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Abstract 
This paper will focus on the general social development of the Korean community in 
the Russian Far East, Tsarist-era attitudes and Russian nationalism(s), and the 
circumstances which limited the promised 'territorial autonomy' for Koreans after the 
October Revolution (1917). The logic behind the indigenisation programmes was to win 
the loyalties of the Soviet national minorities through a comprehensive platform of 
education, representation and placement as Soviet cadres. These policies aspired to 
erase the memory of the inequities during Tsarism. Therefore, we will compare how the 
Koreans of the RFE were viewed by Tsarist and then later, Soviet leaders and their 
regimes to order to examine how ‘continuities’ were carried over into Soviet society, 
state and policymaking. This study will also delve into whether Japanese citizenship 
laws would have considered the Soviet Koreans as their imperial subjects. The latter, 
the trope of the Koreans as Japanese ‘secret citizens and sympathisers’ hindered their 
access to greater acceptance as a Soviet people. This trope will now be put to rest with 
the evidence accumulated in this study. Finally, touching upon broader terms and 
themes, I will argue that the principal tension of Koreans in the USSR was that they 
were a Soviet ‘other’, an East Asian nationality who adopted Bolshevism and its culture 
and excelled in education and institutionally as cadres. Their sense of economic life 
matched that of other Soviet minority ‘middlemen’ such as the Jews, the Armenians and 
others. Unfortunately, as the Soviet state sought to rein in its borders and peoples, the 
fate of Soviet Koreans erupted into a clash between utopian ideals, political realities and 
especially, human frailties.  
 

Keywords: 1925 Soviet-Japanese Convention, Vladimir K. Arsenev, korenizatsiia, 

intervention, Soviet Koreans, Chinese, territorial autonomy, N. Sakhalin, primordialism 
 

Methodology: ‘Tsarist Continuities…’ is composed of archival files from the Soviet 

archives, contemporary literature(s) and fieldwork/interviews (in Russian). Interviews 
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were conducted with Korean deportees from 2006 to 2010 in Uzbekistan and 
Kyrgyzstan. 
 

Theoretical framework: This study posits that Tsarist continuities were carried 

over into Soviet socialism and the implementation of Soviet nationalities policy. These 
‘continuities’ consisted of Russian nationalist, populist and primordialist views and 
mentalities which created a socialist platform that placed Russian culture and people at 
the top of this order. One major weakness of Soviet nationalities policy was its inability 
to differentiate between Koreans from China, Japan, USSR and Korea. To some Soviet 
cadres and leaders, all Koreans were equally ‘Korean.’ This is essentialised race, in other 
words, primordialism. This idea also ascribed to ‘all Koreans’ some degree of political 
loyalty to Korea which was a part of the Japanese empire during korenizatsiia. These 
Tsarist attitudes and views played a decisive role in the ‘gerrymandering’ and the 
delimitation of Korean autonomous territories from 1923-1937.  
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Glossary of terms: 
AO—Autonomous oblast 
ASSR—An autonomous republic. 
Comintern--The Communist International promoted communist and socialist 
movements outside of the Soviet Union through funding, arms, materials, training and 
advisors. Its stated goal was to lead a worldwide socialist revolution. 
CP—To denote Communist Party throughout this article. 
Gerrymandering-To create by artificial division, reduction or construction ‘autonomous 
territories’ whereby the political and socio-economic power of the named or implied 
group(s) are reduced or nullified. 
Korenizatsiia—A Soviet indigenisation programme where national minorities were to be 
given priority in educational and occupation programmes, hiring and leadership 
positions in their national communities. This programme began formally in 1923 and 
for some nationalities continued in their respective autonomous regions and republics 
until the dissolution of the USSR in 1991. 
Okrug—To denote a Soviet administrative region which typically consisted of three to 
five raions. 
Poset—A Soviet raion which bordered on Korea and which was composed of 89 per cent 
Koreans. Other Soviet censuses stated 95 per cent Koreans. 
Pravda—Probably the most widely read Soviet newspaper with distribution throughout 
the entire Soviet Union. 
Primordialism—The idea that ethnic groups or in this case, Soviet nationalities had 
inheritable characteristics, traits, cultures and homelands. In this case, primordialism 
ascribes to Russian speaking Koreans, Poles and Germans some degree of affinity and 
political identification with (respectively) Korea, Poland and Germany. Another name 
for this is racial or cultural essentialism and the idea of ascriptive race. Nationalisms 
and populist nationalisms and caricatures defining an ‘other’ or an ‘alien’ typically 
employ essentialised views to define the ‘other.’ 
Rabkrin—Refers to a Central Control Commission. 
Raion—Refers to a Soviet administrative region which translates to ‘district’ in English. 
RFE—To denote the Russian Far East. 
Selsovet—Refers to a ‘village soviet.’ 
Sovietisation—Theoretically, this was the inculcation of Soviet values through 
educational, occupational and campaigns (anti-religion, against illiteracy, anti-veil, etc.) 
while allowing each nationality education and representation in their own language 
and by members of their nationality.  
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4 
Introduction 
 
I will begin this article with an excerpt from an interview conducted in Uzbekistan 
which is related to the issue of territory and homeland in the former Soviet Union. In 
2009, I was in Uzbekistan interviewing elderly Koreans. There, I met Li En Din and he 
told me the story of his grandfather and that of many Koreans who had grown up and 
‘come of age’ in the Russian Far East prior to their deportation in 1937 (see figure 1). 
 

After our deportation to Central Asia and before his death, my grandfather Li 
Sang Jul was only concerned about one thing, he wanted to return and die in the 
Russian Far East. He kept saying “How can I die here. This is a foreign land to me, 
it isn’t my land, nor my home. I want to die in my land and my homeland.” Now 
my grandfather’s wish was not because the people here are bad, but because he 
and the Koreans had built something, something that they valued over there. He 
talked about this wish constantly. There was a whole generation of Koreans and 
elderly Koreans from the 1940s until the 1960s who were obsessed with returning 
to Vondo [also known as Gando, these are the territories that once belonged to 
Parhae/Bohai. For the Korean deportees, it referred to the Russian Far East]. My 
grandfather died in Ushtobe, Kazakhstan in 1946.1 

 
The focus of this article is not the issue of the Russian Far East/-(Vondo) as a Korean 
homeland, but rather the more complex issue of how the Soviet state granted ‘territorial 
autonomy’ to the Koreans and the issue of Tsarist ‘continuities’ in the various forms of 
nationalist and primordialist views and mentalities which influenced Soviet socialism.2 

The Soviet Union's 1926 census enumerated 191 nationalities (ethnic 
groups/peoples) some of whom were deemed as narodnosti, that is, peoples who 
formed national and social communities without the fully developed characteristics of a 
Soviet nationality.3 At that time, the Soviet Union saw the agglomeration of these 
peoples, especially the diaspora nationalities as a weakness which could be exploited by 
other nations.4 As an example, in 1926 according to the official census, diaspora 
nationalities had the following populations (in parentheses, per 

 

                                                 
1 Li En Din, interview by Jon Chang, Toi Te Pa, Uzbekistan, 28 September 2009. 
2 Austin Jersild stated ‘In conception and practice, the continuities with the imperial era were greater than 
the contrasts, however. In “nationalities” studies..., the revolution can no longer be viewed as “some sort 
of big bang,” ’ Austin Jersild, Orientalism and Empire: North Caucasus Mountain Peoples and the Georgian 
Frontier, 1845- 1917 (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s UP, 2002), p. 155. 
3 Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union (Cornell UP, 
2005), pp. 329-33. 
4 The disapora nationalities were those peoples whose communities were outside of their nation-states or 
polities. In 1926, Korea was a part of the Japanese empire, but was a colonial polity under Japanese rule.  
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thousand): Poles (782.3), Germans (1238.5), Bulgarians (111.2), Greeks (213.8), Kurds 
(55.6), Finns (19.5), Karelians, a branch of Finnic peoples who spoke Finnish (248.1), the 
Dungans, a Chinese Muslim people (14.6) and the Chinese (78.1 in the 1917 census).5 
Historically, the Russian empire had been invaded many times, most notably by the 
Mongols, the Poles, the Lithuanians under a combined Lithuanian-Polish kingdom, 
Napoleon/the French and most recently by the Intervention forces (America, France, 
Britain, Japan, Poland and others) from August 1918 to October 1922. Of the 
Interventionist forces, the Japanese sent the largest army, 73,000 which swelled to 
nearly 100,000 Japanese soldiers and administrators at its peak.6 The Interventionist 
forces supplied arms, monies, transportation, military and logistics aid to the various 
anti Bolshevik forces in Russia such as the Whites, the Greens, the Monarchists, the 
Socialist Revolutionaries, armed Cossack armies under various atamans and others. 

                                                 
5 For 1926 census data, see Viktor Kozlov, The Peoples of the Soviet Union, trans. Pauline M. Tiffen 
(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1988), pp. 206-07. For 1917 data, see Robert J. Kaiser, The Geography of 
Capitalism in Russia and the USSR (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1994), p. 92. 
6 The Japanese during their five year co-rule of Eastern Siberia and the Russian Far East brutalised all of 
the various nationalities in the region including the Chinese and the Koreans. They controlled the 
railways and even printed their own currency for the regions under their control. For the size of the 
Japanese contingent, see John J. Stephan, The Russian Far East: A History (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1994), p. 
132. Regarding the printing of Japanese currency in Siberia and the RFE, see Jamie Bisher, White Terror: 
Cossack Warlords of the Trans-Siberian (New York: Routledge, 2005), p. 150. The notes printed in Siberia by 
the Japanese stated that 'Siberia was an imperial province of Japan.' They were most likely printed in 
Chita. Regarding the Japanese military’s penchant for brutality during the Intervention, see Far Eastern 
Republic, Japanese Intervention in the Russian Far East (Washington D.C.: Special Delegation of the FER, 
1922), passim.  



Eurasia Studies Society of Great Britain & Europe Journal, Vol.3. No.1. January 
2014. © The Eurasia Studies Society of Great Britain & Europe, TESS-GB-EUROPE, 

2014. All Rights Reserved. 
 

6 
This was a harrowing experience for the new Bolshevik regime which had only taken 
power through revolution in October 1917.  
 After narrowly escaping regime collapse during the Intervention, the Soviet state 
remained rightfully angry and suspicious of the Western capitalist countries, Poland 
and Japan from the Intervention until the end of the Second World War. This is the 
backdrop for the development of the indigenisation programmes which were to 
‘Sovietise’ all of the USSR's national minorities, each in their own native language. But 
Sovietisation went beyond mere education and the shoring up of Soviet borders where 
the various national minorities lived. It was an aggressive and strategic ‘forward 
advance’ to spread the socialist revolution to the entire world by taking advantage of 
the USSR's diversity of human capital and languages. The theory was that the various 
national minorities acting as the ‘bacilli of Bolshevism’ would establish 'piedmonts' of 
socialism leading to a violent overthrow of capitalist and Western democratic societies. 
The end result was that world socialism would be established with the USSR as the 
architect and leader of a new socialist order.7 This was the ultimate goal of Bolshevism. 
We begin by analysing the social policy and educational programmes of the korenizatsiia 
period. 
 
 

Indigenisation and education 
 
The Soviet korenizatsiia (indigenisation) period was the implementation of the 
Bolshevik's promises of the right to self-determination for every nationality and began 
in 1923. Indigenisation marked a distinct break from Tsarism because of its attempt to 
implement modernist and socialist social policies and the creation of ideologically 
mobilized communities, identities and loyalties.8 Moscow envisioned that it would 
‘construct’ each nationality during korenizatsiia through granting each group territorial 
autonomy, education in one’s native language, guaranteed educational and institutional 
representation for national minorities and the expression of arts, literature and media 
(film, theatre and print) in one’s native language and written by and about one’s 
community. This, in turn, would produce Soviet nationalities such as the Greeks, 
Germans, Koreans, Chinese and others who were ‘national in form (in appearance), 

                                                 
7 The USSR as the leader and Moscow as a world centre for socialist policy making was called 'democratic 
centralism,' see Jeremy Agnew and Kevin McDermott, The Comintern: A History of International 
Communism from Lenin to Stalin (London: Macmillan, 1996), pp. 4,5, 24, 25. 
8 Note that nationality refers to an ethnic community with certain historically developed and 
psychological traits. Some within Russian studies accept the definition of 'ethnic community' for 
nationality. Certainly line 5 on each Soviet citizen's passport could not have represented other traits of a 
nationality other than ethnic or racial background. 
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7 
socialist in content (ideologically).’9 The paper will focus on, ‘How the Soviet state 
“constructed” the Koreans and whether they intended to give them equal basis, rights 
and territory as other Soviet peoples.’10 Second, the ‘socialist construction’ of the USSR’s 
various national minorities was predicated upon a utopian belief in socialism and ‘class 
consciousness.’ Yet, Bolshevism never made a clean break from Tsarist-era nationalist, 
populist and primordialist beliefs.11 Thus, we will examine how these ‘Tsarist-era 
continuities’ were carried over and employed during the Soviet period. Finally, this 
study also aspires to provide the view from below and above on the Koreans and their 
role in developing ‘Soviet internationalism’ in the 1920s and 1930s.12 
 The korenizatsiia period was a brilliant and rare example of state policy meeting 
individual and collective needs for ‘representation’ and ‘agency.’ In 1923, the Soviet 
Union offered a more progressive platform [educational, institutional and occupational] 
for natsmen than perhaps any of the Western democracies in the world.13 However, the 
Soviet state and its directives were reinforced by an extremely large political police 
force (OGPU/NKVD) which could arrest and determine sentence on the spot by a 
'troika' and a network of informers which numbered over ten million by the late 1930s.14 
Indigenisation offered 'everyday utopianism' for the common citizen because as a 
Korean, one could see Koreans of every stripe, whether rice farmer or bureaucrat, on 
the local radio and in the newspapers. Neighbors and friends were also state officials, 
bureaucrats and political police such as the NKVD. This programme summed up the 
allure of Bolshevism because the 'representation' of one's nationality among the Soviet 
leadership meant that there was a high degree of social mobility and the feeling of 
'access' to Soviet leaders, media, arts and institutions. This decentralisation of 
representational power ameliorated the less glamorous stints of queuing up for 

                                                 
9 Stalin’s definition of a ‘nationality’ was  ‘a historically constituted, stable community of people formed 
on the basis of a common language, territory, economic life, and psychological make-up manifested in a 
common culture.’ See Joseph Stalin, Marxism and the National and Colonial Question (1935; repr., Honolulu: 
University Press of the Pacific, 2003), pp. 9-10. One should note that language, psychological make-
up/identity, and territorial identification take several (from five to ten) generations to create, thus making 
them easily essentialised as inheritable, racial or race-like categories. 
10 Gregorii Tsoi remembers attending a Soviet Artist's Institute in Vladivostok in the 1930s and hearing 
'To each nationality [education] in their own language' which was a slogan of korenizatsiia. See Gregorii 
Tsoi, Interview by Jon Chang, [Kolkhoz] Glavnyi Leninskii put, Tashkent, Uzbekistan, 6 June 2009. 
11 Timasheff’s The Great Retreat chronicles the rehabilitation of Tsarist Russian attitudes, views, icons, 
heroes, religion (Russian Orthodoxy) and other elements into Soviet culture, life and state policies 
beginning around 1934. See Nicholas S. Timasheff, The Great Retreat: The Growth and Decline of Communism 
in Russia (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., 1946). 
12 The ‘view from below’ refers to that of the common citizen. The ‘view from above’ refers to Soviet 
officials, policymakers, leaders and institutional views. 
13 Natsmen means 'national minority' in Russian. 
14 Robert W. Stephan, Stalin's Secret War: Soviet Counterintelligence against the Nazis, 1941-1945 (Lawrence: 
U of Kansas Press, 2004), p. 61. I assume that 13 million in this network which was counted in 1944 had 
most probably surpassed ten million in 1937 during the Great Terror. 
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commodities, corruption, disillusionment (with news, data, officials), terror and 
repression. This hope kept many Soviet citizens loyal, optimistic and supportive which 
led to a remarkable period of industrial growth in the USSR from the late 1920s until the 
Second World War. This was the positive side of korenizatsiia. On the other hand, Soviet 
indigenisation offered a somewhat orientalised, ascriptive view of the various 
nationalities from a Russian lens.15 This was to embellish the image of the USSR as ‘state 
of nations’ rather than a ‘state of Russified-nationalities.’16 
 During korenizatsiia, Korean became the language of instruction for the majority 
of Koreans except in the urban areas where one could choose whether their child was 
enrolled in a Russian or a Korean language institution. However, the ideas and lessons 
promulgated in Soviet Korean schools and institutes were strictly 'socialist in content.' 
This meant that lessons regarding Marxist and Russian literature were standardised to 
teach Pushkin, Marx, Lenin, and Stalin, but in the Korean language. These lessons 
would focus on class distinctions with a historical materialist foundation. Schools, 
universities and rabfaks (workers' night schools) were the key to building the new 
generation of young, vigilant and well-trained revolutionary socialists, often called 
vydvizhentsy. In 1923-24, 716 Korean students went on to higher education in institutes, 
technicums and universities all across the Soviet Union. After korenizatsiia in higher 
education, this number went up tremendously. In the 1924-25 school year, Koreans had 
a higher proportion of school children than the Russian population. In the Vladivostok 
district, Korean students outnumbered Russians 156 to 152 per population size 1000 (n). 
This led the newspaper Sovetskii Primore to remark ' "Now isn’t that strange?" ‘ This 
remark was very reminiscent of the attitudes that Jews faced in education in the 1880s 
under the Tsar. They chose to assimilate through educational and occupational routes 
which allowed them to 'test the waters' before the more radical step of conversion. But 
when Jews 'beat the system' by excelling in secondary and tertiary institutions (with 
enrollments well beyond their demographics), the rules were changed and quotas were 
enacted.17 
 

                                                 
15 Orientalist refers to Edward Said's Orientalism, where the Asian is defined, reduced and framed by the 
Western lens, see Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979). Terry Martin, Affirmative 
Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism, 1923-1939 (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2001), p. 436 stated 'National artists 
[natsmen] were also accused of catering to this great-power prejudice, of engaging in a “hypertrophic 
fetishization” of national forms.' 
16 Note that during korenizatsiia, several of the Soviet Korean leaders began using their Korean names 
instead of their birth names (which were Russian). For example, Andrei Abramovich Khan became Khan 
Myon She, Ilia Pak became Pak Din Shun and Grigorii Eliseevich Khan became Khan Chan Gol. 
17 Regarding the informal quotas on Jews in education and certain professions, see Benjamin Nathans, 
Beyond the Pale: The Jewish Encounter with Late Imperial Russia (Berkeley: U of California Press, 2002), pp. 
247, 253. Regarding the Sovetskii Primore quote and the student percentages for 1924-25, see B.D. Pak, 
Koreitsy v sovetskoi Rossii, 1917-konets 30-kh godov (Moskva-Irkutsk: IGPI, 1995), pp. 139-40. 
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 By the late 1920s, Koreans had a plethora of magazines, newspapers and other 
media in Russian and Korean to choose from. By 1935, there were 9 Korean language 
newspaper and 6 journals. The 9 Korean language newspapers were named: Avangard, 
Workers, Peasants Gazette, Red Star, The Path of Lenin, The Path of Stalin, New World, 
Culture and Stalin's Tribunal.18 By 1936, there was an estimated 204,000 Koreans of a 
total population of 2,273,000 in the Russian Far East.19 The Korean population had 
increased from 106,000 in 1923 to 170,000 in 1927.20 25,043 Koreans were enrolled in 
primary and secondary schools in the RFE. They made up 12.5 per cent of the total 
primary and secondary school population.21 By 1935, there was a Korean section in the 
Far Eastern University, two Korean pedagogical institutes, one Korean Pedagogical 
Institute for workers which was a 4 year university (established in 1931 in Vladivostok 
with 780 students), a Korean section in the Khabarovsk Agricultural Institute, a Korean 
section of the Soviet Party School which was established in1927 and finally, the Korean 

                                                 
18 Anatolii Kuzin, Dalnevostochnye koreitsy: zhizn i tragediia sudby (Iuzhno-Sakhalinsk: Dalnevostochnoe 
knizhnoe izdatelstvo), p. 98. 
19 N.F. Bugai and B.D. Pak, 140 let: ocherk istorii rossiskikh koreitsev (Moskva: IVRAN, 2001), p. 234 for 
Korean population and John J. Stephan, The Russian Far East (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1994), p. 310 for total 
population figures, 1937. 
20 Michael Gelb, 'An Early Soviet Ethnic Deportation: The Far Eastern Koreans', Russian Review 54, no. 3 
(July 1995): p. 392. Bugai and Pak, 140 let, p. 227 gives different years for 106k (1926) and 170k (1929). 
21 Bugai and Pak, 140 let, p. 234. 
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10 
Pedagogical Institute of Nikolsk-Ussuriisk (KPI) which was a 4-year institute with 
approximately 420 students.22 

The KPI was regarded as the 'crown-jewel' in the Korean community and seen as 
representative of how quickly they had risen as a Soviet people since the October 
Revolution (1917). All students in the KPI were Korean and all courses were in 
Korean.23 Koreans were doing so well educationally that a Korean Soviet Party School 
also opened in Nikolsk-Ussuriisk in 1930. By 1933, there were 372 Korean students. Li 
Kvar was a professor at this institute in the 1930s.24 There was also an explosion of 
books being printed in Korean. Over 200 Korean villages now had their own libraries in 
1932. By 1934, there were 36 Korean authors who were regularly being published, 22 of 
whom had their works published in both Russian and Korean. Of the 20 most popular 
books by Korean authors, the print run ranged from 5 to 176 thousand. The Korean 
section of the state DVK publishing house employed 10 people in production and still 
could not keep up with the demand.25 Gerhard Simon noted that typically Soviet 
nationalities with several institutes of higher education were granted an ASSR or a 
union republic.26 The Koreans did not receive either and this was likely due to their 
being a diaspora nationality coupled with the continued accusation that they were a 
vanguard for Japanese expansion.27 This is an example of the contradictions in 
'nationality construction' raised by Koreans as a diaspora group and the continued 
Soviet fears about their political loyalties despite the evidence otherwise. We will now 
examine the history of Soviet nation building and territorial autonomy during 
korenizatsiia. 
 

                                                 
22 Ibid.,p. 235 and Kuzin, Dalnevostochnye, pp. 93-4. 
23 Serafima Kim, Interview with Jon Chang, Kolkhoz Politotdel, Tashkent, Uzbekistan, 25 May 2009. 
24 Kuzin, Dalnevostochnye, p. 94. 
25 B. Pak, Koreitsy v rossiiskoi imperii (Irkutski: IGPI, 1994), pp. 216-17 and Kuzin, Dalnevostochnye, pp. 96-8.  
26 Gerhard Simon, Nationalism and Policy toward the Nationalities in the Soviet Union: From Totalitarian 
Dictatorship to Post-Stalinist Society, trans. Karen Forster and Oswald Forster (Boulder: Westview 
Press,1991), p. 54. 
27 See GAKhK f. P2, o. 1, d. 111, ll. 1-2, 8., Martin, Affirmative, pp. 317-18. 
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The Background for Soviet Korean 'territorial autonomy'28 
 
Korenizatsiia was the promotion of national minorities into Soviet institutions as cadres, 
minority representation in all-union and Comintern campaigns, the targeting of 
educational scholarships for minorities and the creation of a network of institutes of 
higher learning for the said nationalities. For example, the Comintern official Pak Din 
Shun, a Korean was promoted to a leading Comintern position promoting 
'internationalism' and Soviet socialism among Koreans in Korea and Manchuria. The 
basic building blocks on which the ‘construction’ of national minorities stood was 

                                                 
28 ‘Gerrymandering’ in a Soviet context is ‘the granting of the smallest and most politically innocuous 
territory possible, rather than a larger autonomous territory or territories which would be more 
demographically representative of the said people.  It functioned to restrict, rather than liberate a 
community of national minorities.’ An AO or ASSR would have more correctly corresponded to the 
Korean’s population size, economic power and political influence. 
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12 
education and 'territorial autonomy.'29 In the mid-to-late 1920s, many nationalities 
received ASSR's and SSR's (SSR for union republics and ASSR for autonomous regions, 
a lower form of nation and autonomy). In 1924, the Turkestan ASSR was converted into 
the Uzbek SSR and the Turkmen SSR.  Furthermore, in 1929, the Tajik SSR was created 
from Uzbekistan.30 Some form of territorial autonomy was granted to most of the 
various Soviet nationalities during the mid-1920s to mid-1930s. In regards to the 
Koreans, they requested a Korean autonomous oblast many times and had hoped to use 
an autonomous oblast as a piedmont for anti-Japanese expansion and to provoke a 
socialist revolution in Korea.31 A region such as an oblast was necessary in order to show 
widespread Sovietisation of the Koreans and the successful implementation of 
korenizatsiia programmes. Khan Myon She's ‘Short Report: Notes on the Situation of the 
Korean population in the Primore’ (26 December 1922) proposed that Koreans receive 
an autonomous oblast which would serve as an anti-Japanese bulwark and a base for 
Korean independence on the Russia-Korea border.32 In Kim, a Soviet Korean delegate at 
the Fifth Congress of the Comintern also spoke of the RFE as a socialist piedmont for 
occupied Korea. He noted that the newspaper Sonbong (Avangard) was the only Korean 
socialist workers newspaper printed in Korean which served the interests of Korean 
workers [in Korea and the RFE].33 The Comintern's Far Eastern (Dalkrai) Bureau 
indicated that they supported Khan's proposal and sent the proposal to the Central 
Committee. Moscow deferred a decision indefinitely. This would have meant the end of 
the issue of a Korean national territory had Khan Myon She not persevered on this.34 
 Soviet Koreans had repeatedly requested an autonomous region since the Second 
All-Korean Congress in June of 1918.35 Territorial autonomy for minority nationalities 
had been promised as a foundation block of Soviet nationalities policies. Between 1922-

                                                 
29 Pak Din Shun spoke at the Second International on 27 July 1920 alongside Lenin. Pak also went by the 
transliteration Pak Chin Sun. He was born Ilia Pak in the RFE, Russia. For some of Pak's work during the 
Second International, see Xenia Joukoff Eudin and Robert C. North, Soviet Russia and the East, 1920-1927: 
A Documentary Study (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1957), pp. 40-2. 
30 See Arne Hausen, The Establishment of the National Republics in Central Asia (New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2003), pp. 1-8, 159-172. 
31 Their request for a Korean National Autonomous region was correlated to districts (raions) in which 
Koreans were a majority or a significant proportion of the population. 
32 Khan mentioned that Koreans had large populations in Poset, Suifun and Olgin raions and requested a 
region that would encompass areas where Koreans had large populations which would include more 
than three raions, see U. Li and E. Kim, Belaia kniga: o deportatsii koreiskogo naseleniia Rossii v 30-40kh godakh 
(Moskva: Interfaks, 1992), pp. 46-7. The Dalkrai Bureau of the Comintern turned in a request(again) for a 
Korean Autonomous Oblast in May of 1924. The May 1924 request specifically states ‘oblast’ whereas the 
1922 request does not, see Martin, Affirmative, p. 317. 
33 U. Vanin, Koreitsy v SSSR: materialy sovetskoi pechati, 1918-1937 gg. (Moskva: IV RAN, 2004),pp. 125-26. 
34 Marina Fuchs, ‘The Soviet Far East as a Strategic Outpost and the Regional Authorities’ Nationality 
Policy: The Korean Question, 1920-1929’, Sibirica: Journal of Siberian Studies 4, no. 2 (October 2004): pp. 
204-05.  
35 D. Suh, ed. Koreans in the Soviet Union (Honolulu: U of Hawaii UP, 1987), pp. 9-10. 
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1924, the Far Eastern Department of the Comintern made several requests for Korean 
autonomy and or to study the ‘question’ of a Korean autonomous region. This was 
influenced in part by the granting of a Moldavian ASSR.36 The discussions about 
autonomy led to a high level of friction within the Korean Department (otdel) of the 
Primore Party Provincial Committee. Korean bureaucrats denounced one another to the 
Oriental Section of the Comintern.37 In May 1924, Moscow formally rejected a request to 
establish a Korean autonomous oblast.38 Regardless, if the Moldavian's received an 
ASSR (when they constituted 29.7 per cent of a total population of 572,339) in 1925, why 
couldn't the Koreans have received one as well (Koreans totaled 22.4 per cent of a total 
680,011 in the Vladivostok Okrug)? An autonomous region such as this whether under 
the nomenclature of a ‘Korean territory’ or simply a ‘Far Eastern ASSR’ for Koreans and 
Chinese (who made up an additional 13.6 and 4 per cent of the urban and rural 
populations, respectively of Vladivostok Okrug in 1929) could have been used as 
socialist ‘political’ piedmonts in East Asia for the Comintern.39 
 Concurrent with Khan Myon She’s ‘Short Note’ regarding an autonomous oblast 
(AO) for the Koreans, Dalbureau (the Far Eastern Soviet leadership committee) enacted 
a resolution to deport all Koreans from the Primore in December 1922. Dalbureau’s 
resolution stated ‘All Koreans from the Primore should be settled outside of the border 
region to either the Amur or Zabaikal oblasts. Motives of the Dalbureau: [preventing] 
the spread of Japanese influence by Koreans. To talk about any such autonomy [Korean 
territory] over that of the latter [the expansion of Japanese influence] will never 
happen.’ This measure was passed in January 1923, but was never carried out.40 One 
wonders ‘Why were the Koreans seen as proxies or agents of Japanese influence and 
expansion?’ During the Intervention, Koreans had contributed to the Japanese Entente 
forces as translators, drivers, labourers and handymen. But these were Koreans from 
Korea, Manchuria and Japan and not the USSR.41 

By 1923, the Soviet Koreans or Koreans of the RFE had a proven record of loyalty 
to Russia. Four thousand Koreans fought in the Russian (Tsarist) Army during the First 
World War.42 From 1918 to late 1922, 48 Korean partisan regiments fought as ‘Red 

                                                 
36 Martin, Affirmative, pp. 317-18. 
37 Fuchs, ‘Soviet’, p. 208. 
38 Martin, Affirmative, p. 317 and Fuchs, ‘Soviet’, pp. 204-05. 
39 See figure 6 regarding the proposal of the area as a Korean Oblast. This had been proposed to 
Konstantin Pshenitsyn, Secretary Primore Provincial Committee, 1924, see Fuchs, ‘Soviet’, p. 209. 
40 S. Nam, Rossiiskie Koreitsy: istoriiai kultura, 1860-1925 gg. (Moskva: IV RAN, 1998), p.104 and S. Nam, 
‘Koreiskii natsionalnyi raion: put i poiska issledovatelia,’ self-published (Moskva: Nauka, 1991), p. 13. For 
the Chinese population of Vladivostok okrug, see Dalnevostochnoe kraevoe zemelnoe upravlenie, Itogi 
perepisi koreiskogo naselenie Vladivostokogo okruga v 1929 godu, tablitse A, ischislennye dannye (Khabarovsk-
Vladivostok, 1932). 
41 Far Eastern Republic, Japanese Intervention in the Russian Far East(Washington D.C.: FER corporate 
author, 1922), pp. 18-9. 
42 Suh, Koreans,p. 8.  
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Partisans’ loyal to the Bolshevik state and sometimes in tandem with Red Army forces. 
These regiments were officially documented.43 They comprised approximately four-to-
five thousand men. Unofficially, there were perhaps another three-to-five thousand 
Koreans in Siberia and the RFE who fought against the Japanese in partisan units, some 
of whom originated in Manchuria. The American historian John Albert White wrote of 
the Chinese and Korean Red partisans: 
 

One of the interesting features of the partisan struggle was the participation in it of 
non-Russian peoples. Many of the natives as well as the Chinese living in Eastern 
Siberia whose part in the Russian life of the area had been tenuous before this time 
joined the [Red/Bolshevik] forces or aided them with food, clothing, and shelter. 
The Koreans in particular were strong supporters of the movement.44 

 
Political loyalty during the Intervention was not strictly defined by nationality. During 
a Red partisan siege of Nikolaevsk (March-April 1920). Many of Russian businessmen 
and managers there were considered ‘collaborators’ with the Japanese. After the 
victory, Triapitsyn (a Red partisan) and his forces massacred the residents of Nikolaev 
targeting especially the Russians (because a large proportion had worked for Japanese 
businesses in the fishing and shipping industries of Nikolaevsk) and the Japanese. 
Triapitsyn’s army of two thousand men included 300 Chinese and 200 Korean Red 
partisans.45 
 There are other instances where the state betrayed Bolshevism’s professed ideals 
of an anti-capitalist ideology and hatred for capitalist-imperialism. In 1923, the USSR 
undertook the deportation of approximately 600 Koreans who were illegal residents, 
kulaks and ex-partisans and deported them to Kamchatka, Okhotsk and Aian, Japan (the 
first two are in Russia).46 Svetlana Nam, a Russian-Korean historian believed that the 
majority of these Koreans were ex-partisans deported because of an informal 
‘peacekeeping policy’ with Japan. Also in 1923, Japan, unilaterally, paid the Soviet 
Union 6,250,000 rubles in gold for fishing rights that they had used during the 
Intervention. The Soviet Union had not requested reparations from Japan for fishing 
rights. This payment was an act of goodwill in order to ‘set the table’ for the 1925 
Soviet-Japanese Convention in which the Japanese would work, fish and extract 
resources such as fish and other marine life, timber, oil, coal and natural gas and share 
the profits of the mining of these resources with the Soviet government. We will now 
examine the work of Khan Myon She (a Comintern official), the role of the 1925 Soviet-
Japanese Convention in promoting the trope of Koreans as ‘fifth columnists,’ and the 
process of ‘Soviet gerrymandering.’ Therefore, the Soviet state even as early as 1925 did 

                                                 
43 J. Stephan ‘The Korean Minority in the Soviet Union’, Mizan 13, no. 3 (December 1971): p. 140. 
44 J. White, The Siberian Intervention (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1950), p. 284. 
45 Ibid., pp. 284-90.   
46 Nam, Rossiiskie, p. 104. 
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not evince a strong anti-capitalist imperialist ideology especially when dealing with the 
sale and extraction of resources from the RFE to Japan. They crossed ideological lines 
whenever they saw fit because Japan and other ‘capitalist-imperialists’ provided the 
Soviet state monies and hard currency.47 
 
 

Khan Myon She, Soviet Korean cadre extraordinaire, the 1925 
Soviet-Japanese Convention and Soviet ‘gerrymandering’ 
 
From 1923 to 1924, the Soviet Korean leader with the highest profile was probably Khan 
Myon She (born Andrei Abramovich Khan in Russia), one of the executive leaders of 
the Korean Bureau, which was a division of the Comintern.48 Khan was fearless, but 
somewhat imprudent as a plenipotentiary. Khan constantly reminded the Dalkrai 
Bureau (the regional leadership in the RFE) and his Comintern superiors of the 
promises made by the Bolsheviks and the Soviet state to all residents of the Soviet 
Union.49 He continually chastised his superiors calling them ‘chauvinists’ while stating 
that the Tsarist legacy of inequality had not been erased and even called the GubKom 
Secretary of the Primore, Pshenitsyn, a chauvinist in a formal Comintern report. The 
following are excerpts from Khan’s 15 May 1924 report to the RFE Comintern: 
   

During the arrival of Soviet power [to the Primore] which the poor Koreans relied 
on, they found that they could not count on them. The Soviet authorities and the 
Party were occupied with Sovietisation in the region in the first year of existence 
[1922] and could not carry out any changes to their situation. On the contrary, it 
kept almost all the attributes of the Tsarist regime: the visa system [italics JC] which was 
a burdensome tax on the Koreans, 5 roubles for every family member over 16 
years of age and a 10 rouble fine if one was unfortunately caught without a visa, a 
collection [fine] for fuel and furthermore. Their situation was such that it was as if 
it were created in order to blame them. The majority of them (I am speaking about 
the non-Russian subject Koreans) were lacking even rentable land parcels, they 
typically were renting land from kulaks [during the Tsarist period]….And many 

                                                 
47 The historian, Terry Martin argues otherwise. He stated ‘Soviet xenophobia was ideological, not ethnic. 
It was spurred by an ideological hatred and suspicion of foreign capitalist governments, not the national 
hatred of non-Russians. Foreign intervention during the civil war did not create Soviet xenophobia. It 
merely confirmed a preexisting ideological inclination.’ See Terry Martin, ‘Origins of Soviet Ethnic 
Cleansing’, The Journal of Modern History 70, no. 4 (December1998): 829. 
48 Khan should be pronounced Han. Transliteration from Russian to English follows that established by 
the U.S. Library of Congress. 
49 This depends on one’s interpretation. The Soviet Union was to be a worker’s paradise for the proletariat 
and peasantry. Many of the Soviet proclamations did not distinguish between workers versus citizens. 
They stated that ‘all workers in Soviet territory’ were to have equal rights. 
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were forced out of their own familiar land [Primore] and resettled to land parcels 
near Manchuria. Of course, they left with a bitter taste and even some hated Soviet 
power, the arrival of which they had counted on and put their trust in.50 

 
After a rather calm introduction, Khan became indignant and requested wholesale 

changes based upon Bolshevik promises during the October Revolution and through 
1922. Khan forcefully requested land, the end of the exploitation of the Koreans as 
sharecroppers or farmers who only rented land, equal rights and citizenship which was 
vital in the case of the Koreans, a nationality who had migrated to Soviet territory. In 
1923, 2290 (13.7 per cent) of a total 16,767 families owned land. According to Khan’s 
report, in 1923-24, 500 Korean families were resettled outside of the Primore, mostly 
near the Amur/Khabarvosk/Birobidzhan districts and regions.51 12,787 Korean families 
in the Primore remained landless with no clear plan for land distribution in sight.52 
Khan’s willingness to put the blame on the Party and his colleagues in the local 
leadership did not help him to survive as a Korean leader. Khan continued: 
 

Moreover in the Primore, especially in the first year of existence of Soviet 
authorities, there were some cases of ‘Great Russian’ chauvinism. Such as when 
Comrade Kubiak of the First Guberniia Party Conference at the beginning of last 
year [1923] in his own speech, without grounds, accused all Koreans as being 
adventurists and swindlers calling them, Japanese colonisers who should be 
subject to exile outside of the borders of the region [Primore]. Probably, on a 
reason closely related to this, the Soviet authorities of Kamchatka exiled 700-800 
Korean workers from Oxotsk and Aian to Japan. Another concrete example of 
chauvinism was the absence of documented facts [for this]…the existence of 
chauvinism does and still exists. This was not even noted once during the 
conference. According to the opinion of the Secretary of the GubKom, Comrade 
Pshenitsyn, there is no chauvinism in the Primore. But he has engendered the [Party] 
apparatus from top to bottom with this and it makes the Korean population very 
anxious[italics JC].53 

 
Khan wrote several more missives that were similar to that above discussing, 

arguing, and sometimes demanding land, citizenship, an autonomous territory and 
equal rights for Koreans. There was likely no Soviet Korean leader before or since who 
has defended the rights of Koreans in the RFE in such an uncompromising and 
passionate style. Some Korean leaders defended only fellow CP members and cadres. 
Some defended only Koreans who were Soviet citizens. Khan defended all Koreans on 

                                                 
50 RGASPI- f. 495, o. 154, d. 188, l. 73. 
51 Suh, Koreans, p. 33. 
52 Ibid. 
53 RGASPI-f. 495, o. 154, d. 188, l. 74. 
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Soviet territory whether citizen or recent immigrant. Khan had transgressed the ‘Party 
line’ and etiquette in his reports. The Korean Bureau was disbanded soon afterwards. 
Khan superior in the Korean Bureau Voitinskii recommended that Khan further his 
education in a Communist Party School as part of his next assignment. This was re-
education. Khan refused this referral. In Khan’s next assignment, he was transferred out 
of the Primore and away from the Korean community to Yakutia as the head of a 
Profintern soviet of the Aldansk okrug from 1925 to 1927.54 Khan had clearly crossed the 
limits of ‘decorum’ for a Soviet cadre despite the promises of ‘cultural autonomy’ which 
had been repeatedly promised to the Koreans during the Intervention (1918-1922) in 
order to insure their loyalties. In the next paragraphs, we will review how the Soviet 
state’s economic pact of 1925 (which allowed the Japanese to return to the RFE) 
influenced the trope of ‘Koreans as Japanese minions’ and how this affected their battle 
for territorial autonomy. 

 
 

The 1925 Convention between the USSR and Japan 
 
On 14 December 1925, the Soviet Union and Japan signed a treaty, the Convention of 
1925, which allowed Japanese citizens access to timber, oil, gas and fisheries in the 
entire RFE (Japanese interests were concentrated in Northern Sakhalin, Kamchatka and 
the Primore). This treaty also allowed any Japanese citizen to live and work in the RFE 
as long as they had a trade, occupation or business and paid their taxes and residence 
visas. In essence, the 1925 Convention revived Japan's aspirations for holding the RFE 
and allowed the Japanese to return as a ‘most-favoured’ nation. Japan prepared for this 
rapprochement in advance with their 1923 unilateral payment for fishing rights which 
they used during the Intervention (before the official pronouncement of a Soviet state in 
1922). As an example, the Japanese paid the Soviet regime 50 per cent of the value of the 
oil, coal, gas and timber which they mined or extracted from North Sakhalin. These 
were joint-ventures with Japanese management and some Japanese labourers. Japan 
paid the USSR over one million in roubles per year for fishing rights alone which do not 
include the value of the fish and other seafood(s).55 Yet, the trope of Koreans as proxies 
of ‘Japanese empire’ was continually promoted in Soviet popular culture and by the 
state. For example, an official from the Vladivostok District Land Administration made 
a specific link to Korean farmers working Russian land in the Primore to Japanese 
expansion in the RFE through Japanese concession. This official stated: 

                                                 
54 Pak, Khan, pp. 24-5. 
55 H. Moore, Soviet Far Eastern Policy, 1931-1945 (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1945), pp. 50, 176-179 and G. 
Lensen, Japanese Recognition of the U.S.S.R.: Soviet- Japanese Relations, 1921-1930 (Tallahassee: The 
Diplomatic Press, 1970), pp. 177-373 (especially pages 231-32). One of the most important documents on 
the Soviet-Japanese concessions was a U.S. intelligence report dated 21 August 1939, see NARA T1249, rg 
59, roll 75, frames 57-64. 
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Besides this, we hear only too frequently complaints from Japan about its 
ostensible overpopulation and the abundance of unoccupied lands in the Soviet 
Far East, which the Soviet government cannot populate with Russians. If we add 
to this information the fact of the recently accelerated settlement of the Khanka 
lowlands by Koreans together with an overwhelming interest of Japanese 
concessionaries in the same area, the picture becomes clear enough…56 
 

This accusation of the Koreans as Japanese lackeys is particularly groundless since it 
was 1925 Soviet-Japanese Convention which allowed the Japanese to return to the RFE 
by means of investment and joint-venture ‘concessions.’ This trope linking the Koreans 
and the Chinese to Japanese empire and expansion was simply the re-creation of a new 
‘Soviet’ yellow peril which first began around 1895 (during Tsarism). 

In 1927, Poset was named a Korean Autonomous raion with Afanasii Kim as the 
Secretary of the Poset CP.57 The naming of Poset as a Korean national district (raion) was 
in part due to the tireless work of Khan Myon She regarding territorial autonomy. In 
addition to the one national district (Poset), the Koreans were represented by 105 
‘village soviets’ which was the smallest administrative territory dedicated to each 
nationality.58 Each ‘village soviet’ contained five-to-nine Korean villages.59 Many of 
these 'village soviets' were contiguous especially in the raions of Suchan, Suifan, 
Shkotov, Prokrov and Poset. They should have constituted several Korean Autonomous 
districts' with the rule in Soviet administration that three national districts or more 
constituted a national oblast belonging to that particular nationality. This appears to 
have been 'gerrymandering' to deny the Koreans, a large autonomous region where the 
titular nationality typically directed the region’s CP, Soviet institutions and police.60 
 However, the question remained ‘why were the Koreans limited to territorial 
autonomy consisting of just one national raion and 100 plus village soviets?’ Figure 6, 
which was part of a Soviet state census (1929) of the Primore, demonstrates that the 
Poset, Suifun and Suchan districts held majority Korean populations. The Grodekov, 
Khankai, Pokrov and Shkotovo districts also had large Korean populations where 

                                                 
56 Fuchs, ‘Soviet,’ p. 212.   
57 Pak, Khan, 23 states Khan thought that the Koreans would be granted a Korean oblast not raion (raion is 
a district, an oblast is made up of 3 or more raions).  
58 Kuzin, Dalnevostochnye, p. 104. The Kuzin data gives a progression of the growth. Therefore, I will use 
Kuzin’s data. Korean village soviet growth was 57 (1924 yr.), 87 (1925), 105 (1927), 171 (1929), but some of 
the ‘village soviets’ were mixed with Chinese and Russian villages and finally, 182 village soviets (1935). 
See Kuzin, Dalnevostochnye, pp. 103-105. Pyotr Pak (born 1926) informed this author that when growing 
up in Grodekovskii district (raion) his kolkhoz, Lenin was right next to a Chinese kolkhoz named Stalin. The 
Chinese kolkhoz chairman’s wife had had her feet bound when she was a child in China. Pyotr 
Maximovich Pak, interview by Jon Chang, 3 August 2009, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. 
59 Martin, Affirmative, p. 318. 
60 See glossary for ‘gerrymandering.’ 
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Koreans could also have been the largest single nationality.61 All seven districts were 
contiguous. This gave credence to their request for a Korean autonomous oblast (see 
footnote 57 for an explanation of Soviet ‘national’ territorialisation).62 The Korean 
population in each of the seven aforementioned districts in 1929 was the following: 
Poset (89 per cent), Suifun (49.1 per cent), Suchan (50.9 per cent), Grodekov (31.7 per 
cent), Khankai (29.9 per cent), Pokrov (38.6 per cent) and Shkotovo (29.1 per cent).63 The 
principal reason for the denial of the Korean AO was because the Koreans were seen as 
proxies for the Japanese empire. This view was seen as having a legitimate legal basis 
since Korea was a colony of the Japanese empire. In the following section, we will try to 
answer ‘why were the Korean autonomous territories “gerrymandered” by the Soviet 
state?’ and 'why were the Koreans regarded as politically suspect and as Japanese 
minions despite their history of loyalty to first, the Tsarist empire and then, to the Soviet 
state?' 
 

 
 

                                                 
61 In some of the latter four raions, Koreans may have been the largest single nationality if one divides 
Russian and Ukrainian. See figure 6. 
62 Soviet administrative levels are as follows from largest to smallest: Soviet Union->Union republic-
>Autonomous Republic->Autonomous oblast->Autonomous okrug->National district->National village 
soviet->National kolkhoz-Soviet citizen (individual), see Martin, Affirmative, pp. 47-8. 
63 Dalnevostochnoe kraevoe zemelnoe upravlenie. (Ischislennye dannye) Itogi perepisi koreiskogo naseleniia 
Vladivostokskogo okruga v 1929 godu (prilozhenie k tablitse A). Khabarovsk- Vladivostok, 1932. 
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Primordialism during Tsarism and the Soviet era 

 
This section will explain Russian and Soviet primordialist attitudes towards Soviet 
Koreans and how primordialism negatively affected the Korean’s request for an 
autonomous oblast (AO) commensurate with their population demographics (see figure 
6). I will argue that primordialist and nationalist attitudes among Soviet cadres and in 
popular culture defined the Koreans as alien, unassimilable and of questionable loyalty 
and consequently, influenced Soviet policies regarding the Koreans. The effect of this 
Tsarist ‘legacy’ was that they produced separate and unequal implementation of social 
policies, land grants and social life. This occurred despite the Soviet Union’s claims that 
the it provided its citizens 'legal and actual equality.'64 To begin with, in the former 
Soviet Union, there was the idea that certain traits, characteristics, mentalities and 
cultural practices are carried over or inherited from one generation to the next within a 
nationality, that is, an ethnic group/nationality which has been established 
economically, psychologically and territorially over time. Thus, a Korean from Russia, 
Central Asia or the former Soviet Union was and even today is called a Russian-Korean 
and not (in North American syntax) a Korean-Russian. This applies to all of the national 
minorities in Russia. Therefore, Poles, Greeks and Germans from Russia are called, 
Russian-Poles, Russian-Greeks and Russian-Germans. In America, these groups would 
be called Polish, Greek and German-Americans. There is a semantic difference to the 
placement of the word 'Korean' which was explained to me by during my time in 
Central Asia.65 The term 'Russian-Korean' as was explained to me, indicates that one 
knows the Russian language and Russian customs, but at heart (koren), one is and 
remains a Korean and thus, the Korean language and customs will always be more 
natural no matter if one has been in Russia for 5 or 100 generations. This is a primordialist 
view of race which is decidedly neither socialist nor Marxist and goes against the ideals of Soviet 
socialism. In comparison, as an example, Korean-American is meant to evoke the idea 
that one is Korean on the outside by race, but by cultural values and mindset, 
American, especially if one were born or raised in the U.S.66  
 This view of nationality with elements of primordialism (above) was also 
expressed in Soviet academia in the late 1920s by Lev Shternberg and Vladimir K. 
Arsenev, two of Tsarist Russia and the Soviet Union's most renowned ethnographers 
and anthropologists. Lev Shternberg and Vladimir Bogoraz were in fact very fond of 

                                                 
64 Martin, Affirmative, p. 16. 
65 This was explained to me by people on the street, neighbors and academics during my time in Central 
Asia and Russia, especially during my time in Central Asia which was for a period of about 5 years. 
These people were of all different nationalities, Russians, Koreans, Ukrainians, Armenians, Kyrgyz, 
Kazakh and Uzbeks who resided in Central Asia. 
66 The exception to this is the term American Indian, but these groups are also called ‘Native Americans’ 
which signifies their primacy as the only native, non-immigrants to the United States.   
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Franz Boas and had collaborated with him on several research projects (cultural 
anthropology/ethnography) on the peoples of the Siberian Northeast and American 
Northwest (Alaskan Native peoples). Boas is the father of a primordialist school of 
anthropology and Shternberg and Bogoraz considered themselves his 'disciples' or 
students.67 As an example of Shternberg's views on race/nationality, he stated [which 
has been paraphrased by Dr. Sergei Kan] in his paper 'Jewish National Psychology':  
 

First, there are the geographical, ecological, economic, political, and historical 
conditions, and when they change, the national character changes as well. Second, 
there are those unique characteristics of a national character that remain 
unchanged "during the course of a people's entire history, regardless of the 
changes in the environment and temporary circumstances of a people's life. These 
characteristics are biological and they are transmitted unchanged from one 
generation to the next." Under different circumstances, these characteristics may 
become weaker or distorted but never disappear altogether; under favorable conditions, 
they can reemerge again [Italics JC].68 

 
The influences of Shternberg and Bogoraz found their way into Soviet policy because 
the two were part of the KIPS committee which delimited Central Asia turning 
'Turkestan' into four union republics and one Karakalpak ASSR.69 Both were also 
teaching at the Leningrad Georgraphy Institute in the early to mid-1920s. Vladimir 
Arsenev found the Chinese and the Koreans of the RFE to be 'aliens' and he did not 
believe that their conversions to Orthodox Christianity were valid, nor that they could 
assimilate into either Tsarist Russian or Soviet society and culture. He wrote of the 
Chinese 'A Chinese will be a Chinese forever', but more importantly, he believed the 
same about the Koreans.70 In Arsenev's 1914, The Chinese in the Ussuri Region, he wrote:  
 

                                                 
67 Lev I. Shternberg, The Social Organization of the Gilyak, ed. Bruce Grant (Seattle: U of Washington 
Press/American Museum of Natural History, 1999), p. 248. Page 250 contains the transcription of Grant's 
interview with Z.E. Cherniakov, one of Shternberg's former students. Cherniakov stated 'They both 
[Shternberg and Bogoraz] considered themselves students of Boas.' Grant's interviews are a tremendous 
addition which help to give the reader the overall sense of Shternberg's milieu and his academic influence 
in Soviet ethnography. 
68 S. Kan, Lev Shternberg: Anthropologist, Russian Socialist and Jewish Activist (Lincoln: U of Nebraska, 2009), 
pp. 314-15. Dr. Kan, a professor at Dartmouth, stated to this author in correspondence ‘He [Shternberg] 
simply could not accept a more traditional Morganian/Tylorian view.... To accept such a view meant to 
accept that Jewish culture or Nivkh culture, for that matter would inevitably lose its unique 
characteristics, that its spiritual worldview was destined to disappear, etc. As a romantic Populist and a 
moderate Jewish nationalist, he could not accept this.’ See Sergei Kan, email to author, 23 June 2011   
69 However, Shternberg passed away in 1927 before the KIPS committee could finish its work in Central 
Asia. 
70 V.K. Arsenev and E. I. Titov, Byt i kharakter narodnostei Dalnevostochnogo kraia (Khabarovsk-Vladivostok: 
Knizhnoe delo, 1928), p. 24. 
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Assuming that the Russification of the Chinese does not happen. It is well known 
that the yellows slowly, toughly assimilate to European culture. Here is how well 
the Chinese assimilate, it is said there are some Chinese Christians who have 
accepted the orthodox faith, I did not know this until the Chinese man himself told 
me that he was an orthodox believer. Not by the way he lives nor by his habits, 
customs could I tell that he was Russified or a believer.... A Chinese is forever a 
Chinese [italics JC].71 

 
 Arsenev's pronouncements were quite primordialist and often sounded as if they 
were borrowed verbatim from P.F. Unterberger, the former Tsarist Governor General of 
the Priamur (1905-1910) and the former Military Governor General of the Primorskaia 
Oblast (1888-1897). The reason for this is because during Unterberger's military and civil 
administrations, he commissioned several ethnographic expeditions. He was a patron 
and supporter for Arsenev's works and that of V.V. Grave. Unterberger's most famous 
quote about the Koreans was 'I prefer a Russian desert to a Korean made paradise.'72 
This statement referred to Unterberger preferring Russian colonists and farmers to 
work the land in the Primore, rather than the Koreans who had since 1863 shown 
themselves to be more productive farmers than Russians and to cost the state less. 
Unterberger simply did not believe that East Asians such as the Koreans could 
assimilate to Tsarist Russian values. One should keep in mind that in the late 19th to 
early 20th centuries, the general evaluation of China and Korea was that the countries 
were poor and would remain so; and that the ruling class/leadership was stagnant, 
corrupt and could not effectively counter Western imperialism. Western imperialism 
was seen as a 'white man's burden' to life up the poor and ineffective 'yellow races', 
Japan excluded.73 These attitudes towards East Asia were prevalent in part or in whole 
until the economic rise of the 'four tigers' (Singapore, Taiwan, Korea and Hong Kong) in 
the 1970s and later, in the late 1980s in China. Of the Koreans, Unterberger wrote in his 
monograph, Primorskaia Oblast, 1856-1898 gg. (published in 1900): 
 

By faith, customs, habits, world view and the economic conditions of life, the Koreans are 
absolutely alien to us and difficult to assimilate as citizens with the Russian 
population. Although there are certainly Koreans of the orthodox faith and have 
responded luckily due to the work of missionaries, but this is only in appearance 
[that the Koreans are responding to the missionary work and have become 
Orthodox believers] since the majority of the Koreans do not know the Russian 
language and so few of the missionaries know Korean. The construction and 

                                                 
71 Vladimir K. Arsenev, Kitaitsy v Ussuriiskom krae (1914 repr.,Moskva: Kraft, 2004), pp. 242-43. 
72 Stephan, Russian, p. 71. 
73 One example is Pierre Leroy-Beaulieu, The Awakening of the East: Siberia, Japan, China, trans. Richard 
Davey (London: William Heineman, 1900). The Japanese also carried such views of the Chinese and 
Koreans, see K.K. Kawakami, Manchoukuo: Child of Conflict (New York: MacMillan Co., 1933). 
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installation of Russian schools among the Korean villages is also only for appearances 
[italics JC].74 

 
 These Tsarist views crept into Soviet socialism through the administration of 
'unequal' policies towards Russians, Eastern Slavs and other European nationalities vis-
à-vis the Chinese and the Korean in regards to citizenship, the distribution of land 
parcels, the quality of land given and in every day Soviet life and social interactions.75 
Marina Mogilner's Homo imperii stated that primordialist views and chauvinism did not 
disappear after the October Revolution. They stayed beneath the surface in popular 
culture and social relations, but in the 1930s, were expressed overtly in Soviet policies 
and passportisation. Mogilner stated: 
 

During this period [Soviet], real ‘differences’ were not only not overcome in socialist practice, 

but were even implanted and strengthened on an official level – in part, through the obligatory 

fixing of nationality in the passport. ‘Nationality’ in Soviet passports, was determined by 

father’s or mother’s ‘blood,’ this was in essence not only racial, but ‘racist’ in that it was 

understood that these categories were insurmountable stigmas or inherited advantages [italics 

JC]. It was not possible to choose or ‘construct’ one’s parentage. [At the same time] in the 

background, [there was] the repression in the USSR of serious academic discussion on race, 

nationality, [and] ethnic identity as serious languages of difference. The legal and ordinary 

racial thinking of the passport was greatly disseminated, [while] the authentic language of 

difference remained at the disposal of the population and the authorities.76 
 
Returning to the theme of territorial autonomy, Dalkrai Bureau (the Soviet leadership of 
the RFE) in December 1922 initiated a resolution which stated 'All Koreans from the 
Primore should be settled outside of the border region to either the Amur or Zabaikal 
oblasts. Motives of the Dalbureau: [preventing] the spread of Japanese influence by 
Koreans. To talk about any such autonomy [Korean territory] over that of the latter [the 
expansion of Japanese influence] will never happen.' This resolution passed in January 
1923, but Moscow did not approve its implementation.77 Dalbureau conflated the 
identities and political loyalties of the Koreans to that of Japanese empire. This was also 
a common view among the Soviet leaders and institutions. One can find this attitude in 
the Soviet archives, that is, the conflation of the three East Asian peoples into one 
'yellow peril.' As an example, Comrade Geitsman of the Far Eastern Narkomindel 

                                                 
74 P.F. Unterberger, Primorskaia Oblast, 1856-1898: ocherk (Sank Peterburg: V.O. Kirshbaum, 1900), p. 114. 
75 Comrade Mamaev, a deputy of the Regional Land Administration, Khabarovsk krae wrote about the 
conditions in which Koreans worked and how they were treated by Russian and Cossack land owners (17 
December 1927). He stated ‘Russian peasants view and have continued to view Koreans as a legal object 
of exploitation, as a type of semi-serf worker. In everyday life this is expressed as “my Korean” or “our 
Koreans.” ’ See GAKhK, f. p-2, o. 1, d. 112, l. 9. 
76 Marina Mogilner, Homo imperii: istoriia fizicheskoi antropologii v Rossii, konets XIX- nachalo XX vv. 
(Moskva: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2008), p. 494. 
77 Nam, Rossiiskie, p. 104. 



Eurasia Studies Society of Great Britain & Europe Journal, Vol.3. No.1. January 
2014. © The Eurasia Studies Society of Great Britain & Europe, TESS-GB-EUROPE, 

2014. All Rights Reserved. 
 

24 
(NKID) wrote in a letter to the Moscow branch of NKID (April-May 1928) that he would 
be hesitant to give the Koreans either land or citizenship because he considered them to 
be 'completely alien' to Soviet socialism, including Koreans with Soviet citizenship. 
Later, he employed the yellow peril trope: 
 

We search here [for illegal trading] to push out Russian merchants and then we 
receive in the RFE, the Chinese. And who can guarantee now that when we only 
just pushed out the Chinese merchants until we discover him on the strength of 
this [the eviction of the Chinese] as evolved into a Korean or a Japanese. However, 
the last two types, we have all the basis for considering as one and the same in the matter of 
the ownership of the Primore [Italics JC].78 

  
 In late 1928, Vladimir K. Arsenev was commissioned by Dalkrai Bureau (also 
known as DalkraiKom) to write a special report regarding whether he believed that the 
Chinese and Koreans should be deported from the RFE. His position was in favour of 
the deportation of the entire population of both groups. His findings in the report were 
quite bleak. Arsenev complained that Sovietisation did not seem to be working with the 
East Asians and that the Soviet ethos of 'internationalism' in the RFE had failed. He 
stated 'It is erroneous to think that we can create an international colony on the shores 
of the Japanese Sea [the Pacific] as advantageous as it would be to our uses.' He called 
the Chinese, Japanese and Korean labourers, traders and farmers working in the RFE, 
'predators' because in his eyes they were taking away resources that belonged to 
Russians. Here is a relevant except which preceded Arsenev's recommendation: 
  
 The Korean people absolutely are distinct from us by character, by their way of life 

and world view. It would be hard to consider that they would sacrifice their lives 
for us, those alien people ... In our borders, the Koreans are not attracted to [our] 
political convictions but rather exclusively material advantages. They are 
anthropologically, ethnographically, psychologically and by their own world 
views, they stand remain closer to the Japanese than to us. Believing that the 
Koreans will soon turn into Soviet citizens will never occur. One should never wait 
for them to change their convictions, character and world view.79 

 
The above excerpt was followed by a conclusion which called for the full deportation of 
the Koreans and Chinese from the RFE.80 Racialised and primordialist attitudes were 

                                                 
78 GAKhK f. P-2, o. 1, d. 111, ll. 1, 8. 
79 B. Diachenko, ed., Zheltaia opasnost (Vladivostok: Voron, 1996), pp. 114, 101. The first quote regarding 
the international colony is found on page 114. The 1928 report of Arsenev is reprinted in full in the 
Diachenko pages 93-117. 
80 A. Khisamutdinov, The Russian Far East: Historical Essays (Honolulu: U of Hawaii/CeRA Press, 1993), p. 
120.This report was revived in January 1934 by Dalkrai Bureau as likely they took another vote on the 
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abundantly evident in Arsenev's report. He sought to give his decision a scientific 
'veneer' by referring to his training as an anthropologist and ethnographer. However, 
the report comes across as being more reflective of Arsenev's beliefs and worldview 
than a true depiction of the Koreans in the RFE and their loyalties. Russian nationalist 
and primordialist attitudes regarding race, who could be ‘Russian’ and the empire’s 
national minorities did creep into Soviet socialism from Tsarism despite the veneer of 
socialism and the proclamations of 'legal equality.'81 
 In 1929, the Koreans had shown remarkable progress in all the campaigns of 
Sovietisation. From an initial literacy rate of 21.7 per cent in 1924, their literacy rate 
jumped to 48 per cent by the end of 1928 by means of all the various ‘likbez’ (liquidate 
illiteracy) campaigns, resources and institutions of education.82 Koreans had at least 3 
institutions of higher education by 1929 (this would rise to 5 by 1931) and ‘Korean 
sections’ in the CP School in Vladivostok and the Night School (Institute). They were 
perhaps the only nationality who were given three institutes of higher education, yet 
did not have an autonomous oblast or union republic. In general, the Koreans had 
followed nearly every recommendation in the various campaign established by the 
state. They did so in order to show their loyalty to Soviet power. Moreover, the Koreans 
and the Chinese in the RFE had their own divisions of OGPU/NKVD officers.83 During 
the First World War, four thousand Koreans in Russia fought for the Russian Army. 
Approximately, five thousand Koreans fought during the Russian Civil 
War/Intervention from 1918 to October 1922 as Red Partisans. From July to September 
of 1929, China and the Soviet Union would have a brief war. Some Soviet Koreans took 
part in these battles as soldiers and officers in the Red Army.84 Koreans in the RFE had 
shown their loyalty to Russia and the Soviet Union both in public life and militarily. 
Therefore, one wonders ‘why the continued suspicions about their loyalties?’ 

One answer is because the Russian empire and later, the Soviet Union had never 
fully invested in understanding their Eastern neighbours. Instead, they often employed 

                                                                                                                                                             
‘full’ deportation of Koreans in that year. Arsenev had died in 1930. It was various Dalkrai Bureau leaders 
who championed this deportation, thus, they revived his 20 page report. 
81 Geraci’s Window on the East described the hardening of the idea of race and the loss of faith in 
Russification/Orthodoxy in late 19th century Russia. It stated ‘…faith in the possibility of voluntary, 
peaceful cultural assimilation in the Russian direction waned, while belief in the essential and permanent 
separateness of Russians and non-Russians in the East had increasing appeal….The experience of 
Katanov, a Christian-born, fully Russian-educated scholar whose non-European family heritage was 
evident in his physical appearance, even suggests that perhaps race was gaining new importance in the 
definition of Russianness.’ See Robert P. Geraci, Window on the East: National and Imperial Identities in Late 
Tsarist Russia (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2001), p. 350. 
82 Pak, Koreitsy v sovetskoi, pp. 142-43   
83 Khisamutdinov, Russian, p. 120. See also Vladimir N. Brovkin, Dear Comrades: Menshevik Reports on the 
Bolshevik Revolution and the Civil War (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1991), p. 158. Dear Comrades 
covers briefly the role of Chinese Cheka officers during the Russian Civil War. 
84 F. Patrikeef, Russian Politics in Exile: The Northeast Asian Balance of Power, 1924-31 (New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2002), p. 106. 
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simplified and die-cast descriptions of the Asian character while conflating their 
political loyalties into a monolithic bloc. The shared cultural continuities between the 
three East Asian peoples, the Chinese, the Koreans and the Japanese were assumed to 
produce an Asiatic empire led by Japan. This was completely erroneous. If anything, the 
history of East Asia proved that the three groups through the end of the Second World 
War had a long history of wars, invasions, diplomacy and rivalry. Korea and the 
Koreans had long been vassals to China and from the end of the 19th century, they were 
vassals, then a colony of Japan. The Chinese had put military commanders in Korea and 
especially on Korea’s northern border from 108 B.C. to the end of the 19th century.85 
Koreans had maintained a distinct culture even while borrowing heavily from Chinese 
law and Confucianism. As Ki-Baik Lee noted, perhaps the Koreans practiced and 
maintained a stricter sense of the Confucian edicts of conduct and relations than the 
Chinese themselves.86 The Chinese, the Japanese and especially the Koreans saw 
themselves, their cultures and their political identities as distinct. The opportunity by 
the USSR to exploit these differences through a non-national form of ideology 
(socialism) was theirs for the taking. Yet, time and again, the Soviet state, their 
institutions and cadres conflated the RFE Koreans with other East Asians and with 
Koreans from the various parts of the Japanese empire. The idea of a united ‘yellow 
peril’ had its origins in Tsarism and was never extinguished by the socialist platform of 
Bolshevism. One of the clearest examples of the Russian belief in ‘yellow peril’ and the 
East Asians as a primordial threat are those ideas expressed by General Aleksei 
Kuropatkin. Kuropatkin, who was Russia's Minister of War (1898-1904) in 1910 stated: 
 

But the particular threat to Europeans is the movement against Europeans in Asia. 
Kaiser Wilhelm XIII called it the “yellow peril” which prophetically points out the 
seriousness of this threat. One cannot [help but] not recognise the danger of this 
movement against Europe in which nearly 800 million people and an army of a 
few million [in Asia] can take part in.87 

 
This unwillingness to differentiate and understand the East (Vostok) is one 

characteristic of empires before they undergo a major reorganisation or defeat. The 
Russian General Staff (Military) also had this problem during the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries. They had few experts in Asian and Middle Eastern (Persian, Turkic and 
Arabic) languages. Their ‘Eastern’ experts put out very poorly written language, culture 
and field guides during that period.88 This hurt them militarily. Likewise, Koreans had 

                                                 
85 Ki-Baik Lee, A New History of Korea, trans. E. Wagner and E. Shultz (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1984), pp. 
19, 274-75. 
86 Ibid., pp. 20-1.  
87 A.N. Kuropatkin, Zadachi russkoi armii: zadachi Rossii i russkoi armii v XX stoletii, tom 3 (S. Peterburg, 
1910; Repr. WAKO Print Center, 1989), p. 253. 
88 A. Marshall, The Russian General Staff and Asia, 1800-1917 (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 169, 190. 
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been used as Tsarist border guards along with the Chinese in the Russian Far East 
because the few ‘Russians’ (Slavs and other European nationalities within the Russian 
Empire) who learned any of the Asian or Eastern languages were usually academics or 
academically/research inclined. This ‘discovery’ was the result of fieldwork in Central 
Asia. While there, this author met Larisa Valentinovna Kim. Ms. Kim’s grandfather had 
been a Tsarist border guard for the Russian-Korean border along with other Koreans 
(see figure 5).89 Other Koreans had stated that their parents or grandparents had 
worked as interpreters for the Chinese and Korean communities after they had settled 
in the RFE and had learned a reasonable amount of Russian.90 Nikolai Nigai was an 
OGPU/NKVD officer. He began in 1928 as a translator for the OGPU. After earning the 
trust of the other officers, he became an officer himself. There was at least one other 
Korean in the Shkotovo OGPU/NKVD office who began in the same capacity as 
Nigai.91 In regards to the affairs of daily life in the RFE (i.e. non-academic), teaching 
others about Eastern cultures and interfacing with those from the ‘East’ was  

 

 
 

 

                                                 
89 Larisa Valentinovna Kim, interview by Jon Chang, 9 July 2009, Kolkhoz Pravda, Tashkent, Uzbekistan. 
90 Author’s fieldwork was conducted primarily in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan from 2006-2010 among 
Koreans and a few (Soviet) Chinese. The author has also spent time in the Russian Far East. 
91 Raisa Vasilevna Nigai (sister of Nikolai), interview by Jon Chang, 19 September 2009, Kolkhoz Sverdlov, 
Tashkent, Uzbekistan. 
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typically left to Asians in the employ of the Tsarist and Soviet institutions. Even, 
perhaps, the greatest Soviet explorer and ethnographer, Vladimir K. Arsenev did much 
of his work among the native tribes by means of his translators, who were Chinese and 
some Siberian/Tungus natives. Arsenev did not speak Chinese, though he stated that 
he spoke Korean.92 Furthermore, Arsenev’s chief guide in most of his travels and the 
main influence in his sketch of Dersu Uzalaw was Chinese. This guide and others 
translated hundreds of interviews in Chinese and the Siberian languages (the languages 
of the Oroch, Goldi, Evenk, Nanai) to Russian for Arsenev.93 

In 1929, the Soviet organ Rabkrin (a Central Control Commission) issued a report 
on regarding the significance and danger of nearly 200,000 Koreans on Soviet territory. 
It stated ‘Although these are territories of another state [USSR and China], Japan views 
this as the natural expansion of the borders of Korea which during expeditious 
conditions, they will remain and formally petition for through international legal 
terms.’94

 A Comrade Geitsman of the Vladivostok Narkomindel (NKID) in a long 1928 
report also pronounced equivalent misgivings about allowing the Koreans to remain on 
Soviet soil because they were simply, the vanguard for the Japanese empire. He stated: 
 

Nevertheless, it is necessary to emphasise that they are firmly attached to the land 
and the question of evicting or even pressuring them could be hardly put on the 
agenda. At least, the authorities are not raising it, probably because they sense a 
conversation with Japan behind the Koreans. This is when the involuntary thought 
arises that a struggle against the Chinese seems to be a plus for the Koreans and 
consequently for Japan.95 

 
These sentiments engendered mistrust of both the Koreans and the Japanese. These 
unfounded suspicions clouded the Soviet Union’s diplomatic dealings with the 
Japanese and Japanese trade delegations connected with the 1925 Convention. 
Geitsman continued: 
   

It is essential to note that the Korean’s “INKORPORE” [a Soviet organ of 
representatives for the Korean community made up of Soviet Koreans] acts as if 
they have nothing at all to do with Japan. It is this exact thing that the Japanese 
Consulate did not let slip once in its multiple talks with us about the Korean 

                                                 
92 Arsenev himself spoke Russian, Polish and Korean. He did not speak Chinese and knew only a 
smattering of Siberian native languages, according to A.I. Tarasova, Vladimir Klavdievich Arsenev (Moskva: 
Nauka, 1985), p. 49. However, there does not seem to be any evidence that he spoke or could read 
Korean.  
93 ‘A decade later, Arseniev used his field notes to create a mythic Dersu, a composite of taiga denizens, 
including his principal guide who happened to be Chinese.’ See Stephan, Russian, p. 97.   
94 GARF, f. 374, o. 27, d. 1706, l. 3. The RFE and Gando (also known as Chientao) were referred to 
explicitly in the sentences prior to the cited one. 
95 GAKhK f. P-2, o. 1, d. 111, l. 1. 
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population in the Vladivostok okrug. However, without a doubt, that in case our 
authority presents this or the other demand which appears burdensome to some 
Koreans or towards the unwanted immigrants from oppressed Japanese 
[controlled] Korea, then these same Koreans turn to defend the Japanese 
government. We know this as a fact in our own okrug, that a population 200,000 
which is alien [the Koreans] to us increases without stopping.96 

 
The view that the Japanese were sending Koreans to the Primore and then would 

reclaim them as citizens or as fifth columnists was accepted in the Soviet Union, but did 
it have a legal basis in Japanese diplomatic and citizenship laws? There is no mention of 
this ever having been espoused by Japan formally, although Japan during the 
Intervention, claimed Koreans as their citizens. Furthermore, there is strong evidence 
from Japan's treatment of Koreans in Manchuria that they did not consider the Koreans 
in the RFE to be their informal ‘citizens.’ The Chientao Treaty which was signed by 
Japan on 5 April 1910 made Koreans in the Chientao region (in China) Chinese subjects 
who were under Chinese law and jurisdiction. This treaty and its stipulations were still 
extant in 1929.97 However, it is possible that Japanese military and diplomats in 
Manchuria did make statements which informally claimed diaspora Koreans as 
Japanese citizens, but these were nothing more than attempts to project Japanese 
influence and political rhetoric aimed at the USSR. No formal legal or diplomatic 
changes (by Tokyo) were ever made to the status of Koreans in Chientao even after the 
inception of Japanese-controlled, Manchukuo in 1932. 

Perhaps, the final piece of evidence which closes the door on the Rabkrin report 
is the fact that in 1924, Japan outlawed dual citizenship for its citizens. The Japanese 
diaspora, who were citizens of Brazil or the United States of America, could have 
claimed Japanese citizenship had it not been for this law.98 This 1924 law excluded any 
possibility that Koreans who were Soviet citizens could have claimed Japanese 
citizenship unless they had been born in Japan and had returned there with the intent to 
remain. The repudiation of the Soviet generated Rabkrin report dissolves the 
‘apocryphal’ legal basis for the trope of Koreans as Japanese minions. This trope and the 

                                                 
96 GAKhK f. P-2, o. 1, d. 111, l. 2. 
97 C. Walter Young, The International Relations of Manchuria: A Digest and Analysis of Treaties, Agreements 
and Negotiations Concerning the Three Eastern Provinces of China (Chicago, U of Chicago Press, 1929), pp. 91-
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belief of veracity behind it were the foundation for Dalbureau’s resolution in December 
1922 to deport all Koreans and the denial for their request for an autonomous oblast and 
the ‘gerrymandering’ of their autonomous territories until their full deportation in 1937-
1938. This belief, which has been demonstrated to be without legal grounds, affected 
Soviet policy and in part, produced the Rabkrin report. It loomed large over the 
Koreans like the proverbial ‘elephant in the room’ because Korea was a colony of Japan 
and Koreans in Korea were subjects of the Japanese empire until 1945. But the Koreans 
in the Russian Far East could not have been reclaimed at a ‘moment’s notice’ as 
Japanese subjects and thus, were not the readily available fifth-columnists that some 
made them out to be.99 The Rabkrin and NKID reports demonstrate a view of Koreans 
as ‘alien’ both culturally and legally (by citizenship) to the Soviet Union. This view most 
likely originated from the Tsarist influences on Soviet culture and policy and the 
political rhetoric of Japanese expansion. 

Finally, the work and views of Vladimir K. Arsenev are perhaps the best 
indicator of a long standing Russian view of the Chinese, Japanese and Koreans as an 
undifferentiated ‘yellow peril’ or a monolithic ‘yellow’ juggernaut. This tendency 
tended to surface when Russia was uncertain of its economic, demographic or military 
power vis-à-vis the ascent of one of the three East Asian peoples. In Arsenev’s 1928 
report to Dalkrai Bureau, he stated ‘Our colonisation is a type of weak wedge on the 
edge of the primordial land of the yellow peoples. On our borders looms over us one-
third of the world's population totalling 600 million of the yellow races.'100 Note the 
parallels between Arsenev’s 600 million yellows and Kuropatkin’s 800 million and that 
East Asia is projected by both to be the site of the future world race-war between the 
Asians and the Europeans. Arsenev’s 1914 monograph, The Chinese in the Ussuri Region 
also categorised the three East Asian peoples as a ‘yellow peril.’ It stated:  
 

It’s not at all surprising that Koreans emigrated to Russia and sit on her land and 
utilise her land. Japanese fish off of our coasts and the Chinese exploit our taiga. 
The Ussuri region, our own kind of buffer, stands up to the onslaught of the 
yellow races. All the other oblasts such as Yakutsk, Zabaikal and even the Amur 
oblast reside in more favourable conditions. They are removed [from the border] 
and that’s why they are not under the onslaught of yellows. The Ussuri region is 
the future theatre of war and that is why all government measures should be, 
above all, directed there, sent to the Amur and to the Ussuri region in particular.101 

 
Vladimir Arsenev’s role as an ethnographer and his quite consistent views about Asians 
provide proof that Tsarist views and legacies transferred to Soviet socialism and 

                                                 
99 This refers to long-time Korean residents of Jiandao/Chientao rather than the new Japanese colonists of 
Korean descent sent to the region in the late 1920s to 1940s. 
100 Diachenko, Zhyoltaia, p. 101. 
101 V. Arsenev, Kitaitsy v Ussuriiskom krae (1914, repr. Moskva: Kraft, 2004), p. 250. 
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policymaking. He was not alone in these views. The trope of ‘Koreans as Japanese 
minions’ seemed to resonate with the masses of the RFE which allowed the state to 
easily disseminate this belief and then take, in many cases, premeditated martial or 
repressive actions against the said group.  
 
 

Postscript, Pravda and 1937 
 
In February 1932, the state of Manchukuo was formally announced and recognised by 
Japan. In September 1932, the USSR allowed four official consulates of Manchukuo on 
Soviet territory in Vladivostok, Khabarovsk, Blagoveshchensk and Chita. It did 
however, withhold formal recognition of Manchukuo until 1935. Chinese and Koreans 
partisans fleeing Manchukuo were often disarmed upon arrival on Soviet soil.102 It was 
hard to tell whether the Soviet Union and Japan were allies or rivals in dividing up 
China and her former territories. Nevertheless, in 1932, the Soviet Union was 
confronted by two Japanese controlled states (Korea and Manchukuo) on its rear flank 
in the RFE. In 1933, the USSR began the mass mobilisation of ‘assistance brigades’ on all 
of the border and near-border collective farms in the Russian Far East. The brigades 
were to watch for illegal crossings, troops and other such activities on the borders. They 
reported to Red Army border patrols and units. Seventy-percent of these brigades were 
composed of farmers from the nearby farms. This included the Koreans. The ‘assistance 
brigades’ caught and apprehended many Chinese and Korea migrants whose economic 
life/situation was in dire straits.103 There are records of two Korean farmers (in the 
Soviet Military archives in Khabarovsk) who served with distinction in the ‘assistance 
brigades.’ In 1936, the Korean kolhoznik Li En Sen of the Kolkhoz Gorlenskov, captured 
and held two diversionists who were crossing the border. A second Korean, A. Kim was 
awarded the Order of the Mark of Honour for his capture and reporting of illegal 
border crossings and ‘diversionists.’104 This was further proof of the Korean’s loyalty to 
the Soviet Union because while only two Koreans were recognised, many Korean 
farmers in the RFE’s borders served in these brigades. 
 By the 1930s, with the rise of mass population and demographic measures of 
control and classification, the expanded rights of the NKVD (to conduct both trial and 
sentencing on the spot by the ‘troika’), and the tense geopolitical situation, there was 
very little chance that the Koreans would receive an autonomous oblast under their 
nominative control. Their window of opportunity during the 1920s had passed. 
Nevertheless, the number of Korean ‘village soviets’ continued to grow from 171 

                                                 
102 Kawakami, Manchoukuo, pp. 192-193. 
103 A. Pashkov, Za krai rodnoi Dalnevostochnyi (Uzhno-Sakhalinsk: Dalnevostochnoe knizhnoe izd., 1985), 
pp. 90, 92, 94. 
104 Z. Ianguzov, OKDVA na strazhe mira i bezopasnosti SSSR, 1929-1938 gg. (Blagoveshchensk: 
Khabarovskoe knizhnoe delo, 1970), p. 173. 
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(around 1929) to 182 in 1935. Poset remained the only Korean national district (raion). 
Again, it is worth repeating that many of the ‘village soviets’ were contiguous and 
could have been utilised to form Korean national districts (raiony).105 Prior to the 
deportation of the Koreans in autumn 1937, there were three articles in Pravda regarding 
Japanese espionage which, according to the articles, was conducted through the 
Chinese and Koreans of the RFE. On 9 July 1937, Pravda published probably the most 
detailed accusation of Chinese and Koreans as agents of Japanese espionage. 
Essentially, the 9 July article ‘Foreign Espionage in the Far East’ stated that any Chinese 
or Korean could be a hidden agent. It named off explicitly every occupation which the 
Chinese and the Koreans typically worked in and stated that Japanese spies were 
working in these occupations. This was simply the creation of a Soviet ‘yellow peril’ 
that could change shape and form and appear anywhere. Here is a relevant excerpt: 
 

Japanese agents are especially numerous among Buddhist believers, Buddhist 
monks and Russian priests and work at the [Buddhist] temples. These people 
organise Japanese espionage and Japanese sabotage. It is widely known that Japanese 
officers of espionage who have settled internationally have been unmasked as laundrymen, 
barbers, house servants, maids, butlers, cooks and coolie dockworkers [italics JC] intended 
for the perpetration of acts of sabotage in the verdict of a probable opponent. In 
the Soviet waters of the Pacific Ocean and the Sea of Japan, there are officer spies 
under the pretense of being employees of the Japanese fish industry [this also 
targeted Chinese and Korean fisherman, as almost all of the 1,500 Japanese 
working in the RFE were evacuated before and during the summer of 1937]. It is 
well known that attempts to transfer Japanese officers of espionage to the USSR 
occur under disguise as Koreans and Chinese.106 

 
The three Pravda articles of 1937 listed all of the most common occupations of the 
Chinese and Koreans as sources of Japanese espionage. The end result was that the 
Pravda articles created an atmosphere of terror which could only be relieved by the 
removal of the said culprits. 

Prior to the Korean deportation, the Soviet press under Stalin's editorial eye 
created a Japanese menace that could be everywhere and yet, rarely, if ever sighted. 
There is evidence that Stalin edited and contributed to the three Pravda articles.107 The 
Soviet ‘yellow peril’ trope found in Pravda was chauvinistic in ways that were not as 

                                                 
105 Kuzin, Dalnevostochnye, p. 105. 
106 ‘Podryvnaia rabota iaponskoi razvedki,’Pravda, 9 July 1937. 
107 Jeffrey Brooks, Thank You Comrade Stalin: Soviet Public Culture from Revolution to Cold War (Princeton: 
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McLoughlin and Kevin McDermott (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), p. 121. 
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discriminatory towards ‘Russian White Guardists.’108 At least in theory, a Russian could 
point to CP membership, participation in the Pioneers/Komsomol and class origins to 
prove that they were not a ‘White Guard.’ How does a Korean or Chinese resident 
exculpate themselves and deny that they were not a Korean or a Chinese? This marked 
entire national groups as being ‘Japanese spies’ by nationality which ran counter to the 
1936 Soviet constitution which proclaimed individual rights and made illegal any 
discrimination based on one’s nationality.109 Furthermore, the Pravda articles did not 
explain to the reader any method for distinguishing between ‘local’ Koreans and 
Chinese of the Primore versus those serving the Japanese. This creation of a Soviet 
‘yellow peril’ was chauvinistic and followed a primordial logic that Chinese and Korean 
loyalties were naturally tied in with a Japanese-led ‘yellow juggernaut.’110 

In conclusion, the Japanese did not have to surreptitiously sneak into the RFE or 
hide as a Korean or a Chinese coolie. They were business partners with the Soviet 
regime from the signing of the 1925 Soviet-Japanese Convention, which welcomed the 
Japanese back to the RFE as a 'most favoured nation.' This treaty produced for the 
Stalinist regime hard currency in exchange for resources such as timber, fish, fishing 
rights, coal and oil. The convention also spawned the Soviet-Japanese oil and coal 
concessions which ran full bore until early 1940.111 Additionally, some Soviet Koreans 
worked on these oil and coal concessions in North Sakhalin despite the deportation 
orders (1937) which called for the deportation of the entire Korean community to 
Central Asia.112 Thousands of Koreans actively defied the Japanese administration of 
Korea through the March First protests which were held annually in Korea and in the 
Russian Far East. Several thousand Koreans also fought Japanese expansion as partisans 
in the RFE and Manchuria. Several hundred Koreans fought again as part of Korean 
Red Army regiments during the Sino-Soviet War of 1929. The Koreans of the RFE could 
not have done more to show their loyalties to the USSR than their military service, as 
Soviet officials and cadres, as NKVD officers and during the various campaigns of 
korenizatsiia.  

                                                 
108 White Guardists were also named in the Pravda articles.  
109 USSR (state corporate author), Constitution (Fundamental Law) of the Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics 
(Moscow: Cooperative Publishing of the USSR, 1936), p. 48.   
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Yet, old Tsarist habits of seeing ‘alien’ peoples persisted and were repeated, thus 

breathing life into a Russian nationalist view (with strong primordialist and ‘native soil’ 
elements) of the Koreans and their utilisation of Soviet land. The ‘national construction’ 
of the Soviet Koreans and the delimitation of their ‘territorial autonomy’ resulted in 
restricting and decreasing the importance of the Koreans in the RFE because of the 
manner in which it was conducted despite the proclamation of ‘legal equality’ among 
all Soviet peoples.113 Yet, the Bolsheviks did not believe that their ‘new utopian state’ 
could be clouded by its own past, a Tsarist past during which all of the ‘Old Bolsheviks’ 
[leaders] had come of age. Nevertheless, the state found it quite difficult to count, 
classify and define the Koreans in comparison to their other nationalities. The Koreans 
were a Soviet ‘other’, a nationality and category unto themselves. They were continually 
linked to Japanese empire, aggression and expansion by Soviet institutions, officials and 
leaders without verified proof. This and the creation of a “Soviet yellow peril” in 1937 
by Pravda were chauvinistic in their conception and implementation. This was due to 
the fact that the Soviet state did not or rarely if ever prosecuted acts of ethnic 
chauvinism against its national minorities.114 These Russian and populist nationalisms 
portrayed and categorised the Koreans of the RFE as “aliens” and a useful “colonising 
element” rather than as “an equal Soviet people” who were helping to build Soviet 
socialism in a multinational state. In the final analysis, an autonomous oblast (AO) or an 
autonomous republic (ASSR) composed of seven districts [figure 6] would have more 
correctly corresponded to the Korean’s population size, economic power and potential 
political influence.115 

 
 

                                                 
113 This diminution of the Koreans and their significance treated them as if they were simply a Soviet 
narod (a people without a nation-state wholly ensconced within Soviet borders) or a Tsarist era 
‘colonising element’ used for agricultural purposes. In regards to the latter, Romanova stated that the 
Soviet state treated several national groups in the RFE as ‘colonising elements’ rather than fully 
developing their potential as a Soviet nationality. See Viktoriia Romanova, Vlast i evrei na Dalnem Vostoke 
Rossii: istoriia vzaimootnoshenii vtoraia polovina 19 veka- 20-e gody 20-ogo veka (Krasnoiarsk: Klaretianum, 
2001), pp. 246-47. 
114 Krasnoe znamia’s article, ‘Destroy the nest of chauvinism” in regards to incidents of racism against 
Chinese workers in RFE factories in 1930, concluded with this pronouncement, ‘Here is a highly 
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received their deserved punishment.' See 'Vytravim gnezdo shovinizma', Krasnoe znamia, 2 April 1930, 
75(2899)3.   
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Affirmative, 318, table 29. 
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