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Abstract

In this article, we employ a decolonial methodology to question whose voices and histories are
highlighted and whose are silenced in museum exhibitions. This methodology is employed to
analyze the memorial museums situated on sites associated with state-induced violence, or,
more precisely, within the premises of the Karaganda Corrective Labor Camp (the museum in
Dolinka and the “ALZHIR” memorial complex). Our objective is to examine how these museums
endeavor to reclaim these sites as significant for national history and identity. The museums
employ various strategies to deimperialize the message conveyed through their exhibits and to
find a balance between the postcolonial preservation of the Soviet legacy and the decolonizing
efforts aimed at undoing this legacy. The first strategy involves assimilating the imperial Soviet
past with broader historical instances of injustice and the creation of hybrid exhibitions that do
not correspond to the museums in terms of time, place, or other characteristics. The second
strategy implies relying on symbols that visitors are expected to decode. The third strategy is the
domestication of difficult heritage, for example portraying Karlag as an integral part of regional
history. We conclude that although the museums of political repression have made some efforts
to avoid an imperial and colonial interpretation of difficult heritage, contemporary exhibitions
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often fail to give voice to all the groups that have experienced violence. To decolonize the
museums and challenge the dominant gaze, it is crucial to incorporate multiple perspectives
and voices, including those of marginalized groups and local communities.
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ALZHIR, decolonial analysis, decolonization of museum exhibitions, Karlag, memorial
museums, political repression
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INTRODUCTION: POST-SOVIET AS POSTCOLONIAL

For over thirty years, there have been ongoing discussions regarding the applicability
of a postcolonial methodology to the post-socialist countries and whether the
Soviet Union can be considered a colonial empire similar to the British or the
Dutch empires (Korek; Kotodziejczyk and Sandru; Tlostanova, “Postsocialist”;
Adams; Mustoyapova; Akimbekov; Marat and Kassymbekova; Moore). Having
this in mind, we would first like to explain why, when discussing the Soviet legacy,
we prefer—at least in some cases —deimperialization over decolonization, while
in other instances we use these terms interchangeably. Following Ronald Grigor
Suny’s definition of empire as “a particular form of domination or control between
two units set apart in a hierarchical, inequitable relationship” (25), we agree
that the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) exhibited certain imperial
characteristics. Soviet ideology functioned as a hegemonic discourse (Gerasimov et
al. 118) prioritizing industrialization at the expense of traditional ways of life across
all ethnic and social groups, rendering them subaltern to the ruling institution.

However, Suny’s definition does not necessarily imply a key characteristic
of colonialism—namely, the economic exploitation of the periphery to supply
resources for the development of a metropole, typically accompanied by a clear
geographical and cultural distinction between the two. (Here, we do not address
the ideology and politics of “imperialism” as opposed to “colonialism” but focus
solely on the concept of empire as a form of domination.) Consequently, we agree
with Adeeb Khalid that the straightforward application of postcolonial theory to
the Soviet case is not entirely satisfactory, as the USSR differed significantly from
overseas colonial empires (Khalid 124; see also: Abashin, Sovetskoe). Here, we
primarily use the following two points to support our claim.

First, proving economic exploitation of the periphery in favor of “a geographically
separate colonial metropole” (Khalid 133) within the USSR presents significant
challenges. At best, one can conceptualize Soviet economic policy as internal
colonialism aimed at modernizing the economy at the expense of subaltern social
groups, such as the peasantry and remote territories (Etkind et al.). Therefore,
Khalid goes as far as to deny the USSR as having an imperial nature, classifying it
instead as a mobilizational state (Khalid 124).

Second, the absence of organized racism and ideological justifications for the
cultural superiority of some nations over others represents a significant distinction
between the USSR and classical colonial empires. The Soviet Union was certainly
not founded on racial or ethnic domination (Khalid 137-139). According to Suny,
its ruling institution—the Communist party elite—was multinational (Suny 26).
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While this does not render the Soviet formation non-imperial, we argue that it
prevents equating it with the overseas empires of the 20th century.

Considering these differences, we nevertheless agree that, from the perspective
of cultural phenomena—including collective memory as embodied in museums—
Soviet policies, which involved imposing a dominant discourse on the subjects of
the empire while suppressing alternative narratives, could also be characterized
as colonial. Therefore, setting aside issues of economic exploitation and organized
racism, which lie outside the scope of our publication, we argue that the post-
imperial situation in the former Soviet republics resembles the postcolonial context
and can thus be analyzed through a decolonial framework.

We further argue that, when examining how the newly independent states
address the ongoing influence of Soviet hegemonic discourse in their efforts
to integrate the Soviet heritage into their national narratives, the distinction
between deimperialization and decolonization appears more terminological
than substantive. Given that decolonization and decolonial analysis have become
widely recognized terms, we see no issue in adopting them as applicable to the
Soviet legacy, even though the full-scale application of postcolonial theory to the
post-Soviet context remains problematic. Furthermore, we aim not to confine our
analysis to the distinct and, in some respects, unique Soviet post-imperial case
but rather to situate it within the broader international context of postcolonial
development.

We aim to apply a decolonial analysis to understand how independent states
deal with a specific heritage left by the Soviet Union, namely, with sites associated
with state-induced violence. This violence was not, strictly speaking, colonial—
that is, it was not inflicted on the local population by colonizers from overseas.
Rather, it was imperial violence in the sense that the Soviet state readily mobilized
its territories and populations to serve its objectives, disregarding opinions from
below. Kazakhstan’s leadership has chosen to turn these imperial sites into museums
rather than abandon or destroy them. As a result, it now faces the challenging task
of integrating these sites into the post-independence national narrative.

In this article, our objective is to examine, from a postcolonial perspective, the
strategies employed by the Kazakhstani state-run museums of political repression
located on the sites of former Soviet labor camps (in the village of Akmol and the
town of Dolinka) in the process of achieving a balance between the preservation
of the Soviet imperial legacy and the deimperializing efforts aimed at undoing this
legacy. We also seek to explore how these museums endeavor to reconsider the
sites as significant for national history and identity considering the importance of
museums as institutions shaping discourse in society (Prianti and Suyadnya 229).
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We agree with Michael Rothberg highlighting that not only space but also time can
be colonized (360) and with Bruno Brulon Soares and Andrea Witcomb stating
that decolonization of museums implies new interpretations of history beyond the
master narrative of colonial history (iv-xi).

The decolonization of museums has recently emerged as a prominent and
widely debated topic in academic discourse. The existing literature predominantly
focuses on the decolonization of European museums (Sieg; Bodenstein and
Pagani) or museums in settlement colonies (Cury; Lonetree). The discussions often
revolve around topics such as object restitution (Labadie) or the representation
of indigenous nations (Bergeron and Rivet; Cury; Ferreira; Lonetree). When
discussing museums in former colonies, researchers primarily concentrate on
museums established by the colonizers (this approach can be found in Arainikasih
and Hafnidar; Chitima; Sogbesan). Museums established during the period of
independence are typically examined in the context of decolonization only if they
include historical exhibitions about the colonial era (this approach can be found
in Sutherland; Jeychandran). Memorial museums located at sites of non-colonial
violence are rarely subjected to decolonial analysis, particularly when they were
established during the post-independence period. To the best of our knowledge, no
such examples exist internationally, at least among state-run institutions.

Our understanding of what is decolonial analysis is connected to the issue of
representation, especially when it comes to museums and cultural exhibitions. In
museums, who is represented and how they are represented mostly reflects the
power dynamics of colonialism regardless of colonial status. Decolonial analysis,
as we see it, questions whose voices and histories are highlighted and whose are
silenced in museum exhibitions, while promoting more equitable and authentic
representation of all social groups. It is equally crucial to interrogate the gaze—the
perspective from which museum objects are viewed—and to analyze the power
dynamics this visual position reflects, whether between the objects themselves
or between the objects and the spectators. The gaze refers to the perspective or
viewpoint from which history is presented and interpreted within a museum
setting. It involves considering whose gaze is prioritized and whose voices are
heard in shaping the narrative.

In this publication, we employ a decolonial methodology to analyze the memorial
museums dedicated to the challenging heritage of the Soviet period in independent
Kazakhstan. The research methods employed in this study involved qualitative
analysis of museum exhibits and on-site participant observation of museum
tours and public events. While our primary focus was not on studying visitors’
reactions in detail, we conducted, as a supplement, four in-depth interviews with
visitors to the museum in Akmol to gain a better understanding of how symbols
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are perceived. To protect the identities of the interviewees, we have replaced their
names with pseudonyms when citing the interviews. Unfortunately, we did not
have the opportunity to interview visitors in Dolinka. Therefore, to gain insight
into people’s reactions, we turned to YouTube and major Kazakhstani review
platforms. The citations from these platforms represent typical reviews that reflect
general trends in a concentrated form. Additionally, to enhance our understanding
of how museum exhibitions are developed and transformed, we conducted two
expert interviews, which have also been anonymized to encourage open and candid
discussion of sensitive political topics without the risk of attribution. Our research
did not involve archival work or the discovery of new historical facts regarding
Soviet corrective labor camps in Kazakhstan. Furthermore, our research did not
involve the collection or analysis of quantitative data.

KARLAG MUSEUMS AS AN IMPERIAL HERITAGE

Soviet camps in Kazakhstan transformed into museums hold extraordinary
importance for the memorial culture of the entire post-Soviet region. Patrizia Violi
highlights the significance of museums situated directly on the sites of traumatizing
events, particularly when the original buildings and elements have been preserved.
These museums provide us with a unique opportunity to engage with the past not
as “a reconstruction or a ‘re-evocation’ of what is no more...[because] these places
are themselves testimonies of the past” (39). Therefore, such places can hold far
greater influence on their visitors and on the society at large than conventional
museums. Museums of this type in the former USSR are scarce in number, with
the majority located on sites of mass executions or graves. Only a few of them are
dedicated to former prisons, and specifically, there are three museums dedicated to
former corrective labor camps: one in Russia (the Memorial Reserve and Museum
for the History of Political Repression “Perm-36”) and two in Kazakhstan.

The remarkably low number of museefied penitentiary facilities even in instances
where local museums of political repression exist can be attributed to several reasons.
Firstly, many buildings that were sites of mass state-induced repression are still
occupied by law enforcement offices or were handed over to other organizations
long ago. Secondly, the camps were primarily located in remote parts of the country,
such as Siberia or the Far East, and after the dismantling of the forced labor system
they simply deteriorated due to weather conditions. Thirdly, the camps were often
established to facilitate specific industrial projects (for instance, the construction
of the Moscow-Volga canal led to the creation of the Dmitrovlag camp complex),
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and once these projects were completed, the camps were disbanded. This further
highlights the importance of these two sites in Kazakhstan.

The museums under consideration are both located within the premises of
the Karaganda Corrective Labor Camp (or Karlag), which was one of the eleven
major camp complexes in Kazakhstan from 1930 to 1959, and was comprised of
numerous smaller camps (a thick description of the museums encompassing their
architecture, the number and arrangement of halls, and other pertinent spatial
information may be found in the article by Steven Barnes). Both are memorial
museums, or museums of conscience that “seek to restore historical justice by
giving voice to those who previously were deprived of it” and “are governed by the
ethical approach of ‘never again’ . ” (Zavadski and Dubina 2).

Fig. 1. The konoid-shaped building of the ALZHIR museum alongside the Arch of Sorrow. Photo by
the authors.

The museum in memory of the victims of political repression, commonly
known as the Karlag museum (although both museums commemorate Karlag),
was established on February 24, 2001 (hereinafter we refer to this museum as
“Dolinka” or “the Karlag museum”). Since 2010, it has been housed in the former
administration building of the camp complex, located in the town center of Dolinka
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(Fig. 2). Many other buildings in the town were once part of the camp but have
not been transformed into museums. One expert noted that in Dolinka, “the town

itself holds even greater significance [than any individual building]” (Expert One)".

Previously, the museum was located in another building, which served as the
polyclinic for the paid employees of the camp. Dolinka is situated approximately
one hour away by car from the city of Karaganda (traveling by public transport is
more challenging and requires a bus transfer) and is surrounded by coal mines and
active penitentiary colonies. The exterior of the building has been meticulously
restored, and the courtyard features a 1950s fountain. The area is adorned with
sculptures from the Soviet era.

Fig. 2. The facade of the Karlag museum in Dolinka with a 1950s fountain in the foreground. Photo
by the authors.

ALZHIR, which was purposefully constructed to house a museum, aligns more
closely with contemporary concepts of public spaces. Each of its exhibition halls
occupies an entire floor, without any interior walls. In contrast, the interior layout
of the Karlag museum in Dolinka is determined by the structure itself, featuring
numerous isolated rooms of varying sizes and multiple staircases connecting the
floors. In addition to documents, material objects, and artworks, both museums
display numerous wooden and papier-méché effigies, crafted to depict various
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scenes such as interrogations, barracks, and inmates at work. These effigies are
characterized by a rough aesthetic, leading one expert to emotionally describe
them in an interview to the authors as “nightmarish” (Expert Two).

The two museums share several commonalities in terms of the challenges
associated with representing Soviet heritage. It is important to note that the
museums in the Karlag complex cannot reasonably be perceived as a tool of
colonial oppression. These sites did not witness mass repression specifically
targeted against ethnic Kazakhs. Instead, the mass famines of 1921-1922 and
1932-1933 had a far more devastating impact on Kazakhs than the repressions of
1937-1938, commonly known as the Great Purge, which primarily targeted the
privileged segments of Soviet society. While Kazakhs were indeed among the
camp inmates, they represented a minority. According to the official website of
ALZHIR, out of approximately 18,000 female inmates, only 88 were ethnic Kazakhs
(Statistika). The majority of inmates in Karlag were transported from the European
part of the Soviet Union. The repression against the local population, particularly
ethnic Kazakhs, occurred during different time periods and not specifically at the
sites where these museums are currently situated. What is also significant in the
context of imperial legacy is that the Karlag museums stand out among the various
state-run museums that exist in former Soviet and socialist states typically labeled
as occupation museums or something similar (such as “The House of Terror” in
Budapest, Hungary). Such museums can be easily incorporated into national
narratives as sites where outsiders — sometimes locals who, as representatives of
the international Communist movement or directly of the Soviet Union, remained
ideologically alien — committed atrocities against local victims (Velmet; Batiashvili;
Kharkhun; Norris et al.). In contrast, the Karlag museums are primarily places
where outsiders inflicted harm on other outsiders. Therefore, we propose that
the Karlag museums’ detachment from the local population makes them adhere
to approaches that are prevalent in the Russian commemoration of state-induced
repression and are rooted in Soviet memory practices.

The first approach, known as historicization, involves incorporating the “tragic
period(s)” of repression into the broader national or local history as an extremely
unpleasant but relatively short episode of the past (Zavadski and Dubina 10; see
also Gavrilova; Bogatova). In many Russian local history museums, for example,
separate halls or sections are dedicated to the topic of repression. This approach
reflects the Soviet post-Stalin explanatory narrative, which portrays repression as
a temporally and spatially limited period commonly characterized by using such
cliches as the “violation of socialist legality,” where “honest communists” or “honest
Soviet citizens” inexplicably became victims of unlawful repression.> It does so
without clarifying how that came about or how many of the victims were actually
collaborators in the creation of the system of which they later became victims.
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The second approach focuses not on repression itself, but on its role in the
industrialization and modernization of the Soviet economy, which is viewed as
an unequivocally positive outcome. In this perspective, the victims of repression
are seen as sacrifices made in the pursuit of modernization (Healey; Viola). This
approach is particularly characteristic of corporate museums, such as those
commemorating the construction of the Moscow-Volga canal mentioned earlier.
It is also widely employed by local history museums and museums of political
repression in Russia (Flige; Giesen et al.; Lebedeva; Healey 688—89). This approach
can be traced back to the heroic discourse surrounding the grand construction
projects of socialism that emerged as early as the 1920s.

These two approaches, for the most part, dominate in Russia, with some
exceptions found in private or corporate museums that reflect the memories of
specific groups, such as Orthodox Christian believers. Both museums of Karlag
partially reproduce the same discourses found in Soviet and Russian narratives,
portraying Soviet citizens as innocent victims of a totalitarian regime and
emphasizing — but much less than in Russia - the progressive role of the forced
labor system in the country’s development. We define these approaches as imperial,
as both continue to reflect the dominant Soviet historical narrative regarding
state-induced repression. Furthermore, the second approach, which prioritizes
modernization and progressive development over human suffering and cultural
losses, can also be considered colonial in a broader sense. This is because it is
not unique to Soviet imperial discourse but aligns with what Madina Tlostanova
describes as “the Euromodern conception of time” with an “uneasy place it reserves
for those who are left behind” (Tlostanova, “The Deadlocks” 57).

The reluctance of Kazakhstans leaders — unlike a significant part of the
public — to explore a new, non-imperial discourse about Soviet repression can be
understood in the historical context of Central Asia. While “all the post-Soviet
countries embraced the rhetoric of postcolonial liberation” (Gerasimov et al. 120),
some did not move beyond this rhetoric. The Central Asian elites, including those
in Kazakhstan, were not leaders of an anti-colonial national liberation movement
(Abashin, “Sovetskoe” 34). Instead, they were part of the Soviet administrative
system, and their perspective does not significantly differ from that of Russian
elites, including a conviction that the narrative of the Soviet past — particularly its
negative aspects — must be tightly controlled (Barnes 129). Sponsoring museums
of occupation or otherwise portraying the entire Soviet period in a negative light
would undermine the legitimacy of the ruling elites by implicitly framing them as
compradors and collaborators. In contrast, elites in other states, such as Georgia
or Estonia, which included leaders of liberation movements and/or descendants of
political émigrés, did not face such challenges and were free to reject the socialist
past as a period of national suffering.
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The use of the Soviet post-Stalinist cliché of “political repression” is itself telling.
Outside of Russia, state-run museums officially dedicated to “political repression”
exist only in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. Diana Kudaibergenova mentions (923,
footnote) that repression is the only negative topic related to the Soviet past that
is allowed to be discussed, but only when such a discussion does not openly label
Soviet heritage as occupation and colonization. Sergei Abashin, analyzing the
museum in Uzbekistan, evaluates museums of political repression as substitutes
for “museums of occupation” existing in some other post-Soviet states where
ruling elites, unlike those of Central Asia, feel less dependent on the Soviet past
(“Mustakillik” 28—39). The rhetoric of coloniality and imperialism can still be
employed, as numerous examples illustrate (see Kudaibergenova), but not in the
context of addressing strategies to dismantle the imperial legacy. Many authors
acknowledge that “the post-Soviet self-proclaimed coloniality serves the goal of
claiming essentially subaltern status for the nation as a desirable historical position
of zero agency and hence responsibility” (Gerasimov et al. 123; see also Oushakine;
Barnes 113). Denying responsibility reflects the Russian approach to historicization,
which similarly avoids identifying specific institutions, individuals, or historical
circumstances responsible for mass repression, instead portraying it almost as a
naturally occurring process without an agent. We view this stance by the ruling
elite as a key obstacle to deimperializing the challenging heritage of the Soviet era.

At the same time, the Kazakhstani leadership demonstrates its intention to
assimilate the challenging Soviet heritage as an integral part of the nation’s history.
In addition to the Karlag museums, there are two other similar institutions in
Kazakhstan: the South Kazakhstan Regional Museum of Repression in Shymbkent,
which was established in 2001, and the Museum in Memory of Victims of Political
Repression in the village of Zhanalyk, Almaty oblast, which opened its doors in 2018.
Alongside these museums, numerous other memorials exist, including the Kasiret
site of mass executions in Shymkent, as well as the Spasskoe Memorial Cemetery,
dedicated to prisoners of war and interned individuals, among others. Various
traditional monuments also serve as commemorations of the victims of state-
induced violence and famine (Medeuova, Praktiki; Medeuova, “Zatianuvshaiasia”;
Sandybaeva). Each year, on October 31st, Kazakhstan observes the Day of Memory
for Victims of Political Repression and Famine.

The Karlag museums thus face a complex challenge. On the one hand, as state-
run institutions, they are constrained from diverging from the Soviet (now Russian)
explanatory narrative of state-induced repression and from framing the violence
they commemorate as a consequence of colonization or occupation —an approach
that non-state museums, particularly those owned by religious communities, can
adopt as their narratives since they are not controlled by the state. On the other
hand, simply reproducing imperial approaches to the Soviet era’s difficult heritage
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renders these exhibitions irrelevant to Kazakhstan’s national history and identity. To
strike a balance between these extremes, the museums must adopt more nuanced
and sophisticated deimperialization strategies, which will be discussed below.

STRATEGIES OF DEIMPERIALIZATION

Observing museum exhibits and events in-situ we were able to identify various
strategies employed by the Karlag museums to deimperialize (decolonize) the
message conveyed through their exhibits, as thereproduction of the earlier described
Soviet memory practices regarding political repression do not contribute to making
the sites of violence meaningful for the history of independent Kazakhstan. These
strategies do not stem from a coherent policy or a persistent curatorial activity
but rather emerge spontaneously from a combination of multidirectional activities
aimed at meeting diverse demands.

The first strategy can be understood as reclaiming the imperial Soviet past by
assimilating it with broader historical instances of injustice against ethnic Kazakhs.
This approach renders the past nationally significant while reframing it as non-
imperial, or even anti-imperial, by positioning empires as the root cause of such
injustices. Implementing this strategy entails the development of hybrid, layered
exhibitions that span extensive time periods and incorporate diverse historical
figures; they typically do not relate to the museums’ location or role as a labor camp.
For instance, the ground floor exhibition at ALZHIR provides visitors with insights
into various historical periods such as the end of Khan Rule (14" century), the
national liberation movement led by Kenessary Kasymov (1830s—40s), the political
activities of the Kazakh intelligentsia during 1905-1916, the rise of Soviet power,
collectivization (1928-1931), and the subsequent famines. This broad overview of
Kazakh history, including the Soviet era, omits any explicit acknowledgment of the
significance of the museum’s location on the site of a former labor camp.

Only the first floor display relates to the history of the camp, although not
exclusively. One of our informants, Anna, expressed surprise at the presence on
the first floor of a temporary exhibition showcasing three Kazakh women who were
awarded the title of Hero of the Soviet Union during World War II. She questioned
the exhibition’s relevance to the museum. However, the integration of Soviet
history into this first floor overview was explained by one expert in the following
way: “Soviet monuments stick to each other; or, Soviet topics — they stick to each
other... this [particular] trauma [of the labor camp] ... is not differentiated” (Expert
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Two). The temporary exhibit can also be interpreted as an attempt to reclaim the
entirety of Soviet history, encompassing its positive and negative aspects.

On the ground floor of ALZHIR, visitors can explore information about various
tragic events in the history of ethnic Kazakhs. A table in English titled “Loss of
Kazakh People” provides a comprehensive list, starting from the Dzhungar war
in the 1720s and concluding with the violently suppressed unrest in 1986. Other
ethnic groups remain underrepresented in this context, seemingly ignoring the
fact that this was actually a site where mostly non-Kazakhs were repressed. An
expert we interviewed highlighted that ALZHIR serves as a “space for memory
about repression as a whole” rather than that repression specifically related to
the site (Expert One). The rest of the museum’s exhibition space on the ground
floor is dedicated to the repressed members of the Alash national party and other
representatives of the Kazakh intelligentsia, including the Communist writer Saken
Seifullin.

With the exception of a small display dedicated to ethnic Germans, the exhibits
in ALZHIR do not address the memory of ethnic groups who were deported to
Kazakhstan, such as the Soviet Koreans or Chechens. One of our experts confirmed
in an interview to the authors that although “the memory about the deportations
is also commemorated [elsewhere], . .. it turns out that there [in ALZHIR] it is not
present” (Expert One). In Dolinka, deportations are commemorated with effigies
dressed in ethnic costumes, sitting sorrowfully on their suitcases.

The practice of using different languages for different purposes adds complexity
to the exhibits and reveals hidden agendas. Both Karlag museums generally aim
to present captions and other textual information in three languages: Kazakh,
Russian, and English (in this specific order). However, there are notable exceptions.
In both museums, a significant portion of the information related to the repressed
Kazakh intelligentsia and the Alash movement is presented exclusively in Kazakh,
implicitly signaling that it is intended for ethnic Kazakhs alone. In Dolinka, captions
in this section appear only in Kazakh, while in ALZHIR, quotations from Alikhan
Bukeikhanov, the founder of Alash, remain untranslated, as well. For instance, one
such quotation reads: “All the goods, whether underground or on the earth under
the sky, should serve the Kazakh state. Each pebble taken from the ground should
become a button for a Kazakh’s garment” Despite Russian being constitutionally
recognized as the language of international communication in Kazakhstan, its
exclusion in this context implicitly positions it as a symbol of colonial domination.

Some textual materials are provided in two languages, Kazakh and English— for
example, the aforementioned table detailing the losses of the Kazakh people. The
inclusion of information in English indicates a desire to engage with the broader
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international community, while excluding Russia by omitting information in
Russian. Surprisingly, some captions and materials are available only in Russian,
such as information about the directors of Karlag in Dolinka or maps of the Gulag
and Karlag in both museums (these maps are not Soviet-era originals but were newly
created for the museums’ purposes). As Steven Barnes aptly notes in his analysis
of both museums, “the Gulag is to be seen as an external imposition” (112). What
stands out here is that significant implicit messages tied to the national historical
narrative are conveyed indirectly, primarily through the choice of language used.

In asense, this strategy of integrating Soviet repression into a broader narrative of
Kazakh suffering throughout history helps move away from the Soviet perspective
and may provide meaning and relevance to these experiences in the contemporary
context. However, it should be acknowledged that this approach is not without its
shortcomings.

The first issue that arises is that the exhibits in both museums are primarily
dedicated to the Kazakh ethnicity and addresses the experiences of other ethnic
groups to a lesser extent. In this regard, we disagree with the view that the memory
of repression in Kazakhstan is not ethnicized (as it was suggested by Zhanat
Kundakbayeva and Didar Kassymova) and align ourselves with Barnes’ perspective
that, although non-Kazakh victims are acknowledged, the narrative of victimization
takes a distinctly Kazakh form (109). The reason for this can be seen in the desire
to incorporate the memory of political repression into the process of building
the new nation. The suffering of Kazakh intelligentsia and more generally of the
Kazakh people is considered as one of the main themes of this historical narrative.
Therefore, it may be unsurprising that the problem of underrepresentation of other
groups is not acknowledged or addressed within the exhibitions themselves.

Additionally, the introduction of elements unrelated to the museum’s central
topic within the exhibits disrupts the connection with the specific time and place of
the historical events related to the political repression in the Soviet Union, thereby
diminishing the museums’ unique significance as sites of violence. The Alash halls
seem disconnected from both the time and place of the actual terror sites, as well
as —in the case of ALZHIR—from the gender of the detainees. This can cause
confusion among visitors, as observed in a comment made by Natalia, a visitor of
the museum, regarding the portraits of Kazakh political activists occupying most
of the ground floor showcases: “There are only men’s faces... [although] it was a
women’s camp. They were also here in prison?” Furthermore, these alien elements
tend to overshadow the suffering of the victims who were directly affected in that
particular place and at that specific moment in time.
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The second strategy employed by the museums involves the extensive use of
symbolism in their architecture and the artworks present within their premises.
Rather than relying on explicit verbal or written explanations, the museums rely on
symbols that visitors are expected to interpret and decode for themselves. These
symbols are intended to convey the significance and meaning of the memory of
repression for an independent Kazakhstan.

At the ALZHIR museum, there are no original objects or buildings that belonged
to the actual camp or its operational period. According to an expert we interviewed,
the only historical object is a train carriage (with effigies representing female
inmates) from Stalin’s time, but it was brought from some other place. Instead,
the museum utilizes numerous symbolic objects and artworks throughout its
territory. These include a barrack with effigies representing the living conditions
of the inmates, allegorical sculptural compositions such as “Despair and Weakness”
and “Fight and Hope,” both authored by architect and sculptor Saken Narynov, a
monument titled “Tears,” with its creator unknown, and a memory wall engraved
with the names of all the women prisoners. The museum is described by an expert
interviewed by the authors as being “excessively symbolic” (Expert One). The
prominent feature and logo of the museum is the Arch of Sorrow, which is a tall
black arch shaped like a traditional Kazakh wedding female headdress. This design
concept, created by Saken Narynov, intertwines the theme of the beauty of women’s
apparel with the theme of suffering. The main building itself has a conoid shape,
resembling, as noted by one expert, a yurt, although the tunnel-shaped entrance
and the absence of windows give it a resemblance to a tomb.

While the sculptural compositions at the ALZHIR museum are visually striking,
they may not effectively convey a sense of time and place related to the historical
context. Visitors have expressed that these artworks and symbolic objects do not
evoke a strong emotional connection or a deep understanding of the experiences
and suffering endured by the inmates. For example, Tatiana said: “There are no
feelings of grief and what people have gone through in the museum, just some
bits and pieces. Only the car gives the feeling” The inclusion of an enlarged photo
from Auschwitz inside the car may appear puzzling and unrelated to the specific
context of ALZHIR. This image could potentially allude to the similarities between
different totalitarian states, but it may also be a result of oversight or neglect in the
curatorial process.

The Dolinka museum showcases authentic material objects and relies less on
symbolism when compared to ALZHIR. Nevertheless, it still employs symbolic
compositions that depict the suffering of the inmates. In the basement of the
administrative building that was never used as a prison, one may find symbolic cells
(notbeing recreations of any existing cells), a symbolic “torture room” with symbolic
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blood spilt on the walls, and a symbolic pit. These installations can evoke strong
emotions in visitors but may distort their understanding of the actual historical
events since, in reality, no torture rooms equipped with specific instruments
(which are also displayed in the museum), nor any pits, have been documented on
the territory of the camp. For example, one YouTube channel designates Karlag as
a “death camp” (Ulagatty Urpaq), while another one as a “concentration camp” (V
tsentre vnimaniia), although it was not either. This can be problematic as it goes
against the aim of memorial museums to promote the motto of “never again” In
fact, some visitors experience symbolic violence as entertainment, as exemplified
by these quotes from our informants:

Visiting this place is a must. All history is explained in details; it was creepy, but, at the
same time, enchanting, when you stand on a site where long ago there were tortures and
violence against the inmates (Batyrkhan).

Some elements of interior design do not let me feel fully within the 1930s. But still there
were chills from the atrocities of the Stalinist regime (Yerlan).

Each year they have a «Museum Night» when the effigies are replaced by real actors; and
this is much more spectacular (Olga).

Another problem is that the artist creates images and symbols to develop and
strengthen collective memory, however, this in itself does not mean that this
will be successful and will be perceived by the museum visitors as the artist
intended. Indeed, speaking about ALZHIR, analysis of the statements of some of
our interlocutors indicates that many of them did not see expressions of injury
or pain in its architecture. Tatiana said: “When I first came to the area in front
of the museum, I thought it was a place for formal meetings.” Then she admitted:
“I do not understand the meaning of these buildings. This is like a flying saucer...
Besides the car and the tower, there is nothing that would remind [one] of the
camp itself. You know... even if nothing is left, it was possible to build barracks”
Another informant, Aliya, said that “visually, the first impression of the museum:
it'’s a monster... Though it may not be a nice building. It’s not a museum of fine arts
in the end” We suggest that Aliya’s confusion over the building’s design reflects the
challenges for the visitor in encountering the excessive symbolism of ALZHIR. The
Arch of Sorrow remains hardly understandable. As Natalia said, “it’s something
cosmic or a surfaced submarine” We believe that probably some symbols are better
understood by older generations who lived in the Soviet era and even had the
opportunity to personally interact with former inmates.

The issue of the gaze, as discussed by Violi in the context of The Tuol Sleng
Museum of Genocide Crimes in Cambodia, also makes some symbolic installations
and artworks problematic: “visitors find themselves in precisely the same visual
position as the persecutors at the time, gazing at the victim from exactly the
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same point of view, almost as if through the eyes of the persecutors themselves
(50). Andrei Zavadski and Vera Dubina also argue that the reconstruction of an
investigator’s office and the display of shell casings present the past through the
eyes of the perpetrators (8—9). Similar interpretations can be applied to certain
objects on display in the Karlag museums, where inmates are often depicted behind
bars from the visual perspective of a prison guard. For instance, in ALZHIR, there
is an artwork titled Fetters (Fig. 3) that features a prison grating with sculptural
human hands reaching out from what is presumed to be a cell. Behind the grating
is a mirror, allowing visitors to see their own reflection. However, it is difficult not
to notice that the spectator’s visual position aligns with that of a guard. This also
leads us to question what message is being imparted to the average visitor upon
visiting the museum.

Fig. 3. Fetters, an installation in ALZHIR featuring a grating with sculpted hands. Photo by the
authors.

In Dolinka, there is a contrast between the clean and well-furnished office of the
Karlag’s director, where an effigy of him looks out thoughtfully from the window

Kritika Kultura 46 (2025): 408—420 © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>




4@7‘-‘:
Melnikov et al. / Deimperalization of Difficult Heritage 409 &
<
- 3
(Fig. 4), and the dark and filthy symbolic prison cells in the basement. This spatial - <
arrangement of installations—what is situated above versus what is placed below— t
aligns more with the perspective of the perpetrators than with that of the inmates. “
It is worth noting that, historically, no prison cells ever existed in the basement .

of the administrative building; their placement there was purely a decision by the
designers. In contrast, the director’s office was recreated in its original location,
making this space more faithful to historical reality than the symbolic representation
of the inmates’ space.

Fig. 4. Areconstruction of the Karlag director’s office in Dolinka, with an effigy positioned at the
window. Photo by the authors.

The third strategy involves the “domestication” of difficult heritage making it
relevant not only as a historical narrative but also for contemporary generations.
This approach is particularly evident in Dolinka, where Karlag, despite its colonial
origins, is portrayed as an integral part of the nation’s past and present that
contributed to the industrialization and agricultural modernization of Kazakhstan.
The majority of the exhibited materials focus on the camp as an economic
corporation. Special attention is given to renowned scholars who were detained
L and forced to work in the camp, highlighting their discoveries. The exhibition also
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showcases the development of new crop varieties (such as the “Glory” cabbage and

“Giant” sunflower) and advancements in livestock breeding. Visitors can observe
various material objects, including an academic journal titled “Proceedings of the
Scientific Research Sector of KARLAG NKVD. Detailed information is provided
on the leisure activities of both inmates and guards, such as theater performances
of Chekhov’s “Cherry Orchard” and concerts. Documents shed light on the
individuals responsible for the efficient functioning of the camp, including guards
and administrative officers, who are depicted in photographs with their families
and pets. Effigies are utilized to depict researchers working in laboratories or actors
on stage, with a solemn-looking guard present behind the scenes.

The museum in Dolinka exhibits characteristics of both a typical Soviet history
museum and a corporation museum of the penitentiary system. This can be
attributed to the education and training of museum staff in Kazakhstan, which
followed Soviet standards that viewed the industrialization and modernization of
Central Asia as progress. However, as argued by Tlostanova, this perspective reflects
a colonial gaze and can be questioned from a decolonial standpoint (“Telesnaia”).

On the other hand, what sets Dolinka apart and distinguishes its strategy as
decolonial is its focus on highlighting the camp’s role in the development of the
specific territory. Instead of glorifying the heroism of grand all-Union construction
projects, the museum emphasizes the impact of the camp on the local region. This
approach shifts the narrative away from a broader Soviet perspective and allows
for a more nuanced understanding of the camp’s historical significance within the
specific context of the territory it occupied. Moreover, this strategy highlights the
camp’s significance for contemporary audiences, enabling them to observe the
long-term outcomes of its developmental efforts.

In ALZHIR, domestication is achieved through the use of symbolic female
images. The museum displays women’s apparel, handbags, and everyday objects
that belonged to the inmates, such as perfumes, porcelain sets, and musical
instruments (Fig. 5). However, most of these objects do not date back to the period
when the camp was in operation. Brief captions inform visitors that they are viewing
“Household items from the 60s and 70s” Thus, a connection between the camp and
contemporary life is established through the display of familiar, nostalgia-inducing
consumer objects. Interestingly, some visitors view these vintage items positively;
for instance, one young woman expressed a desire to own “a dress like that”? While
seemingly unusual, this reaction suggests that the strategy of domesticating the
camp may be relatively effective.

We cannot be certain however that the inmates of ALZHIR would want to be

represented solely through traditional feminine images. While they were wives
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and mothers, not all of them were confined to traditional roles. These women
worked, held administrative positions, were politically active, and had their own
ideas and identities. Notable figures include stage director Natalia Sats and soil
scientist Aleksandra Zaitseva, who served as the camp’s chief agronomist and later
received the Lenin Prize. Additionally, there were women who were incarcerated
individually, not as family members. Twelve women who were executed while in
ALZHIR were later canonized by the Russian Orthodox Church in 2000 as the new
martyrs, but their memory is preserved not within the museum but in a nearby
church.

Fig. 5 A1970s set of perfumes belonging to former prisoner Lidia Frenkel, displayed in a showcase
in ALZHIR. Photo by the authors.

Unlike Dolinka, ALZHIR largely neglects the camp’s role in regional development
and the labor of the inmates. Instead, it focuses on traditional feminine symbolism,
which contrasts with the installations depicting interrogations, forced labor, and
the separation of children from their mothers. Nevertheless, ALZHIR makes some
efforts to establish a connection between the inmates of the past and contemporary
society. Some of the information presented highlights women who, after their
release from the camp, stayed in the area and contributed to local development.
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For instance, in May 2015, the museum hosted an event commemorating Tatiana
Iving-Afonina (Uznitsa “Alzhira”), a ballerina who was incarcerated following her
husband’s arrest in 1937. After her release, she remained in Kazakhstan and made
significant contributions to the local cultural scene by founding a dance ensemble.
Unfortunately, such memorial events are infrequent.

What is striking is that the memorialization of the ALZHIR camp, initiated as
early as 1989, was driven by a local resident named Ivan Scharf, an ethnic German
who was deported, along with his mother, after the execution of his father in 1938
during the Great Purge,* and, like many other former inmates and deportees, chose
to remain in the area as an adult. In 1975, he became the head of the industrial
poultry farm in Tselinograd (now Astana) and, in 1986, was awarded the title of
Hero of Socialist Labor, the highest civilian honor in the Soviet Union. Regrettably,
his significant contribution to the camp’s memorialization is entirely absent from
the museum’s exhibits.

Surprisingly, both museums make only limited use of what seems to be the most
evident approach to domesticating the heritage of Karlag. What is nearly absent is
representation of local individuals, both Kazakhs and non-Kazakhs, who inhabited
the area colonized by Karlag and were forcibly resettled to make way for the camp.
In Dolinka, for instance, they are merely depicted as symbolic figures in colorful
frescoes or as brightly dressed effigies, while in ALZHIR they are represented
as statues. These persons are stripped of their individuality and are unable to
present their own perspectives on repression, despite the fact that scholars have
interviewed them (Suraganova). Nor are they presented as collectives with their
own agency; instead, they are depicted as objects of an ethnographic colonial gaze,
with figures in frescoes and effigies shown wearing traditional folk costumes. We
suggest that Amy Lonetree correctly emphasizes that decolonizing a museum
exhibit means not only including representation of a group but also allowing that
group to express its own narratives and perspectives, which cannot be observed in
the Karlag museums.

PROSPECTS FOR DECOLONIZATION. CONCLUSIONS

Our analysis of deimperialization strategies employed by the Karlag museums
reveals that although museums of political repression have made some important
efforts to avoid an imperial and colonial interpretation of difficult heritage, their
achievements remain modest. This can be explained by the need to strike a balance
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between the impossibility of a complete departure from the imperial explanatory
discourse—one that would require renouncing the Soviet period as a time of
national suffering—and the necessity of incorporating the imperial legacy into the
post-independence national narrative, making it meaningful not only historically
but also for contemporary generations.

The strategies we identified have both strengths and weaknesses. In many
aspects they continue to reproduce the Soviet post-Stalinist discourse, presenting
the territory of Kazakhstan as a place where “something bad happened in the past”
without providing explanations for why it occurred and what it signifies for the
newly independent state. This discourse has not been critically examined through
the lens of decoloniality, although some efforts in this direction were made. There
has been no discussion yet — neither in society, nor in the museums — as to whether
sacrifices were necessary for the industrialization of Kazakhstan, or whether the
victims, who were part of the Soviet elite, bear responsibility for designing and
implementing the modernization projects to which they were later sacrificed.
The imperial discourse overshadows the crucial message of the museums of
consciousness—“never again” —because the museums’ founders (the state), in
fact, assert that what happened was not within their control, and thus they do not
assume responsibility for preventing its recurrence.

Sometimes the museums are surprisingly successful. For example, in Dolinka,
they have managed to localize and contemporize—even to ‘domesticate’—the
colonial discourse of progress and modernization, which was often seen as
overly important and deserving of all possible sacrifices. This museum’s exhibits
emphasize the Karlag’s role in local development, focusing on specific individuals
and their contributions to enriching the lives of regional residents, rather than on
the grand construction projects of the USSR. ALZHIR also employs this strategy,
but to a lesser extent and with less success.

We see two major issues arising from the lack of comprehensive scrutiny of the
museum strategies from a decolonial perspective. First, we identified a problem
with representation. Contemporary museum exhibitions often fail to give voice
to all the groups that have experienced violence and seek to share their memories.
In addition to the local population that remains represented mostly in the form
of symbolic pictures, statues, and effigies in folk costumes, there are other groups
whose agency is not adequately reflected in the museum exhibits either. Among
these groups are those ethnic communities who were deported to Kazakhstan, as
well as religious believers who fell victim to targeted violence. The absence of these
groups’ voices is particularly striking, given that both museums adopt a strategy
of encompassing not only all historical injustices against the Kazakh ethnicity,
including those from the pre-Soviet period, but also some of the achievements

Kritika Kultura 46 (2025): 413—420 © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>



Melnikov et al. / Deimperalization of Difficult Heritage 414

of Kazakhs during the Soviet era. This narrow ethnic focus, as emphasized by
Tlostanova, presents a significant challenge to the decolonization of the museum
exhibits and ultimately “reproduces the logic of coloniality” (“The Deadlock” 60).
In the case of ALZHIR, a notorious place of detention for women, this focus further
provokes misunderstandings, as a significant portion of its exhibition is currently
dedicated to men.

Another issue we identified is that of the gaze. The abundance of symbolic
images and installations, where the visual position of the spectator can easily be
interpreted as that of a prison guard or interrogator, is striking in both museums.
Additionally, photographs documenting the inner life of Karlag were largely taken
by the camp’s employees, and as such, they reflect the supervisors’ perspective
on the place and the inmates, preserving their faces and living conditions. The
documents on display preserve their names and it seems that, unlike many victims,
the supervisors retained their right to be recognized as individuals. We do not
argue that the museums represent only the supervisors’ perspectives. However, it
is impossible to ignore the fact that, unlike the locals or the executed Orthodox
believers, the camp supervisors have left memoirs, and in 1989, a former director
of ALZHIR attended a reunion of inmates and even received, along with other
participants, a memorial gift (Mussagaliyeva et al. 196—97).

We agree that the memoirs and accounts left by camp supervisors and
administrators may contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the historical
context. However, it is essential to ensure that these accounts are not privileged at
the expense of the voices of the victims and other marginalized groups. We do not
argue that the showcases dedicated to the Alash party need to be replaced with
others reflecting the experiences of other ethnicities. However, we strongly agree
with Rothberg and Tlostanova in their promotion of multidirectional memory as
able to put together “different histories and positions sharing the same historical
space” (“The Deadlock” 62). As long as the exhibitions overlook the voices of all
groups impacted by the repression, their effectiveness in fostering a more inclusive
national identity remains limited. To fully realize their potential as sites of national
historical importance, it is essential that the museums incorporate a wider range of
perspectives, particularly those of marginalized and local communities. By doing
so, they can more effectively contribute to the ongoing project of decolonizing
historical narratives and making the museums more relevant to the national
consciousness.
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Notes

. All translations from Russian and Kazakh in this text were completed by the authors.

. More information on this narrative can be found in the book by Jeftry Hardy included in
the list of works cited.

3. The observation was drawn from the authors’ field notes taken at ALZHIR on 3 Nov. 2022.

4. The Scharf family was part of the Russian (later Soviet) German community, whose
ancestors settled in the Russian Empire during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
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