qazaq authors, “besbarmak” was commonly used as the Russian
equivalent for “Et.” This usage explains why it became common in Russian-language works of Soviet writers to refer
to the traditional Qazaq dish as a five-finger dish “besbarmak” (6ec6apmak) or “beshbarmak” (6ew6apmak). This can
be observed in works by authors such as: [Leonov 1927: 14; Altshuller 1967: 263; Shuhov 1987: 93; Tyurin 1994: 297;
Nazarova 2009: 77; Solovyeva 2010: 103], among others.

107




108

QazaqHistoricalReview

ACADEMIC JOURNAL

2(2024) 2,91-224

actively promote it. As a result, the word “beshbarmak” has become widely recognized abroad
as one of the associations symbolizing Qazaqgstan alongside “steppe,” “Baikonur,” and “Almaty,”
etc. [Tokbulatova 2019: 122; Rogovskaya 2018: 148; Derendyayeva 2022: 105; Yakushina 2007:
61; Abildinova 2011: 143].

Therefore, this study aims to examine how the understanding of food culture of the Qazaqgs have
been developed by ethnographers of the Academy of Sciences of the Qazaq SSR. This approach
is crucial because much of the information disseminated to the public originated from academia,
and the institutionalization of ethnographic knowledge on the Qazaqgs began during the Soviet
period.

The chronological frame of this study spans from the mid—1940s to the 1980s. This period
marks the formation of academic knowledge on the ethnography of the Qazags, highlighting
that significant scholarly work based on the systematic study of the Qazags and their culture
began to take shape due to the activities of the ethnography sector of the Academy of Sciences
of the Qazaq SSR. The works produced during this time are considered fundamental and remain
primary references for studies on Qazaq culture to this day.

Sources

This study draws extensively from a combination of primary and secondary sources in Qazaq
and Russian. The primary sources include fieldnotes collected during expeditionary fieldworks
conducted by the Ethnography department of the Institute of History, Archaeology, and
Ethnography within the Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences, referred to as “etnograficheskiye
ekspeditsii” (ethnographic expeditions). These documents, housed in the archive of Gylym
Ordasy in Almaty, cover various regions of the republic and were gathered by ethnographers
from the mid-1940s to the 1970s.” Despite differing goals, a systematic approach to data
collection was ensured under a single program approved by the Academic Council of the
Institute. Collection methods included interviews, observations, and the acquisition of artefacts
reflecting Qazaq traditional households. This collection offers invaluable firsthand information
on food production, consumption patterns, rituals, and social dynamics during the transition
from traditional to Soviet culture.

Additionally, the primary sources include historical documents from the 18" to the early 20™
centuries related to the history of food and foodways of the Qazags. These documents are
sourced from the fonds of the National Library of Qazagstan, including the rare books collection,
and the holdings of the Russian State Library, which include collections of dissertation theses.
A thorough review of all available literature on food culture of Qazags was conducted, guided by
works on the historiography of ethnographic Qazaq studies from the colonial and Soviet periods,
as well as reference and bibliographic publications on the history of Qazagstan.®

7 Reports from ethnographic fieldworks to different regions of the Qazaq SSR provide comprehensive descriptions of local
cuisine. Fieldworks to the Zaisan, Tarbagatai, and Agsuat raions of the East Qazaqgstan oblast in 1946, as well as to the
Semei oblast in 1955-1956, yield detailed insights into dishes, food preparation methods, and local culinary terminology.
Similarly, fieldworks to the southeastern part of the country, covering Kegen, Jambul, Enbekshi-Qazaq, and Taldy-qorgan
raions of the Almaty oblast, offer rich material for analysis. Reports from ethnographic fieldworks to the West Qazagstan
oblast in 1957 and the South Qazagstan in 1958, the Qaragandy oblast from 1959 to 1970, and Northern Qazagstan from
the Torgai and Qostanai fieldworks in 1963 and 1969, respectively, provide further insights into regional food cultures
[The archive of ‘Gylym Ordasy, holding (h.) 11, register (r.) 1, file (f.) 10, folio (fol.) 1, 5; Ibid., f. 10a, fol. 216; Ibid., f. 134,
fol. 2, 17; Ibid., f. 82a, fol. 211-217; Ibid., f. 106, fol. 8, 19; Ibid., f. 1064, fol. 11; Ibid., f. 158, fol. 1, 3, 25; Ibid., f. 307, fol.
7,8, 22; Ibid., f. 537, fol. 7, 8; H. 11, r. 3, f. 35, fol. 13, 14, 106, 113].

8 Masanov 1966; Zaharova 1956; Kereyeva-Kanafiyeva 1963; Titova 1970: 90-97; Kereyeva-Kanafieva 1980; Lunin 1975;
Jamankulova and Kasymova 1971: 340-366; Istoriya Kazakhstana: Bibliograficheskiy 1988: Kniga 1-2; Galiyev and
Savelyeva 1988: Kniga 1-2; Kniga Sovetskogo Kazakhstana 1962: 314—323; Kniga Sovetskogo Kazakhstana 1966: 402—-406;
Kniga Sovetskogo Kazakhstana 1970: 29-39; Kniga Sovetskogo Kazakhstana 1974: 303-308.
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Furthermore, oral history collections conducted by members of the center of ‘Aytilgan Tarih’
in various regions of Qazagstan in the 2010s, archived in the Central State Archive, offer
contemporary perspectives on Qazaq food culture.® The narratives provided by respondents
regarding food and national identity served as a framework for analyzing and understanding the
transformation of Qazagstani food culture and the discourse surrounding it.

The secondary sources include academic studies based on or utilizing materials from the
aforementioned fieldwork studies, such as dissertations and works published by the Academy of
Sciences of the Qazaq SSR on ethnography from the 1940s to the 1980s.2° As products of some
of the earliest fundamental research on the ethnography of the Qazags, these works form the
foundation of scholarly knowledge on the traditional culture of the Qazags, including its food
culture.

Additionally, it is important to highlight two other groups of secondary sources. The first group
consists of publications of a popular science and socio-political nature, written based on the
knowledge presented in the aforementioned academic publications. These works, aimed at the
general reader and covering various topics, often included information on the food culture of
the Qazags or related subjects and referenced these academic works. This category includes
publications by the Qazaq Soviet Socialist Republic (Qazaq SSR) publishing houses such as
Kazakhstan (KasaxctaH) and Kainar (KaiHap). These publishing houses were responsible for
producing a wide range of literature, including popular science and socio-political publications.
Their output included food industry guides and culinary books aimed at the general public
[Mamazhanov and Korotovsky 1977: 109-111]. Given the Soviet system’s centralized approach
to the book publishing industry, analyzing these publications allows us to understand the nature
of the disseminated knowledge of that period.

The second group includes post-Soviet academic works such as monographs, dissertations, and
research papers on the food culture and history of the Qazags, or those related to the topic.
These sources are essential references, as their analysis provides a comprehensive understanding
of the influence of Soviet-era research on post-Soviet studies.

Methodological approach

This study analyzes materials from ten expeditionary fieldworks conducted by the Ethnography
Department of the Academy of Sciences of the Qazag SSR between 1946 and 1970. These
fieldworks covered thirty-one raions in eleven oblasts within Qazagstan. By juxtaposing these
field notes with over twenty subsequent scholarly publications that resulted from these
fieldworks and became canonical in Soviet-era Qazaqg ethnographic literature, this study aims
to reveal discrepancies in the documentation and interpretation of the traditional Qazaq dish’s
name during the Soviet period.

An integrated approach, combining content analysis and discourse analysis, is employed. Content
analysis involves categorizing works containing information on Qazaq food culture, systematically
evaluating field notes, and identifying recurring themes. Discourse analysis examines the
nuances of language use and context, uncovering how the naming of the dish varied due to
scholars’ linguistic training and cultural backgrounds. By integrating these methods, the study
seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of how the terms “beshbarmak,” “besbarmak,”
“bishbarmak,” or “et” evolved in relation to the traditional Qazaq dish.

° These oral histories cover regions such as Taraz city, five raions of the Jambyl oblast in South Qazagstan, three raions of
the Jetisu and the Almaty oblasts in Southeast Qazagstan, and Qaraghandy city and one raion of the Qaraghandy oblast
in Central Qazagstan.

10 Scholarly books published by “Izdatelstvo Akademii Nauk Kazakhskoy SSR” that later defined as “Nauka” and papers
that appeared in “Soviet Etnographia,” “Kratkiye soobshcheniya instituta Etnografii Akademii nauk Soyuza SSR,” “Izvestiya
akademii nauk Kaz SSR,” “Vestnik akademii nauk KazSSR,” etc.
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The main body
The Ethnography Department of the Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences

The Ethnography Department, initially a sector before becoming a full department in the early
1950s,** was established in 1945 with the founding of the Institute of History, Archeology, and
Ethnography. This was based in the history sector of the Qazaq branch of the USSR Academy of
Sciences, which gained independent status as the Academy of Sciences of the Qazaq SSR in 1946
[Serikpa 2023: 161].

The early years of the Ethnography Department were characterized by a shortage of qualified
local ethnographers from the Qazags. Until the 1960s, only the Institute of Geology within the
Academy of Sciences of the Qazaq SSR had a program for training candidates and doctors of
sciences [Movshovich 1948: 333; Voilenko and Dudarev 1957: 310-319]. Consequently, the
initial cohort of scholars was predominantly comprised of individuals appointed from the central
institutions or trained at the Institute of Ethnography of the USSR Academy of Sciences. This
context accounts for the predominantly Russian-speaking composition of early ethnographers at
the Academy of Sciences of the Qazaq SSR. Furthermore, the development and improvement of
the personnel training system within the scientific institutions of the USSR were systematic and
purposeful, achieved through the coordinated efforts of central and republican party organs,
various Soviet structural bodies, and academic institutions [Yablokov 1990: 118, 182].

1946-1955. Years of Studying Kolkhozization

The first expeditionary fieldwork conducted by the Ethnographic Sector took place in the East
Qazagstan oblast, covering the Zaisan and Tarbagatai raions, in 1946 [Sabitov 1952: 89]. This
was unique as it was the only fieldwork carried out exclusively by Qazag-speaking researchers.
Subsequent fieldworks were conducted by mixed groups of Russian-speaking and Qazaqg-speaking
ethnographers, most of whom completed their academic training at the Institute of Ethnography
of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR, in Russian language. According to the report on this
expeditionary fieldwork by Nygmet Sabitov, the head of the Ethnography Sector, the main goal
was to study the Qazaq way of life and associated customs. Sabitov’s 10-page report, written in
Russian, notes in the food culture section:

Among the population of the areas under consideration, the daily diet is mainly dairy and meat-
based, similar to that of Qazags in other regions of Qazagstan. However, some differences in the
preparation of certain dishes can be observed.

As an example, Nygmet Sabitov mentioned the prevalence of the dish called gimai, made from
offal (either cow or horse) in this area. He also noted a similar dish called shyjuqg (wy»biK), common
in other regions, which is prepared from mutton offal. The report highlighted that, contrary to
customs in many other regions of the republic, broth is not served with meat in East Qazagstan.?

For those familiar with Qazaq culture, it is understood that when “broth is not served with meat”
is mentioned, it refers to the traditional Qazaq dish called “et.” In Qazaqg, the word “et” means
“meat” (e.g., “qoydyng eti” for mutton, “tauyqyng eti” for chicken, “shoshqanyn eti” for pork),
etc. The term also denotes the traditional dish “et,” and its interpretation depends on the context
(e.g., “Et zheimiz”). This dual meaning is not unique to the word “et”; for example, the word “as”
means “food” and also refers to a ceremonial gathering in Qazaq tradition “as.”*®

1 Henceforth, in the text, the Ethnography Sector (or Department) of the Institute of History, Archeology, and Ethnography
of the Academy of Sciences of the Qazaq SSR will be defined in short as ‘the ethnography sector;” after 1950s period ‘the
ethnography department’

22 Gylym Ordasy archive, h. 11, r. 1, f. 10, fol. 1, 2, 5-6.

3 As, the ceremony held significant importance in traditional Qazaq society as a gathering for honoring ancestors,
discussing political and social issues, and fostering community unity. A key aspect was the sharing of food, symbolizing
respect for the past and preserving cultural heritage. These rituals helped maintain a sense of identity and shared
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Fig. 1. Food names used by
Qazags of the Tarbagatai

and Zaisan raions of the East
Qazagstan oblast (Qazaq as
attari): 1 — Et (ET); 2 —Jent
(¥eHT); 3 — Nan (Han); 4 —
Irimshik (Ipimwik); 5 — Qyrt
(KypT); 6 — Ejigey (Exiret);

7 — Aq irimshik (AK ipimLwwik);
8 —Tary (Tapbl); 9 — Bidai koje
(Buaan kexe); 10 — Tary kdje
(Tapbl kexke); 11 — Kespe
koje (Kecne kexe);

12 — Quyrdaq (Kybipaak);

13 — Qymiz (Kbimbi3); 14 — Qatyq (KaTbik); 15 — Airan (AiipaH); 15 — Syt (CyT); 17 — Qaimaq (Kaimak);

18 — Quyrma bidai (Kybipma 6ungait); 19 — Talgan (TankaH); 20 — Qant (KaHt); 21 — Shai (LWai); 22 — Kilegei
(Kinereit); 23 — Balgaimaq (bayblpcak); 24 — Qyimaq (Kyiimak); 25 — Mai shelpek (Mait wennek); 26 — Sari mai
(Capbl mait); 27 — Ton mai (ToH, mait); 28 — Irkit (IpkiT); 29 — Suzbe (Cy36e); 30 — Bostirme (Bectipme); 31 — Qimai
(Kumait); 32 — Jaubyirek (¥ay6yiipek) (Gylym Ordasy archive, h. 11, . 1, f. 10a, fol. 216)

1-cyp. Weifbic KasaKkcTaH 06bichl TapbaraTai skaHe MaicaH ayaaHaapbl KasakTapblHblH ac atrapbl: 1 — ET; 2 — XeHT;
3 —HaH; 4 — Ipimwik; 5— KypT; 6 — Exirelt; 7 — AK ipimwik; 8 — Tapbl; 9 — bugai kexe; 10 — Tapbl KexKe;
11 — Kecne kexe; 12 — Kybipaak; 13 — Kbimbi3; 14 — KaTbik; 15 — AitpaH; 15 — CyT; 17 — Kaiimak; 18 — Kybipma 6u-
nan); 19 — Tankan; 20 — KaHt; 21 — Wai; 22 — Kinerein; 23 — baybipcak; 24 —Kyiimak; 25 — Mait wennek; 26 — Capbl
mait; 27 — ToH, mai; 28 — IpkiT; 29 — Cy36e; 30 — BecTipme; 31 — Kumait; 32 — ¥aybyitpek

Puc. 1. HaszBaHua nuwwm y Ka3axoB TapbaraTaiickoro u 3aicaHCKoOro panoHoB BocTouHo-KasaxcTtaHcKoi 061acTu (Kasak,
ac atrapbl): 1 — ET; 2 — ¥eHT; 3 — HaH; 4 — Upumwunk (Ipimwik); 5 — KypT (KypT); 6 — Exkureit (Exirenn); 7 — Ak
MpUMWKK (AK ipiMmwik); 8 — Tapbl; 9 — Buaait koxe (Bugait kexe); 10 — Tapbl Koxe (Tapbl Kexe); 11 — Kecne Koske
(Kecne kee); 12 — Kybipaak (Kybipaak); 13 — Kbimbi3 (KbiMbi3); 14 — KaTtbik (KaTbik); 15 — AitpaH; 15 — CyT (CyT);
17 — Kaimak (Kaimak); 18 — Kybipma 6uaaii (Kybipma 6uaait); 19 — Tankad (Tankad); 20 — KanT (KaHT); 21 — LWai
(LWai); 22 — Kunereit (Kinerei); 23 — baybipcak (baybipcak); 24 — Kyiimak (Kyiimak); 25 —Mait wennek; 26 — Capbl
mait; 27 — ToH mait (ToH, mait); 28 — UpkuT (IpkiT); 29 — Cy3be (Cy3be); 30 — boctupme (BecTipme); 31 — Kumait
(Kumait); 32 — Xaybyipek (Maybyipek)
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Returning to the 1946 East Qazagstan fieldwork, it is assumed that Nygmet Sabitov, who did
not personally participate in it, wrote the report in Russian for wider accessibility. In turn, this
expeditionary fieldwork participants, Mahmud Oraluly and Dusen Rahmetov, researchers from
the Academy of Sciences of the Qazaq SSR, documented their observations in 448 pages of field
notes using tdte jozu, Qazaq written in Arabic script. These materials are invaluable as they
include detailed descriptions of various dishes, from ingredients and cooking instructions to
customs associated with them.? Additionally, they compiled a list of food names found in the
two raions, which includes “et” (see Fig. 1).

According to official reports of the Ethnography Sector, Mahmud Oraluly and Dusen Rahmetov
collected ethnographic materials from 10 kolkhozy (collective farms) in the Aqsuat raion of
Semey oblast in 1946, as well as from 35 kolkhozy in East Qazaqgstan. In 1948, they also visited
the Ayaguz and Chubartau raions of the same oblast [Sabitov 1948: 116; Sabitov 1950: 73].
Unfortunately, we were unable to find field notes from these expeditionary fieldworks. In 1947,
research fellows Ayap Nurkanov, Dusen Rahmetov, Fazyl Aronov, and Malik Kabirov participated
in a joint fieldwork project across four raions of Almaty oblast and two raions in the Taldyqorgan
oblast. This fieldwork was part of a comprehensive anthropological and ethnographic study
organized by the Ethnography Institute of the USSR Academy of Sciences in Qazaqgstan [Sabitov
1949: 67-68]. The collection of materials was conducted according to a specific ethnographic
study program. Ethnographers in Qazagstan were tasked with focusing on “spiritual culture,”
while ethnographers from Moscow and Leningrad, namely Elena Mahova, Irina Zaharova, and
Gregory Stratanovich, concentrated on material culture [Sabitov 1952: 90]. It is important to note
that Stratanovich collected materials on the Dungans, while Irina Zaharova focused on describing
the Uyghurs. As for the ethnographic materials on the Qazags, they were collected according to a
broad program with a significant emphasis on studying life in modern kolkhozy [Levin 1948: 136],
marking the beginning of research on the process of kolkhozization among the Qazags.

From 1949, the Ethnography Sector of the Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences was given a new course
of planning: to study the process of kolkhozization, which indicated the level of Sovietization
of Qazaq society during Stalin’s five-year plans [Sabitov 1949a: 211]. Hence, all expeditionary
fieldwork carried out from 1949 to 1955 revolved around this thematic plan. Participants were
tasked with collecting materials according to a special program for the ethnographic study of the
“Qazaq kolkhoznyi aul” (Qazaq collective farm auyl) compiled by the Institute of Ethnography of
the USSR Academy of Sciences. The program noted that phenomena of the past should occupy
a secondary place in the collected materials. Therefore, fieldwork participants were required
to observe the Sovietization factor, specifically how well the kolkhoz building process was
progressing. For instance, regarding food culture, ethnographers were instructed to consider
only how the food consumption culture had changed compared to the pre-revolutionary period.
In other words, they were to assess whether there was more plant-based food in the daily diet of
Qazaq kolkhozniki (collective farmers) compared to pre-Soviet life. Additionally, according to the
program’s instructions, field notes had to contain information on new dishes introduced into the
menu and the most common dishes among Qazaq kolkhozniki [Korbe 1949: 37, 38, 43].

values across generations. Politically, As ceremonies functioned as crucial forums for decision-making and conflict
resolution, addressing matters such as leadership selection and inter-clan disputes. The influence of ancestral spirits and
the importance of tradition ensured adherence to decisions made during these gatherings, promoting social cohesion
and stability. The hosting clan was responsible for maintaining order and respect during the event, upholding a strong
reputation within the community, and ensuring adherence to established norms and protocols. However, the significance
of As ceremonies declined over time due to external influences such as Russian colonization and the spread of Islam.
Changes in political structures and the introduction of new religious beliefs altered Qazaq society’s dynamics, diminishing
the prominence of these ceremonies. Despite this decline, the cultural and historical legacy of As ceremonies continues
to resonate, reminding Qazaq society of traditional values and practices [Smagulov 2007: 154].

14 Gylym Ordasy archive, h. 11, r. 1, f. 10a, fol. 210-217, 237-282.
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|II

The first expeditionary fieldwork on the topic of “Qazaq kolkhoznyi aul” was organized in 1949,
in collaboration with the Ethnography Institute of the USSR Academy of Sciences. Institute
employees Fazyl Aronov and Dyusen Rahmetov, along with aspirant Gabit Valikhanov and
Moscow ethnographers Olga Korbe and Elena Mahova, collected information on collective farms
in two oblasts: Jambul and Almaty [Sabitov 1952: 90]. This fieldwork also included participation
from N.A. Homenko, a research fellow from the Central State Museum of the Qazaq SSR
[Levin 1950: 186]. Based on the results of this fieldwork, a report article was written by the head
of the Ethnography Sector, Nygmet Sabitov. In the section on food culture, it stated:

The increase in the well-being of kolkhozniki has also led to an improvement in the quality of
food. The diet has become more varied. In addition to traditional national dishes (beshbarmak,
qymyz, airan, etc.), Qazaq kolkhozniki now prepare dishes from vegetables, such as potatoes.
It is now uncommon to find a person in any Qazaq auyl who does not eat cucumbers and
tomatoes. Such a variety of consumed products indicates the cultural growth of kolkhoz masses
[Sabitov 1950a: 57].

As observed, the report article identifies “beshbarmak” as one of the national dishes of the
Qazags. However, it is important to note that the author of this publication, Nygmet Sabitov,
did not personally participate in this expeditionary fieldwork. Consequently, it is challenging to
ascertain the specific notes or reports from which he derived his information on food culture.
Nevertheless, it is evident that this excerpt served as a template for his subsequent report
articles. Thus, reports on the same fieldwork appear multiple times, often with different time
frames, such as for the past year or the past three years. This repetition led to the circulation of
identical sentences in several articles. For instance, in another article from 1952 titled Rabota po
izucheniyu kultury i byta kazakhskogo kolkhoznogo aula, which addresses fieldwork in the Shu
raion of the Jambyl oblast, the exact phrasing was reiterated [Sabitov 1952: 93]. Consequently,
the frequency of literature mentioning “beshbarmak” (6ew6apmak) increased due to the
repetition of similar reports.

In contrast, the article based on field materials collected by Olga Korbe and Elena Mahova
during the expeditionary fieldwork to the collective farms of Jambyl and Almaty oblasts does
not mention the names of dishes [Korbe 1950: 68]. However, in another publication following
the 1950 fieldwork in Semey and Taldyqorgan oblasts, they refer to the dish as “besbarmak”
(becbapmak), rather than “beshbarmak” (6ewbapmak) as mentioned by Nygmet Sabitov. In their
description of the food culture of Qazaq kolkhozniki in the Abai raion of Semey oblast, it is stated:

The favorite dish is besbarmak (boiled mutton), which, unlike in areas with developed grain
farming, is prepared only from meat, without dough. Besbarmak is made on holidays, during
family celebrations, or when special guests are invited. People also cook quyrdaq, made from
meat, or most often from liver, by frying small pieces in mutton fat or butter [Korbe and Mahova
1952: 38-39, 51].

This passage clearly distinguishes between “besbarmak” (6ecbapmak) and “quyrdaq” (Kyblp-
Aak), indicating that they are two separate dishes, not synonyms, as some colonial-era authors
previously suggested [Meyyer 1865: 249; Krasovskii 1868: 39; Kostenko 1870: 40; P. 1878: 63].
Furthermore, the accurate use of the term “quyrdaq” (kybipaak, derived from the word “Kybipy”
meaning “to fry”) demonstrates Korbe and Mahova’s linguistically more accurate approach to
the study of Qazaq food culture, contrasting with Nygmet Sabitov and his colleagues from the
Ethnography Sector of the Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences. For instance, in the ethnography
volume “Trudy instituta istorii, arkheologii i etnografii,” Veniamin Vostrov and Irina Zaharova
used the spelling “kaybipaak” (qaurdaq) to describe a dish prepared by frying small pieces of
meat [Vostrov 1956: 31; Zaharova 1956a: 179], which is considered an incorrect spelling in the
Qazaq language. If the scholars from the Ethnography Sector had a proper understanding of
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the Qazaq language and food culture, they would have regarded such typographical errors as
unacceptable.

Further evidence of confusion among these ethnographers regarding the names of Qazaq dishes
can be seen in their other works. For example, in his dissertation based on materials from Janibek
raion of West Qazagstan oblast, Veniamin Vostrov inconsistently referred to the traditional Qazaq
dish as “bishbarmak” (6uw6apmak) and “besbarmak” (6ecbapmak). In the subsection on food
culture, he inconsistently described the same dish:

Of the festive and favorite dishes of the Qazags, the first place still belongs to “bishbarmak”
(6uwbapmak), the method of preparation of which has essentially remained the same. Respected
guests are always treated to “bishbarmak” (6uwbapmak).

A few pages later, in a section on hospitality practices among Qazaq collective farmers of the
region, he wrote:

While “bishbarmak” (6uwbapmak) is being cooked, people drink tea, alternating with wine or
vodka. After drinking tea, the guests entertain themselves by playing cards, playing the dombra,
and singing. When “besbarmak” (6ecbapmak) is ready, the hostess serves it in a wooden or
enamel plate (tabaq). The host takes the sheep’s head lying on top, places it on a plate, and
serves it to the most respected guest [Vostrov 1953: 192, 195].

Returning to the expeditionary fieldworks by the Qazaq Academy of Sciences, in 1951 a group of
ethnographers, including Irina Zaharova, Fazyl Aronov, Rukiya Hodjaeva, and painter I.Musayey,
collected data on the culture and life of Qazaq kolkhozniki in the Jambul raion of Almaty oblast.
The fieldwork participants divided the tasks among themselves, with Irina Zaharova® specifically
focusing on observations of food culture. In these fieldnotes, spanning 312 pages, six pages
were dedicated to the food culture of Qazaq kolkhozniki, where “beshbarmak” (6ew6apmak)
was highlighted as the most common dish. The notes describe its preparation in jailau (summer
pasture) conditions:

A qgazan (cookware) filled with water is placed in a ground oven. A piece of meat is added to
the water and boiled for a long time, simmering until soft. Meanwhile, lapsha (noodles) made
from unleavened dough are prepared by flattening the dough with a rolling pin and cutting it
into large pieces. Once the meat is ready, it is removed, and the noodles are added to the broth.
The noodles are then taken out with a kepser and placed on a plate (usually a flat, enameled, or
aluminum plate). The meat is cut into pieces and added to the noodles, and everyone eats with
their hands. During or after the meal, shurpa (wypna) is served in small bowls.*®

However, it is important to note several errors in this description: Irina Zaharova uses “shurpa”
(wypna), whereas in Qazaq, the correct word is “sorpa” (copna). Additionally, what she refers to
as “lapsha” (noodles) is typically called “jaima” or “kamyr” in Qazaqg. These inaccuracies suggest
that her fieldnotes were influenced by a lack of proficiency in the Qazaq language. Nonetheless,
in another publication on the material culture of Qazaq collective farmers, based on the same
fieldwork “beshbarmak” (6ew6bapmak) was corrected to “besbarmak” (6ec6apmak). She nearly
repeats verbatim the description of preparing “beshbarmak” (6ew6apmak) on the jailau in
Jambul Raion, this time using more correct spelling in Qazaq, “besbarmak”:

It is typical for Qazags to prepare “besbarmak” with the addition of noodles. In the past, this
dish was made with only meat. The meat is boiled in salted water in a qazan until tender, then
removed. Noodles, usually cut into diamond or square shapes, are added to the broth. The
cooked noodles are laid out on a flat dish using an iron skimmer (kepser), and pieces of meat are
placed on top before serving [Zaharova 1956a: 178].

1> Notably, the following year, Zaharova defended her dissertation on the material culture of the USSR Uyghurs [Zaharova
1952: 356].
16 Gylym Ordasy archive, h. 11, r. 1, f. 82a, fol. 211, 216.
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Based on these observations, it can be inferred that in the early years of the Ethnography Sector,
some Russian-speaking ethnographers of the Academy of Sciences of the Qazaq SSR occasionally
used the term “beshbarmak” (6ew6apmak) when describing a traditional Qazaq dish. However,
it should be noted that these were isolated instances of misspelling, as the same authors later
consistently used what was accepted at the time as the correct spelling, “besbarmak” (6ec6ap-
Mmak), in subsequent publications, especially when describing the traditional practice of serving
the sheep’s head. This shift likely reflects an understanding that the term “beshbarmak” does not
exist in the Qazaq language (“five” is “bes” — 6ec, not “besh” — 6eLw).

This explanation can account for the presence of “beshbarmak” (6ew6apmak) in the
aforementioned Nygmet Sabitov’s report article, as well as in the reports on the results of the
expeditionary fieldwork conducted by the Ethnography Sector in the Merke raion of Jambyl
oblast in 1952 [Sabitov 1953: 198]." It is noteworthy that this particular fieldwork involved only
three participants: the head of the Ethnography Department, Nygmet Sabitov, research fellow
Irina Zaharova, and painter-photographer N.Tretyakov [Sabitov 1953: 196].

In 1953, according to the annual work plan, the Ethnography Department conducted expeditionary
fieldwork in the Kegen and Enbekshi-Qazaq raions of Almaty oblast. The stated purpose of these
expeditions was to collect additional data for the study on Kulturu i byt kolkhoznikov-kazakhov Yugo-
Vostochnogo Kazakhstana (Culture and Life of Qazaq Collective Farmersin South-Eastern Qazagstan).
A group of three people was assigned to the Kegen raion: Nygmet Sabitov, Irina Zaharova, and
painter |.Maslov. However, Sabitov had to return at the beginning of this expeditionary fieldwork
due to deteriorating health, leaving Zaharova to continue the fieldwork on her own. During the data
collection process, they followed the program approved by the Academic Council of the Institute of
History, Archaeology, and Ethnography of the Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences. However, it seems
that Irina Zaharova did not focus on gathering information about food culture:

In 1947 and 1949, there were expeditionary fieldworks by the Institute of Ethnography of the
Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences in Kegen raion, and some of their data, namely all fieldnotes
on food, clothing, and other aspects, were provided by E.I. Mahova for our work. Therefore, we
focused our time on collecting materials for other tasks.*®

Meanwhile, in Enbekshi-Qazaq raion, junior research fellow Gabit Valikhanov worked
independently. In the report, he provided general descriptions of food culture without mentioning
specific dish names:

The food of a Qazaq kolkhoznik consists of meat, dairy, flour, and vegetables. On holidays, honey
appears on the table. A well-off, hearty meal is now accessible to former poor Qazags, who
previously had not eaten meat for months, rarely tasted sugar, and considered bread a rare
delicacy. This change reflects the significant improvement in their well-being.*

7 Here, arguments may arise regarding Nygmet Sabitov’s knowledge of the Qazaq language. Although educated in a
Russian environment and raised among Qazaq community in Astrakhan, Sabitov was certainly familiar with Qazaq culture
and spoke Qazag. He also wrote a dissertation on the topic “Qazaq tilindegi arab jane parsi sézderi” (Arabic and Persian
words in the Qazaq language) [Shashaev and Begmanova 2020: 6, 23, 193]. However, he was a candidate of philological
sciences, not an ethnographer. Additionally, his experience as a military censor in Moscow (in the military censorship
department of the Council of People’s Commissars of the USSR for the protection of military secrets in the press) is
noteworthy. Furthermore, the period of publication of these works was also challenging for him in terms of health. The
Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences’s correspondence from that time frequently mentions instances where Sabitov, due to
health reasons, had to return from expeditions or postpone the planned deadlines for submitting work. Considering all
these factors, we can assume that when compiling the texts of reports where “beshbarmak” was mentioned, he relied
on the expertise of his colleagues — ethnographers, most of whom were either writing or had already defended their
candidate dissertations at the Institute of Ethnography of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR. Therefore, it is quite
possible that he included ready-made texts provided by colleagues from the Ethnography Sector (later Department) of
the Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences, who participated in these expeditionary fieldworks.

18 Gylym Ordasy archive, h. 11, r. 1, f. 106, fol. 1, 3, 8, 25.

¥ bid., f. 1063, fol. 1, 3, 8, 19, 25.
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However, in his dissertation on the modern life of Qazaq collective farm auyls, based on materials
from Enbekshilder raion of Kokchetau oblast within the Qazaq SSR, he stated that the national
dish of the Qazags is “besbarmak” (6ecbapmak) [Valikhanov 1952: 206-207].

Thus, it can be said that the expeditionary fieldworks conducted in the first decade of the
Ethnography Sector’s existence, excluding the fieldwork from 1946, were focused on collecting
ethnographic data to study the collective farm culture of the Qazaqgs. During this period,
ethnographers aimed to trace the processes of transformation in the traditional way of life and
demonstrate the progression of the cultural revolution in Qazagstan. Based on the ethnographic
data gathered from these fieldworks, various scholarly papers and dissertations were produced.
In these publications, the traditional dish of the Qazaqgs was referred to as a five-finger dish
“besbarmak.” However, despite these works being produced by members of the same institutional
structure — the Ethnography Sector of the Qazaq Academy of Sciences — the dish’s name was
variably spelled as “bishbarmak” (6uwbapmak), “beshbarmak” (6ewbapmak), or “besbarmak”
(6ecbapmak).

This variation suggests an initial lack of understanding of the Qazaq language, primarily influenced
by written sources from the colonial period, which commonly referred to the traditional Qazaq
dish as “bishbarmak” (6uw6bapmak). As ethnographic knowledge about the Qazaqgs expanded
through these expeditions, researchers increasingly recognized this as a misconception. This
evolving understanding was reflected in subsequent publications, where researchers began to
differentiate between “besbarmak” (6ecbapmak) and “et” (et), acknowledging the latter as a
distinct national or traditional dish of the Qazags. For example, an evolution in the understanding
of Qazaq traditional dishes can be observed in the works of Veniamin Vostrov and Irina Zaharova
from the late 1950s and early 1960s. Initially, they referred to “besbarmak” (sometimes
“bishbarmak” or “beshbarmak”) in their descriptions of “et.” However, in the section Kazaxu (the
Qazags) of the second volume of Narody Sredney Azii i Kazakhstana, “et” and “besbarmak” are
presented as two distinct dishes. The authors wrote:

Boiled meat (et) without seasonings has long been a delicacy for the Qazags. Later, at the end
of the 19" — beginning of the 20" century, pieces of rolled-out dough began to be added to this
meat. To prepare another dish — besbarmak — they boil mutton in a gazan, then, after removing
it, add pieces or strips of thinly rolled-out dough into the qazan. From the lungs, liver, and heart
of slaughtered animals, they prepare a roast (quyrdaq) in mutton fat [Vostrov and Zaharova
1963: 6, 427-428].

It is important to note that Narody Sredney Azii i Kazakhstana, prepared by the Institute of
Ethnography of the USSR Academy of Sciences in collaboration with ethnographers from the
Academies of Sciences of the Union Republics of Central Asia and Qazagstan, was a comprehensive
review of the history, culture, and art of the peoples inhabiting these republics before the
colonial and during the Soviet periods. It was the first fundamental work to provide material
on the key issues for understanding Qazaq culture in a historical aspect and was considered by
Soviet academia to have great practical significance. The section Kazaxu (The Qazaqs) provided
an extensive review of the history, culture, and art of the Qazaq people both before the October
Revolution and during the era of socialism [Aleksandrov 1963: 188; Valitova 1964: 135, 140;
Zaharova and Hodjaeva 1960: 182].

Afterwards, as a result of the Soviet agenda, the revision of existing understandings and
interpretations of some aspects of the history and culture of the Qazags by ethnographers of
the Qazaq SSR the Academy of Sciences received further impetus. After decades of research
by Soviet ethnographers, which primarily focused on tracking the progress of kolkhozization /
sovietization, the limitations of this approach became apparent. The resulting publications
were recognized as having certain shortcomings, largely due to an overly one-sided approach to
studying the culture and way of life of the people. As stated in an official course:
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Unfortunately, a number of shortcomings were revealed in these publications and works, largely
due to an overly one-sided approach to studying the culture and way of life of the people.

Furthermore, it was noted that the descriptions often overshadowed research due to the
authors’ insufficiently deep study of pre-revolutionary culture. As a result, the authors failed to
adequately address the task of demonstrating the processes of forming the modern culture and
way of life of the Qazaq people [Zaharova and Hodjaeva 1960: 180].

In response, a comprehensive study of traditional Qazaq culture was established as one of the
most important tasks for ethnographers in Qazagstan during the years 1955-1959. The goal was
to lay the foundation for addressing historical problems closely related to ethnography, such as
the history, culture, and art of the Qazags. It was asserted that only through such research could
there be a genuine, correct, and profound study of the patterns of transformation in everyday life
and culture during the era of socialism and the transition to communism [Vasil’eva and Jdanko
1954: 143]. Consequently, due to the emergence of significant errors and shortcomings in the
works of some historians, particularly in assessing individual historical facts, events, and entire
periods of historical development, as well as the disagreements on solving important historical
problems, it was decided to develop a historical and ethnographic atlas of Central Asia. The Atlas
was intended to assist in resolving a number of historical problems, which had been hindered
by the insufficient study of factual material, especially in the areas of ethnic history and cultural
history of the peoples of Central Asia and Qazagstan. As the materials for the Atlas were prepared,
the most significant gaps, resulting from the uneven study of Central Asia and Qazaqgstan, were
to be identified. In other words, the Atlas aimed to be a major comprehensive work, reflecting
the history and culture of the peoples of Central Asia and Qazagstan from ancient times to the
October Revolution, as well as Soviet modernity [Jdanko 1955: 23, 24; Jdanko 1961: 4].

1955-1980. The historical and ethnographic Atlas of Central Asia and Qazaqgstan

Since 1955, the primary focus of the Ethnography Department of the Qazaq SSR Academy of
Sciences has been on the new project of compiling the Historical and Ethnographic Atlas of
Central Asia and Qazagstan in accordance with the Program developed by the USSR Academy of
Sciences.? In parallel with the accumulation of material for the main sections of the Atlas, and
based on these materials, ethnographers of the Academy of Sciences of the Qazaq SSR worked
on a variety of other topics. While the Atlas project was the main priority, the Ethnography
Department’s thematic plan included projects that addressed interconnected areas. For instance,
the study of the transformation of everyday life based on communist principles, ethnic aspects
of the culture of the peoples of Qazagstan in the contemporary period, and internationalization
processes. Thus, the staff of the Ethnography Department of the Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences,
within the framework of the general Soviet ethnography course, was actively engaged in research
related to the history of socialist and communist construction in the USSR.

Starting in 1955, the ethnographic fieldwork conducted by the Qazag SSR Academy of Sciences
was aligned with the program developed by the ethnographers of the USSR Academy of Sciences,
as part of the Atlas preparation plan [Jdanko and Shaniyazov 1975: 6]. From 1955 to 1959,
materials were collected across 11 oblasts of the Qazaq SSR. The first expeditionary fieldwork
in this series took place in 1955, covering Qaragandy and Semey oblasts. The team included
Veniamin Vostrov, a research fellow at the Institute, postgraduate student Halel Arginbaey,
two museum employees, and a painter. Given the brief duration of the fieldwork (60 days) and
the large area covered, they focused on the Ayagoz and Shubartau raions in Semey oblast, and
Qargara and Chetsk raions in Qaragandy oblast [Zaharova and Hodjaeva 1960: 180; Zaharova

20 The program, which included specific instructions and recommendations for the fieldwork related to the historical-
ethnographic atlas, was published by the Institute of Ethnography of the USSR Academy of Sciences as a manuscript in
the form of a separate brochure [Jdanko 1961: 94].
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1959: 3]. In 1956, the fieldwork plan included expeditions to the southern part of Qostanai oblast
(Amangeldi and Jangildin raions) and two raions in Aqtobe oblast (Temir and Yirgyz raions). Both
the 1955 and 1956 expeditionary fieldworks were led by senior fellow Veniamin Vostrov, with
the topics distributed among the team members. Vostrov focused on food culture in 1955, while
junior fellow Gabit Valikhanov took over this aspect in 1956. Based on their field notes, Irina
Zaharova compiled a summary report on the results, noting:

To a significant extent, the seasonal nature of nutrition has been preserved to the present day
due to the predominant role of livestock farming. The stability of national traditions and tastes,
linked to specific economic characteristics, is reflected in the population’s food culture. An
interesting observation is that Russian dishes have not significantly spread among the Qazags
in this area, with the exception of sour bread, which appeared in the post-war years and is
undoubtedly associated with Russian influence.?

During this period, Halel Arginbaev combined this expeditionary fieldwork with writing his
dissertation. In 1955-1956, he conducted solo fieldwork, revisiting Semey oblast (Ayagoz,
Shubartau, Jana-Semey, and Jarminsky raions) and exploring the Ulan and Tarbagatai raions of
East Qazagstan oblast. According to his field notes, among the Cossacks of East Qazagstan, it was
customary to prepare the Qazaq dish “et” when hosting Qazaq guests:

The Yirtysh Cossacks willingly drank qymyz from neighboring Qazaqs and ate meat, “et.” They
did not cook this dish at home except on special occasions when wealthy Cossacks invited their
tamyrs (Qazaq friends) and treated them in the qazaq way, slaughtering sheep and serving the
meat according to all gazaq customs [Arginbaev 1962: 166].

In 1957, further expeditionary fiel[dworks were organized in three oblasts of the Qazaq SSR to
collect materials for the historical and ethnographic Atlas, focusing on economy, material culture,
and tribal mapping. Fieldwork materials were conducted in Qzyltu and Enbekshilder raions of
Kokshetau oblast; Baranqyl and Qorgaljy raions of Agmola oblast; and Shevchenko and Mangistau
raions of Guryev oblast.?? The main objective was to identify specific aspects of the material
culture of the Qazags in these regions, with a focus on pre-revolutionary elements. Reports from
these fieldworks included observations on national food culture, particularly the use of various
wild herbs, though detailed field notes on this aspect were not found in the archival records.

In 1958, expeditionary fieldwork was conducted in the Qyzyl-Orda and South Qazagstan oblasts,
followed by fieldwork in East Qazagstan, Jambyl, and Qyzyl-Orda oblasts in 1959 [Zaharova and
Hodjaeva 1960: 181; Arginbaev and Zaharova 1961: 92].

Starting in 1959, the seven-year plan of the USSR Academy of Sciences introduced an additional
focus for ethnographic studies in the Qazaq SSR. The agenda included studying interconnected
topics such as “sblizheniya narodov” (cultural rapprochement among Soviet peoples) and the
development of Virgin lands. According to this plan, expeditionary fieldworks began to examine
the changes in social, everyday, and cultural structures as part of the transition from socialism
to communism in the USSR. These studies targeted not only the rural population in kolkhozy
(collective farms) but also those in sovkhozy (state farms) and industrial workers. The areas for
expeditionary fieldwork were selected to reflect diverse geographical, economic, and ethnic
conditions, allowing for the observation of changes in everyday life and culture.

The group responsible for studying Qazagstan within this broader expedition, led by Tatyana
Stanyukovich. This group focused primarily on the Russian population brought to Qazagstan
through the Virgin Land campaign, as well as on ethnic processes. According to their report,
representatives of more than 28 nationalities lived in the sovkhozy at that time, with Russians,
Ukrainians, and Qazags being the most numerous. The report noted:

21 Gylym Ordasy archive, h. 11, r. 1, f. 134, fol. 1, 2, 17, 18, 29-30.
22 Sylym Ordasy archive, h. 11, r. 1, f. 160, fol. 1, 4, 5, 8, 12-14.



Aliya Bolatkhan
Mislabeling Tradition: Ethnographic Knowledge Production in the Qazaq SSR and Cultural Representation

In terms of language, a mixed Russian-Ukrainian dialect was spoken in all old-type sovkhozy,
and Qazags also spoke this dialect. Russian old-timers had a good command of the Qazaq
language. In the modern life of the peoples of the USSR, many national or local features are
preserved, especially in material culture (architecture, interior decoration of homes, clothing,
food) [Terentyeva 1960: 153—157; Kashuba 1967: 127].

In the first half of the 1960s, the Ethnography Department of the Institute of History, Archaeology,
and Ethnography of the Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences worked on two major projects. The first
was the historical and ethnographic atlas of the peoples of Central Asia and Qazagstan, led by
Alkei Margulan, with team members Halel Arginbaev, Veniamin Vostrov, Edige Masanov, Rukiya
Hodjaeva, and Marat Mukanov. The team conducted systematic expeditions to collect materials
and produce interim works. For example, the Turgai fieldwork in 1963, led by Edige Masanov,
contributed to this project. Rukiya Hodjaeva and Irina Zaharova co-authored the monograph
Kazakhskaya natsionalnaya odezhda (Qazaq National Clothes), which served as a subsection of
the Atlas.

The second project focused on the culture and everyday life of Qazaq kolkhoz auyls. This study
aimed to examine the significant changes in Qazaq life during the Soviet years. Two kolkhozy
of Almaty oblast were chosen for this study: the one named after the XXIl Party Congress of
the CPSU and the Jetisu in Taldyqurgan Production Department, with fieldwork conducted in
1960-61. The report from 1963 noted that Halel Arginbaev collected materials on the public
economy of these kolkhozy, while Rukiya Hodjaeva gathered information on clothing and food.?®
The culmination of this project was the book Kultura i byt kazahskogo kolkhoznogo aula (Culture
and Life of the Qazaq Collective Farm Auyl) and various interim articles.

In the published works resulting from both projects, the national dish of the Qazags is identified
as “et.” The general description is as follows:

In the past, “et” was the only dish prepared for special occasions. Traditionally, it involved boiling
meat without seasonings. With agricultural development, thinly rolled unleavened dough, cut
into large pieces and boiled in broth, was added. In addition to “et,” the Qazags also prepare a
dish called “quyrdaq,” which consists of liver, lungs, and lean meat fried in mutton fat, sometimes
with the addition of potatoes.?*

Work on the Atlas continued into the 1980s, with nearly all staff of the Ethnography Department
involved in its preparation. The collection of ethnographic materials on the Qazaq people during
the pre-revolutionary period and the Soviet era was enriched by ongoing works. For instance, in
1969, expeditionary fieldworks were organized to Qostanai and Qaragandy oblasts, followed by
surveys in Qyzylorda (1971) and Aqtobe (1972) oblasts in the early 1970s.?

Although work on the Historical and Ethnographic Atlas of Central Asia and Qazagstan was not
completed, several collections and collective monographs were published based on materials
collected in the results of this project.?® These publications detailed various aspects of the history
of animal husbandry and agriculture in Qazagstan, providing ethnographic descriptions of these
economic activities, as well as the beliefs and rituals associated with them [Tishkov 2013: 45].
Nevertheless, studies on the culture and history of Qazaq food received limited attention. The
focus was primarily on the transformation of individual elements of the traditional material

2 Gylym Ordasy archive, h. 11, r. 1, f. 307, fol. 1, 4, 6-8; Kalysh and Kondratyev 1990: 37.

24 Gylym Ordasy archive, h. 11, r. 3, . 356, fol. 113; Margulan and Vostrov 1967: 133—-134; Arginbaev 1963: 27; Vostrov
and Kauanova 1972: 228.

% Gylym Ordasy archive, h. 11, r. 1, f. 537, fol. 2, 6, 7.

% Notable examples include “Hozyaystvo kazahov na rubezhe XIX-XX vekov” (1980), “Hozyaystvenno-kulturnyye
traditsii narodov Sredney Azii i Kazahstana” (1975), “Kostyum narodov Sredney Azii,” “Traditsionnaya odezhda narodov
Sredney Azii i Kazahstana,” “Zhilishche narodov Sredney Azii i Kazahstana,” “Kochevoye zhilishche narodov Sredney Azii
i Kazahstana.”
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culture of the Qazags, including food, during the years of socialist construction. While the
changes in the diet of the Qazaq population during this period were detailed, specific aspects of
traditional food practices were not thoroughly explored. Notably, the literature on dairy foods
among the Qazaqgs was relatively well-developed [Hodjaeva 1980: 115-127].

In a dissertation from 1987, dedicated to the study of traditional Qazaq food and recognized as
the only work on this topic written during the Soviet period, it is noted that there was no special,
comprehensive study on this subject in the existing literature. The author of this dissertation,
Nurilya Shahanova, states that an analysis of the literature from the Soviet period on Qazaq
ethnography reveals the presence of various materials on the traditional food of the Qazags.
However, because this topic was not the focus of a specialized, independent study, it did not
receive sufficiently comprehensive coverage. There is significantly less material on meat-
based foods, with the ethnographic aspects of cooking and eating being insufficiently covered
[Shahanova 1987: 6, 26].

Furthermore, Nurilya Shahanova made an effort to clarify the distinctions between “et” and
“beshbarmak,” as well as “quyrdaq,” indicating these as separate dishes in the traditional Qazaq
food system:

The main method of cooking meat among Qazags is boiling, which is considered more prestigious
than frying. There is a proverb: Em xemecek me, Kyblpoak yxcezeHoel 6010bIK (even though we
haven’t eaten Et, it felt like we had Quyrdaq), highlighting the higher status of boiled meat (Et).
Traditionally, Et is prepared without any additives, a method still practiced among Qazags in
the Southern Altai and northeast Qazagstan. However, as early as the 18" century, a dish called
Besbarmak — boiled meat with thinly rolled, large pieces of unleavened dough — was recorded
and remains a central part of any meal. After Besbarmak, hot broth (sorpa) is always served.

Quyrdagq, the main fried dish among Qazags, consists of finely chopped organ meats (lungs, liver)
with pieces of meat fried in animal fat. It is not considered an independent dish of a prestigious
meal but is served as an additional dish. Quyrdagq is typically prepared on the day of slaughter
immediately after the carcass is butchered and is served to the participants and family members
[Shahanova 1987: 45].

Although Nurilya Shahanova did not explicitly aim to resolve whether the terms “et” and
“besbarmak” are interchangeable for the traditional Qazaq dish, her dissertation presents a
somewhat confusing perspective that is difficult to interpret. On one hand, she does not claim
that the traditional Qazaq dish known as “et” began to be called Besbarmak since the 18" century.
However, she notes that no meal can pass without this dish in modern times, emphasizing its
functional significance as “et”” On the other hand, she highlights that according to available
data, the term “besbarmak,” referring to a dish of boiled meat and dough, has been recorded in
sources since the 18™ century, without suggesting that it represents a new recipe emerging from
changes in Qazaq lifestyles. Furthermore, Nurilya Shahanova does not specify the exact sources
where this 18" century dish of boiled meat with thinly rolled, cut pieces of unleavened dough is
documented. It is generally accepted that the name “besbarmak,” or rather “bishbarmak” (6uww-
6apmak), appeared in sources from the colonial period, initially describing a dish consisting only
of meat. It was not until the 20™ century that some sources began describing “besbarmak” as
consisting of meat with dough, and even then, in limited quantities.?”

Despite the ambiguity in Shahanova’s explanation, it is clear that she aligned with the consensus
of Soviet-era Qazagstani ethnographers, who identified “et,” “besbarmak,” and “quyrdaqg” as three
distinct dishes. This distinction is reinforced in her later work, where, in a section on the dictionary of
terms, she clearly differentiates “besbarmak” and “et” as two separate dishes, without suggesting
they could be interchangeable names for the same dish [Shahanova 1998: 170].

27 See Appendix 1
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Beshbarmak as a unifying cultural element in the context of the Virgin Lands
Campaign and Socialist Internationalism

Despite the decision by Qazaq SSR ethnographers to use “et” to describe the national dish, the
term “beshbarmak” continued to be used at the Union level. This term frequently appeared in
studies on ethnic ethnography and propaganda publications.?® In particular, academic works from
the late Soviet period that focused on the Virgin Lands campaign and interethnic relations often
cited “beshbarmak” as a symbol of the friendship developing among different ethnic groups in
the Qazaq SSR. The dish was frequently associated with progress, as exemplified by statements
like, “Besbarmak is a dish made from horse meat, enjoyed by all Virgin Lands conquerors”
[Fazilov 1965: 13; Danenova 2001: 95]. When discussing the processes of ethno-consolidation,
beshbarmak was often highlighted as a Qazaqg national dish. The practice of its consumption
by other ethnic groups was presented as a symbol of the internationalization of food culture.
Ethnographic studies noted that while certain ethnic features persisted in the food culture of
national groups, these features became pan-regional in an international environment. The public
catering system played a significant role in the internationalization of food habits, with dishes like
Qazaq beshbarmak, Central Asian pilaf and manti, Tatar belyashi, Russian shchi, and Ukrainian
borsch becoming staples for Qazagstani Soviet workers of various nationalities.

In studies on specific ethnic groups, the names of the dishes varied. For instance,

for the Russians of the Qazaq SSR, among the cuisines of other nationalities, myaso po kazahski
(beshbarmak) and manti, along with Siberian pelmeni, are favorites. In turn, the Tatars, from
the cuisines of other peoples, prepare myaso po kazahski (beshbarmak), Qazaq soup — koje,
Central Asian pilaf and manti, Siberian pelmeni, Russian shchi, Ukrainian borsch, roast, etc.
[Reshetov 1980: 77; Kauanova 1982: 145-147].

Among the Koreans of Qazagstan and Central Asia, communication with neighboring peoples
was reflected in the spread of dishes such as Ukrainian borsch, myaso po kazahski (beshbarmak),
Central Asian pilaf and manti, etc. [Tsoy 1985: 87; Kim 1989: 41; Jarylgasinova 1992: 81].

The processes of interethnic integration among Soviet Germans were primarily manifested in
the area of food culture. Thus, in Qazagstan, for example, in addition to their traditional dishes,
the Germans prepare beshbarmak, dungan-style noodles, pilaf, manti, vareniki, pelmeni, and
borsch [Naumova 1986: 97; Filimonova 1989: 19].

Among the Uzbeks and Qazags of Southern Qazagstan, characteristic dishes have been
preserved and are perceived by them as national (plov among the Uzbeks, beshbarmak among
the Qazags). However, profound changes have also taken place. As a result of long-standing
contacts between neighbors, traditional dishes of one people are now widely used by the other
[Jilina 1989: 202].

At present, due to the similarity of economic activities and the strengthening of ethnocultural
contacts in everyday life, there is a convergence of the food systems of the ethnic groups living
together. Consequently, the variety of food available has significantly increased among the
Qazags. Everywhere, the Qazags cook borsch, manti, plov, roast with potatoes, etc. These
dishes are prepared both daily and on holidays. In turn, traditional Qazagq dishes are included in
the menus of other ethnic groups, such as myaso po kazahski (beshbarmak) [Kalysh 1989: 58;
Naumova and Cheshko 1989: 58; Naumova 1991: 98].

The pervasive references to “beshbarmak” as a beloved Qazaq dish in these publications were
not merely factual but served a specific agenda of Soviet propaganda. At the Union level,
“beshbarmak” was established as a distinguished representative of Qazaq culinary culture, as
seen in prominent works by Soviet scholars [Stanyukovich 1975: 248; Arutyunov 1981: 136;

28 There are numerous Soviet propaganda publications that present the widespread appreciation of the Qazaq national
dish, beshbarmak, among various ethnic groups in the Qazaq SSR as evidence of the successful Sovietization process. For
references, see: [Zelinskiy 1957: 97; Sarsenbayev 1965: 197; Suleymenov 1976: 60; Kuznetsova 2008: 225], among others.
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Bromley 1977: 255]. The ideological context of these references was clear: the popularity of the
“Qazaq national dish beshbarmak” among various ethnic groups was portrayed as a testament to
the successful Soviet policy of mutual cultural enrichment and the strengthening of international
unity.

This portrayal led to a reluctance among scholars of the Qazaq SSR Academy of Sciences to
challenge the “beshbarmak,” despite their established preference for the word “et.” Any attempt
to clarify or oppose the use of “beshbarmak” carried the risk of being labeled as displaying
remnants of Qazaqg nationalism, which could be interpreted as a form of national egoism. In
the context of Soviet political censorship, especially post—1956, nationalism was viewed as a
hindrance to the cooperation of peoples and the construction of communism [Goryayeva 2000:
392, 487; Shatayev 1977: 112; Junusov 1971: 64; Suleymenov 1976: 45]. As such, opposing the
established narrative could have been perceived as a contradiction to socialist interests, a situation
that gazaq scholars likely sought to avoid. Thus, the consistent promotion of “beshbarmak” as a
symbol of interethnic unity was aligned with the broader goals of Soviet propaganda to suppress
national distinctions in favor of a unified Soviet identity.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the production of ethnographic knowledge about Qazaq culture during the Soviet
period was an intricate process deeply intertwined with the broader Soviet ideological agenda.
From the initial stages of work plans to the programs of expeditionary fieldworks conducted by
the Ethnography Department of the Qazaqg SSR Academy of Sciences, all scholarly activities were
centrally guided by the Institute of Ethnography of the USSR Academy of Sciences. This centralized
control meant that the ethnographic knowledge on Qazaq culture was strongly influenced by the
interconnected scholarly and political contexts.

From its inception, Qazaq Soviet ethnographic scholarship was constrained by the ideological
limitations imposed by the Soviet regime. The prioritization of certain topics within Qazaq
ethnographicscholarship led to a one-sided collection of data. For instance, during the first decade
of its activities, the Department of Ethnography focused exclusively on studying the kolkhozization
process, which was perceived as the primary indicator of cultural transformation in Qazaq auyls.
This emphasis reflects the notion of “ethnographers as agents of power,” as ethnographers
were more engaged in producing reports that aligned with Soviet cultural narratives rather than
genuinely studying the Qazaq people. A striking example from ethnographic reports of the time
includes statements such as: “Russian dishes have almost not become widespread in the diet of
the Qazags,” and “In any Qazaq auyl, everyone includes vegetables in their diet, which is a sign of
the variety of consumed products that shows the cultural growth of kolkhoz masses.”

The period from the late 1950s to the 1980s is considered the most significant for Qazaq Soviet
ethnographic scholarship. During this time, foundational studies based on the first decade’s
expeditionary works were published, marking the first major ethnographic contributions from
the Qazaq SSR academia. This era coincides with the official recognition of the limitations of
previous approaches and the initiation of a new course in Soviet ethnography regarding the
region. It became widely acknowledged that to study the process of Sovietization among the
Qazags, it was necessary to understand their pre-Soviet culture and way of life for comparative
analysis. This realization led to the commencement of a large-scale project, “The historical and
ethnographic Atlas of Central Asia and Qazaqgstan,” which became a cornerstone for subsequent
Qazaq ethnographic research. Despite the extensive work on the Atlas and other projects, the
topic of Qazaq food culture did not receive the attention it deserved. While other aspects of
material culture, such as national clothing and traditional housing, were explored in dissertations
and monographs, food culture was often overlooked. As a result, information about Qazaq food
culture was often presented in a superficial manner, particularly when influenced by Soviet
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propaganda. Moreover, the colonial period’s Russian-language sources and the biased approaches
instilled through central training further hindered the re-examination of erroneous conclusions.
A vivid example of this is the misrepresentation of a dish’s name considered significant in Qazaq
tradition, known as “et” among the Qazag-speaking population. Its designation varied across
publications of the Ethnography Department written in Russian during the early years of its
existence. Despite these academic works being produced by members of the same institutional
structure, this dish’s name was variably spelled as “bishbarmak,” “beshbarmak,” “besbarmak,”

r “et.” Over time, these inconsistencies were gradually addressed as Qazaq SSR ethnographers,
with a deeper understanding of Qazaq culture, increasingly recognized “et” as the appropriate
term for this dish in both Qazaqg and Russian.

However, the widespread use of the term “beshbarmak,” inaccurately defined in terms of both
Qazaq language and cultural significance, became deeply ingrained at the Union level as a Qazaq
national dish. This widespread use of the term “beshbarmak” was driven by the agenda of socialist
internationalization, which limited Qazaq SSR ethnographers’ ability to correct these inaccuracies
in subsequent discourse. Therefore, the case of the naming of this traditional Qazaq dish serves
as a poignant example of how the ethnographic knowledge on Qazaq culture produced by Qazaq
Soviet academic inquiry was intricately tied to cultural representations shaped by broader Soviet
ideological goals.
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Appendix 1: List of references to the dish eaten with the hands using
five fingers and their descriptions in pre-Soviet and Soviet period sources®

Ne The description of the dish

1 Besbarmak (6ec6apmak) is a dish made from boiled meat [Bardanes 2007:186]. The source dates to the
mid—-1770s.
2 Bisbarmak (6ucbapmak), made from lamb that is completely overcooked and cut into tiny pieces

[Gaverdovskiy 2007:186]. The source dates to the early 19t century.

3 Bish-barmak (6uw-6apmak, meaning “five fingers”), a dish made from lamb meat boiled in salted water
[Levshin 1820: 153].

4 Bis-barmak (6uc-6apmak), a “five-fingered” dish made from finely chopped meat, which is then washed down
with broth, sorpa [Bolshoi 1822: 51].

5 Bishbarmak (6uwbapmak) is prepared from finely chopped meat mixed with pieces of meat fat. The name
of the dish accurately reflects its traditional method of consumption, which involves eating it with one’s five
fingers [Levshin, 1832: 39].

6 Bishbarmak (6uw6apmak), finely chopped boiled meat covered with melted mutton fat [Neizvestnyy 1840:
234]
7 Bish-barmak (6uw-6apmak) is made from lamb meat, finely chopped and mixed with pieces of fat. The name

means “five fingers,” as it is traditionally eaten with the fingers [Grachev 1859: 51].

8 Besbarmak (6ecbapmak, literally “five fingers”), lamb cut into pieces and covered with gravy, is the most
common dish eaten with the hands, without the use of a spoon or fork [Zalesskiy 1991:32]. The source was
originally published in the mid—1860s in French.

9 Beshbarmak (or bishbarmak) is referred to as a “five-fingered dish” made of boiled and chopped meat,

usually lamb, with the addition of flour, grain [Dal 1863: 75].

2% This appendix provides a list of the most frequently cited sources that refer to the dish known by various names such
as bisbarmak, bishbarmak, beshbarmak, besbarmek, etc., in both pre-Soviet and Soviet periods. While this list does
not claim to be exhaustive, it includes the most commonly referenced sources in studies that identify beshbarmak as
a Qazaq dish.
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10 Bishbarmak (6uwbapmak) is a more festive dish made from pieces of meat fried in fat [Meyyer 1865: 249].

11 Bishbarmak (buwbapmak) is a dish consisting of finely chopped boiled meat mixed with fat. The name
“bish-barmak” means “five fingers” [Kazancev 1867: 38].

12 Bishbarmak or kuurdak (6uw6apmak unu kyypaak), finely chopped beef fried in fat [Krasovskii 1868: 39].

13 Bish-barmak (6uw-6apmak), small pieces of meat fried in fat, the name means “five fingers” [Kostenko 1870:
40].

14 Bish-barmak or kuurdak (6uw-6apmak nnu kyypaak) — a dish where meat, fat, liver, and kidneys are finely
chopped and fried in a small pot [P. 1878: 63].

15 Bish-barmak (6uw-6apmak: pieces of beef mixed with fat [Narody Rossii 1879: 9].

16 Kavardak (kaBapgak) is a dish made from small pieces of fried meat from various parts of the animal,
including kidneys, which is very popular. When the host places this dish directly into a guestas mouth as a
gesture of hospitality, it is called bish-barmak (6uw-6apmak, meaning “five fingers”) [Zeland 1885:18].

17 Bish barmak (6uw 6apmak), a dish described by virtually all travelers [Krasnov 1887: 18].

18 Bishbarmak (6uwbapmak) is made from finely chopped horse meat or other meats [Starikov 1890: 137].

19 Bish-barmak (6uw-6apmak) is a dish consisting of finely chopped beef and salt [Chudinov 1894: 159].

20 Besbarmak (6ecbapmak) is a dish of boiled mutton. The name means “five fingers,” as it is traditionally eaten
with the hands [Kustanayev 1894: 19].

21 Bishbarmak (6uwbapmak) is boiled mutton served with noodles [Dmitriev 1901: 21].

22 Bish-barmak (6uw-6apmak) — lamb meat, cut into small pieces and fried in fat. The name “bish-barmak”
means “five fingers” [Golovachev 1902: 94].

23 Kaurdak consists of pieces of fried meat from various parts of the animal, with kidneys being especially prized
for their taste. As a gesture of special attention and courtesy to a guest, the host personally places pieces

of kaurdak into the guest’s mouth. This act is referred to as “bish-barmak” (“five fingers”) [Sedelnikov 1903:
212].

24 “Kaurdak” (or kavardak), which consists of small pieces of meat from various parts of the animal, fried in fat,
with kidneys being especially prized for their taste. According to a Qazaq custom, as a sign of special attention
to a guest, the host places pieces of kaurdak directly into the guest’s mouth with his hand. This gesture is
known as “bish-barmak,” meaning “five fingers” [Ryazanov 1925: 10].

25 Beshbarmak (6ew6apmak) is boiled meat served with dough [Gylym Ordasy archive, fond 11, opis 1, delo 82a,
page 211]. Field notes from an ethnographic expedition to the collective farms of the Jambul raion of Almaty
oblast, 1951.

26 Bes-barmak (6ec-6apmak) is boiled mutton, which, unlike in regions with developed grain farming, is
prepared here solely from meat, without the addition of dough [Korbe and Mahova 1952: 51].

27 Bes-barmak (6ec-6apmak) is boiled mutton [Valikhanov 1952: 206].

28 Besbarmak (6ec6apmak) is meat, well boiled in a cauldron along with fat, traditionally eaten directly with the
hands and washed down with meat broth (sorpa). With the introduction of flour, pieces of rolled dough (nkal)
began to be boiled together with the meat [Vostrov 1956: 31].

29 Besbarmak (6ecbapmak) is now made with the addition of noodles. In the past, this dish was prepared using
only meat, well boiled in a gazan [Zaharova, Irina. 1956a: 178].

30 Besbarmak (6ecbapmak) — mutton is boiled in a gazan (cauldron), and after it is removed, pieces or strips of
thinly rolled dough are added to the gazan [Vostrov and Zaharova 1963: 427].
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