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Abstract  2014 marked the 70th anniversary of the massive Soviet ethnic cleansing of the Turkic 
Karachais and Balkars and Vainakh Chechens and Ingush from their North Caucasian 
homelands. This article examines the stated justifications, mechanisms, and results of these 
deportations. Among its findings are that the official Soviet justifications have no validity, and 
that, contrary to the claims made by some North-American based scholars, the deportations 
were acts of racial discrimination and genocide as these terms are currently defined in 
international law.  The article deals with the false claims of treason against the deported 
peoples, their removal from the North Caucasus and resettlement in Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan, and their later return to their ancestral homelands.

Introduction

Seventy years ago during 1943 and 1944, the regime of Joseph Stalin ethnically cleansed the 
North Caucasus of virtually the entire population of four nationalities falsely accused of 
mass treason against the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR)  during the war with 
Nazi Germany. The NKVD (Peoples’ Commissariat for Internal Affairs) systematically 
rounded up and deported almost every single Karachai, Chechen, Ingush, and Balkar from 
their ancestral homelands in the North Caucasus to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. This brutal 
relocation to areas of confined internal exile affected over 585,000 people (see Table 1), the 
majority of them women and children. The poor material conditions they suffered in exile 
led to more than 165,000 excess deaths (see Table 2) among the deportees during the next 
eight years. In addition to lacking basic food, shelter, clothing, and medical care the deported 
North Caucasians also suffered under severe legal restrictions. The Soviet government only 
lifted these restrictions in July 1956 and only allowed the survivors to start returning to the 
North Caucasus in 1957. These four nationalities thus spent nearly a dozen years living in 
internal exile in the USSR as second-class citizens subjected to a harshly discriminatory legal 
regime. The traumatic experience of deportation and exile still greatly shapes the outlook of 
the descendants of the survivors who returned home to the North Caucasus. 

The Chechens and Ingush are Vainakh speaking peoples in the northeast Caucasus while the 
Karachais and Balkars are Turkic speaking peoples in the northwest Caucasus. They are all 
Sunni Muslims of the Hanafi school as a result of Ottoman influence. Sufi brotherhoods have 
also historically been strong among the Chechens (and Ingush). All of these people came 
under Russian rule only after sustained military campaigns in the 19th century.  During the 
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1920s and 1930s the Soviet government made efforts to modernize this region along socialist 
lines.

The Soviet deportation of the Karachais, Chechens, Ingush and Balkars during 1943-1944 has 
unfortunately been interpreted by some Western scholars through a lens that seeks to 
ameliorate the criminal nature of these acts. Too few Western scholars are willing to even 
consider that the deportations constituted acts of racial discrimination and fewer still speak 
of genocide. Instead a great deal of credence is given by some of these Western scholars to 
the Soviet claims that the deportations were somehow largely motivated by genuine security 
concerns rather than racist acts that threatened their very physical survival (Weiner 2002: 46; 
Hirsch 2002: 37-40). This article will approach the topic from an unapologetic rather than 
subjective extenuating point of view and judge the Soviet actions by their clearly foreseeable 
results rather than trying to ascertain extenuating circumstances regarding Soviet motives 
and specific intents as do some Western scholars.  

Table 1 Number of North Caucasians Deported 1943-1944 
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Table 1 Number of North Caucasians Deported 1943-1944  

Nationality      Number 

Karachais   69,267 (Bugai 1995: 62) 

Chechens 387,229 (Pobol and Polian 2005: 455, doc. 

3.121). 

Ingush   91,250 (Pobol and Polian 2005: 455, doc. 

3.121). 

Balkars   37,713 (Bugai 92: 113-114, doc. 29).   

Total 585,549 

 

Table 2 Estimated Excess Deaths among North Caucasian special settlers 1944-1952 

(Ediev 2003: 294,  table 104) 

Nationality    Number   Percentage 

Karachais   13,141 19% 

Chechens 125,477 30.76% 

Ingush   20,284 21.27% 

Balkars     7,594 19.82% 

Total 166,496 28.4% 
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The False Charges of Treason

It is quite clear that the Soviet government’s uprooting of the Karachais, Chechens, Ingush 
and Balkars during 1943-1944 had little to do with the officially stated justification of 
punishment for “collective treason”. For while the deportations did indeed constitute an 
extremely harsh collective punishment, in no sense could most of the victims be considered 
guilty of treason against the USSR in any shape or form.  Indeed, like in other cases of mass 
Soviet deportations, the vast majority of those exiled to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan and 
placed under special settlement restrictions consisted of women and children. Very few 
representatives of the four deported North Caucasian nationalities collaborated with the 
Nazis. Organizations such as the Karachai National Committee (KNK) were representative 
only a very tiny minority of the population. In contrast, large numbers of Karachais fought 
with the Soviet Red Army and partisans against the German armed forces.

The claims of widespread collaboration by the four deported North Caucasian nationalities 
with the Nazi occupation of the USSR do not stand up to scrutiny. The largest of the deported 
nationalities from this region, the Chechens, never came under German occupation nor did 
the Germans have a large number of Chechen POWs from which to draw collaborators. It 
should also be noted that the accusations of treason by the Soviet government against the 
Chechens, Ingush and Balkars all only came after the completion of the actual deportations. 

The accusations against all four of the nationalities are similar in their wording and do not 
mention any specificities, but rather only generalities. Thus the Ukaz (decree) by the 
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of 12 October 1943 ordering the deportation of the 
Karachais presented the regime’s case in the following words:

In relation to this, during the period of occupation by the German-Fascist aggressors in the 
territory of the Karachai autonomous oblast many Karachais allowed themselves to become 
traitors, enlisted in detachments organized by the Germans to struggle against Soviet power, 
handed over to the Germans honest Soviet citizens, escorted and showed the way to German 
soldiers, advancing through the passes of the Caucasus, and after the expulsion of the 
occupiers opposed measures to establish Soviet power, hiding from the organs of power 
bandits and armed German agents, and rendering them active assistance. (Pobol and Polian 
2005: 393, doc. 3.77).

It is true that some Karachais like all other Soviet nationalities that came under German rule 
did collaborate with the occupation authorities—as happened in practically all occupied 
territories under Nazi rule, and is typical of human behavior in such circumstances 
throughout history. But, the number of collaborators among the Karachais was quite small 
compared both to the number that served in the Red Army or to the percentages of 
collaborators among other nationalities that were not deported en masse. 

The Karachai participation in the war against the Nazis prior to the occupation of their 
homeland by the German military was no less enthusiastic than any other Soviet nationality. 
Some 15,600 out of a total population of less than 80,000 fought in the Soviet Army or 
partisan detachments during the war (Bugai 2005: 144). In August 1942, the Karachai 
Autonomous Oblast came under German occupation. The occupation regime shot some 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.3 No.1 Spring 2015 

53



6,000 people and destroyed some 150,000 head of cattle during its brief rule of the region. 
During this time the German administration created the Karachai National Committee 
(KNK) to help it in suppressing Soviet partisans and dismantling the collective farming 
(kolkhoz) system (Bugai 1995: 58). 

The KNK formed one squadron of cavalry to assist the German military in fighting against 
the Soviet partisan movement in the region (Nekrich 1979: 42). In January 1943, the Red Army 
recovered the homeland of the Karachais from the German military  (Polian 2004: 140).  
Immediately following the retreat of the Germans there was considerable guerrilla resistance 
to the Soviet forces by the KNK. Further resistance by other groups such as the Balyk Army 
continued up until April (Bugai 1995: 60). All in all, the level of collaboration with the 
Germans and resistance to the Soviets by the Karachais during World War II compared to 
other occupied nations in the USSR was relatively low.

The official accusations of treason against the Chechens and Ingush came only on 7 March 
1944, a week after the NKVD completed evicting them from the Caucasus. An Ukaz issued by 
the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet makes the following charges against them.

In relation to this, in the period of the Fatherland War, especially during the time of active 
German fascist war on the Caucasus, many Chechens and Ingush betrayed the Homeland, 
went over to the side of the fascist occupiers, joined the ranks of saboteurs and intelligence 
officers, infiltrating Germans in the rear of the Red Army, forming on orders from the 
Germans armed bands for the struggle against Soviet power, but also it must be taken into 
account, that many Chechens and Ingush during the duration of these years participated in 
armed formations against Soviet power and in the course of this  time, did not occupy 
themselves with honest labor, committing bandit attacks on kolkhozes in neighboring 
oblasts, robbing and killing Soviet people (Pobol and Polian 2005: 458-460, doc. 3.123). 

While there was indigenous armed resistance by Chechens and Ingush against the Soviet 
state during World War II involving perhaps two percent of their total population, it had 
almost no direct connection to the Nazi occupiers (Statiev 2005: 311). The Germans never 
occupied Chechnya proper during the war. Nor did they have a large pool of Chechen and 
Ingush POWs to recruit from, since most of them avoided conscription or deserted during 
the war. 

Whereas the Soviet government conscripted 20% of the Karachais to fight against the Nazis, 
they succeeded in only drafting 4% of the total Chechen and Ingush population (Statiev 
2005: 289). Out of 14,000 Chechens eligible for induction into the Soviet military in 1942, only 
4,395 actually joined and 2,365 of these men deserted (Statiev 2005: 288). The ability of the 
Chechens and Ingush to collaborate with the Nazis was thus extremely limited. They quite 
simply had very little contact with the Germans. 

The official charges of treason against the Balkars came on 8 April 1944, almost a full month 
after their deportation. The Ukaz of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet providing a legal 
cover for their deportation from the Kabardino-Balkar Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic 
(ASSR) used wording almost identical to those for the related Karachais and the Chechens 
and Ingush.
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In relation to this, during the period of German-Fascist aggression on the territory of the 
Karbardino-Balkar ASSR many Balkars betrayed the homeland, particpating in armed 
detachments organized by the Germans and conducting work to undermine sections of the 
Red Army, providing the fascist occupiers with the assistance of skilled guides through the 
Caucasian passes, and after their expulsion from the Caucasus by the Red Army participated 
in German organized bands fighting against Soviet power (Pobol and Polian 2005: 489, doc. 
3.143). 

The Balkars, like the closely related Karachais and unlike the Chechens and Ingush, 
participated actively in the Soviet military effort. Some 5,000 Balkar men fought at the front 
against the Nazis during World War II (Bugai 1995: 120; Nekrich 1979: 62). Nonetheless, there 
were some Balkars that did collaborate with the Nazis. NKVD-chief Lavrenti Beria makes 
reference to 1,589 such Balkar collaborators or less than 4% of the total population (Pobol 
and Polian 2005: 481, doc. 3.137). The very small number of Balkar collaborators compared to 
other nationalities that were not deported, however, sticks out.

Some 1.3 million Soviet citizens served in the German Wehrmacht, SS, and police divisions 
during World War II (Berdinskikh 2005: 65). In 1945 around 15,000 men in German uniform 
came from the North Caucasus (Chebatoreva 2011: 447-448). Most of them, however, did not 
come from the North Caucasian nationalities subjected to wholesale deportation as 
collective punishment for alleged collaboration with the German occupation. 

Soviet evidence against Dagestanis was greater than what they had against the Karachais, yet 
no Dagestani group was subjected to deportation in its virtual entirety (Statiev 2005: 312). In 
contrast, Southern Caucasian nationalities provided much larger numbers of soldiers for the 
Germans. For instance, in 1945 there were 36,500 Azerbaijanis, 19,000 Georgians, and 7,000 
Armenians in German uniform (Chebotareva 2011: 447-448). There was in fact no correlation 
between collaboration with the Nazis and deportation. Some groups with very low levels of 
collaboration like the Karachais were deported and others with much higher rates like the 
Dagestanis were not.

However, while the stated reasons for the mass deportations are obviously false, and were in 
the cases of both the Chechens and Ingush and the Balkars only made after the completion 
of the deportation, the real reasons for this massive ethnic cleansing remain contested. This 
is because no archival records regarding the actual discussions leading up to the decision to 
deport these nationalities have yet been declassified. Instead, there has been a great deal of 
speculation about the actual Soviet motives based upon the long-term historical tensions 
between these groups and the Russian and later Soviet governments (Werth 2006: 350-355).  
That is to say, historical opposition by elements of these populations led the Stalin regime to 
use the cover of war to collectively punish these nationalities in their entirety for both past 
resistance and to prevent any further reoccurrences in the future (Werth 2006: 348-349). 

The racialization of Soviet nationality policies along the lines of primordial cultures during 
the 1930s and 1940s, meant that these punitive acts not only targeted whole nationalities in 
their entirety, but that there was little possibility of escape for even future generations as 
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long as Stalin and Beria were alive (Weitz 2002: 23-24). Thus the Karachais, Chechens, Ingush 
and Balkars were collectively punished for the actual crimes of only a small minority of 
individuals because it was the actions of those individuals that fit the racist stereotypes of 
the groups constructed in the Russian Empire and USSR.

 

Genocide

There is no doubt that the deportations had horrible physical and social effects upon the 
deported peoples. Their dispersal across Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan had the easily 
foreseeable result of killing tens of thousands of the deportees and threatening their 
continued survival as viable cultures. This was a result the Soviet government knew would be 
inevitable since it had already deported millions of people to the same areas under the same 
conditions previously with very similar results. In 1930-31 there had been the waves of kulak 
exiles, followed in 1937 by the deportation of the Russian Koreans, and finally in 1941 by the 
massive uprooting of the Russian Germans. The Soviet government deliberately engaged in 
actions against the Karachais, Chechens, Ingush, and Balkars in 1943-1944 that it knew would 
inevitably lead to a large number of them dying prematurely as a result of the poor material 
conditions they were subjected to in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. 

Despite the militant opposition to the use of the word “genocide” by some scholars such as 
Francine Hirsch and Alexander Statiev, the above description does in fact meet all the 
criteria for the definition of genocide including the issue of intent both as defined by the 
1948 United Nations Treaty and the original concept as espoused by Raphael Lemkin. 

Deliberately exiling an entire group of people defined by their ethnicity to material 
conditions that are known ahead of time to be so insufficient as to cause a large minority of 
the deportees to die of deprivation, fits article 2 (c) of the Genocide Treaty (Weitz 2002: 
27-28). The fact that the conditions were known ahead of time to be deadly and the fact that 
the Soviet government deported whole peoples to them anyways, satisfies the issue of intent 
as it is understood in Anglo-American jurisprudence including the interpretation of  
international treaties such as the 1948 UN Genocide Treaty (Greenwalt 1999: 2266-2269). 

Statiev’s claim that there was no intention to kill the deportees because the Soviet 
government’s main goal was acculturation and not extermination of the special settlers is a 
serious misreading of the legal definition of intent as it has been developed in case law 
(Statiev 2009: 259-260; Greenwalt 1999: 2266-2269). 

As international legal scholar Alexander Greenwalt has noted, the “culpability for genocide 
should extend to those who may personally lack a specific genocidal purpose, but who 
commit genocidal acts while understanding the destructive consequences of their actions 
for the survival of the relevant victim group” (Greenwalt 1999: 2265). The continued militant 
insistence by some scholars of the USSR that genocide was a crime that was only committed 
by “fascists” and “imperialists” and never by the Soviet government, thus hinges upon 
extremely weak semantic arguments (Hirsch 2002: 40-41 and Statiev 2009: 259). A reasonable 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.3 No.1 Spring 2015 

56



analysis of the objective facts shows that the national deportations under Stalin were both 
racist and genocidal.

This article will further detail the deportation and exile of the Karachais, Chechens, Ingush 
and Balkar from their Caucasian homelands to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. It will then 
discuss the material and legal conditions they suffered under as “special settlers”. Finally, it 
will deal with their return home in the post-Stalin era. The article relies mainly upon 
published Soviet archival documents from the State Archives of the Russian Federation 
(GARF) in Moscow. 

The Deportation of the Karachais

The Karachais were the first indigenous Caucasian nationality subjected to wholesale 
deportation within the Soviet Union. The Soviet NKVD forcibly removed them from their 
homeland to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan already on 2 November 1943. The Karachais were 
the first whole nationality the Stalin regime accused of actual rather than potential treason 
and thus were resettled as a form of collective punishment rather than a prophylactic 
measure. 

The Karachais were a numerically small nationality. The 1939 Soviet census counted only 
75,763 Karachais living in the Karachai Autonomous Oblast. Between August 1942 and 
January 1943, Nazi Germany occupied the territory (Pobol and Polian 2005: 389). Eleven 
months passed between the Red Army ejecting the German occupiers from the Karachai 
lands and the Soviet authorities evicting virtually the entire indigenous population from 
their homeland. 

The Stalin regime made no exceptions for political loyalty. As early as January 1944, the 
Soviet government admitted that among the Karachais deported to Kazakhstan were 
families whose head was currently fighting against the Nazis at the front in the Red Army. 
Among these soldiers were those in command positions and those that had won military 
awards. Also among the deportees were invalid veterans of the war against the Nazis who 
had received awards for military valor from the Soviet leadership.

The deportees also included partisans who had fought against the German occupation and 
received orders and medals from the Soviet government. Finally, there were even NKVD 
troops of Karachai origin that had been active in the territory following the German retreat 
(Pobol and Polian 2005: 409, doc. 3.87). These men and their families were all deported for 
being Karachais despite their proven political loyalty. 

Given the overall patriotic and even heroic conduct of the Karachais during the war, there 
was no reason to suspect that they would be accused of mass treason and forcibly resettled. 
Indeed, during the first eight months after the return of Soviet authority there was no 
indication that the Karachais would be treated any differently from any other Soviet 
nationality that had suffered under German military occupation.
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The Soviet government began planning the deportation of the Karachais in August 1943.  In 
September 1943, the NKVD drew up a plan for the resettlement of the Karachai population in 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The initial plan called for the settlement of 5,000 families on 
kolkhozes (collective farms) and sovkhozes (Soviet or state farms) in Jambul Oblast, 
Kazakhstan, 5,000 families in South Kazakhstan Oblast and 6,000 families in Frunze Oblast, 
Kyrgyzstan. However, already before the deportation the lack of sufficient housing in the 
areas of exile was apparent. In particularly the Kyzl-Kum and Kirov raions (districts) in South 
Kazakhstan Oblast, it was already known that part of the deportees would have to be housed 
temporarily in tents. 

More important, however, was organizing the network of NKVD special commanders to 
control the deportees. This network was to have one commander for every 200 deportee 
families, and half of the network would consist of local NKVD workers from Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan and the other half of such workers from the Karachai Autonomous Oblast  (Pobol 
and Polian 2005: 390-392, doc. 3.76). The preparations on the ground for creating a network 
of special commandants went smoothly and a couple of months later the Soviet government 
issued an official deportation order.

On 12 October 1943, the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR issued an Ukaz titled 
“On the Liquidation of the Karachai Autonomous Oblast and the Administrative Allocation 
of its Territory”. The preamble of this decree accuses the Karachais of engaging in mass 
treason against the Soviet Union during the German occupation of their territory. The first 
operative clause of this decree ordered that “All Karachais, living in the territory of the oblast, 
are to be resettled to other regions of the USSR, and the Karachai Autonomous Oblast 
liquidated”. The territory of the Karachai Autonomous Oblast was to be divided between 
Stavropol’ Krai and the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic (Document Reproduced in Alieva 
1993 vol. 1: 258-259). The decree ordered the forced removal of the indigenous population and 
the subsequent dismemberment of the territory.

The SNK (Council of People's Commissariats) followed up the decree by the Presidium of the 
Supreme Soviet with Resolution 1118-342ss of 14 October 1943. This resolution contained 
instructions for disposing of the property of the deported Karachais left behind in the 
Caucasus and accommodating the deportees in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The Karachais 
were to receive vouchers for property they had to abandon in the Caucasus that could be 
redeemed in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan (Pobol and Polian 2005: 394-397, doc. 3.78).  
However, the rapid and ruthless manner of the deportation meant that many did not receive 
vouchers for property including foodstuffs they were compelled to leave behind.

The deportation of the Karachais took place on 2 November 1943. The NKVD rounded up and 
loaded the Karachais into Studebaker trucks and transported them to rail stations. In total 
the NKVD deported 68,938 people in a single day. A short time later the NKVD deported an 
additional 329 Karachais from the territory of the now dissolved Karachai Autonomous 
Oblast (Bugai 1995: 62). Thus the NKVD forcibly removed a total of 69,267  Karachais from 
their national homeland and sent them into exile in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.
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The first echelons of Karachai deportees started arriving at their destinations in Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan on 10 November 1943. By 23 November 1943, a total of 34 train echelons 
carrying 68,614 (15,987 families) Karachai deportees arrived in Jambul Oblast Kazakhstan, 
South Kazakhstan and Frunze Oblast, Kyrgyzstan. The vast majority of these exiles were 
women and children. Adult men comprised only 12,500 of the exiles in contrast to 36,670 
children under sixteen years of age and 19,444 adult women. The authorities immediately put 
the majority of these special settlers to work on kolkhozes and sovkhozes, harvesting cotton 
and beets and cleaning irrigation canals. Since these kolkhozes and sovkhozes were already 
inhabited by local Kazakhs and Kyrgyz, housing conditions were quite overcrowded and 
relations with the earlier inhabitants quite tense. 

The food situation of the Karachais arriving in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan threatened to 
become desperate already upon arrival. Some 60 to 70 percent of them arrived in Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan with no food at all. To aggravate matters, the Karachai deportees did not yet 
have the mandated vouchers in their hands for the livestock, grain and vegetables they had 
left behind in the Caucasus. Hence their ability to acquire food in their new places of 
settlement was limited. The People's Commissariat of Procurement issued 300 tons of flour 
and 75 tons of cereal to feed the Karachais, but this amount of food could not feed nearly 
70,000 people for longer than two to three weeks at the most (Tsarevskaia-Diakina 2004: 
397-398, doc. 113). A serious food crisis confronted the Karachais already in the first month of 
their arrival.

On 22 November 1943, the NKVD reported that 22,721 (5,128 families) Karachai special settlers 
had arrived on eleven train echelons in Frunze Oblast, Kyrgyzstan. The majority of these 
exiles, 13,241 people, consisted of children under the age of sixteen In contrast, there were 
only 3,244 adult men and 6,236 women. The local NKVD distributed these deportees in 
houses on kolkhozes and sovkhozes in ten different raions throughout the oblast (Pobol and 
Polian 2005: 402, doc. 3.82). In Frunze Oblast, Kyrgyzstan the vast majority of deported 
Karachais joined kolkhozes during the first year of their exile. By 20 April 1944, 4,003 
Karachai families or 95% of the population in the oblast had entered kolkhozes (Tsarevskaia-
Diakina 2004: 412, doc. 120). The economic integration of the deported Karachais into the 
kolkhoz system of the Kyrgyz SSR had almost been completed by May 1944.

By 13 December 1943, South Kazakhstan Oblast had received 6,689 Karachai families 
numbering 25,142 people of which 14,679 were children, 6,674 women and only 3,689 men. 
The authorities settled these deportees in seven raions and housed them in 949 empty two-
room houses, empty apartments, and 2,442 apartments already inhabited by local residents. 
The local authorities settled most of these new arrivals on kolkhozes, but 1,491 families with 
5,713 members ended up on nine sovkhozes (Pobol and Polian 2005: 406, doc. 3.85). In South 
Kazakhstan the distribution and accommodation of the Karachais was similar to what had 
occurred in Kyrgyzstan. 

A large number of Karachai families became separated during the deportations. The 
deportations divided a total of 5,143 Karachai families (Bugai and Gonov 2003: 406, doc. 5). In 
Jambul Oblast, Kazakhstan, out of 5,699 Karachai families resettled in 1943 and 1944, over 
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2,000 or more than a third became separated during their journey in exile. Efforts to reunite 
the divided families proceeded slowly and the majority still remained disunited as late as 
September 1944 (Bugai and Gonov 2003: 405-406, doc. 4). The violent separation of families 
during the deportations greatly disrupted the ability of the Karachais to adapt to their new 
places of settlement during the first years of exile. 

During the deportation of Karachais from their homeland in the Caucasus, most young 
Karachai men continued to fight against the Nazis at the front. The Stalin regime did not 
remove them from the Red Army until 3 March 1944 when the GKO (State Defense 
Committee) issued Prikaz (decree) No. 0741. This decree demobilized the Karachais and all 
other representatives of the deported peoples serving in the Red Army, and sent them to 
special settlements in Central Asia with nothing more than the clothes on their backs (Bugai 
1995: 63). A number of Karachai veterans also ended up in forced labor battalions. Their 
proven political loyalty to the USSR did nothing to prevent the deportation of their families 
while they were at the front.

Material conditions for the Karachai special settlers assigned to work growing and harvesting 
cotton in the Pakhta-Aral region of South Kazakhstan Oblast proved to be extremely deadly. 
Those lucky enough to work on the Pakhta-Aral Sovkhoz received 200 to 300 grams of bread 
a day (Lafi 2002: 46). Those on the surrounding kolkhozes often received no food. This dire 
situation led to massive mortality through starvation among the Karachai special settlers 
from hunger. 

Following the Karachais, the NKVD deported the Buddhist Kalmyks to Siberia on 28-29 
December 1943. The experience of the Kalmyks in many ways resembled that of the deported 
North Caucasians, but differed in a number of details due to both the location of exile and 
national differences between the two groups. The formerly nomadic Kalmyks dwelling on 
the steppes had a considerably different life style and political history than the mountain 
dwelling North Caucasians. Due to these differences the Kalmyks will not be further 
addressed in this article. But, it is important to note that the WWII deportations of whole 
nationalities by the Stalin regime including the 1943-1944 wave of “punitive” deportations 
was not confined to Muslim groups in the North Caucasus. 

The Deportation of the Chechens and Ingush

The next whole nationalities deported eastward by the Stalin regime were the Chechens and 
the closely related Ingush. This operation took place on 23-29 February 1944. The Chechens 
were the second largest nationality deported by the Soviet government after the ethnic 
Germans. They also, for a variety of reasons, suffered the greatest percentage of deaths due to 
deportation and the poor conditions they endured in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. 

Planning for the deportation of the Chechens and Ingush began already in the fall of 1943. 
Initially Vasyli Chernyshov suggested that the Chechens and Ingush be deported to Siberia 
like the Kalmyks, but the local NKVD heads in Novosibirsk, Omsk, Altai, and Krasnoiarsk 
strongly objected to this suggestion. They did not wish to take responsibility for housing, 
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feeding, and finding work for hundreds of thousands of impoverished and hostile deportees.  
As an alternative the NKVD leadership worked out a plan to deport the Chechens and Ingush 
to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan by December 1943 (Polian 2004: 146). The following month the 
GKO and NKVD drafted the necessary documents to implement this plan.

In the last days of January 1944, the NKVD and GKO promulgated the necessary decrees to 
start the mass deportations of the Chechens and Ingush from the Caucasus to Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan. On 29 January 1944, the NKVD issued instructions for the deportation of the 
Chechens and Ingush (Polian 2004: 146). Two days later, the GKO issued two orders relating 
to the deportation of the Chechens and Ingush. GKO Order No. 5073ss on 31 January 1944, 
“On Measures to Accommodate Special Settlers within the Borders of the Kazakh and Kyrgyz 
SSRs”, instructed the NKVD to resettle 400,000 “special settlers” in Kazakhstan and 90,000 in 
Kyrgyzstan during February and March. It did not, however, mention the Chechens and 
Ingush by name, curiously enough  (Pobol and Polian 2005: 443-445, doc. no. 3.111). GKO 
Order No. 5074 also did not mention the Chechens and Ingush by name, but provided 
additional instructions “On Measures to Distribute Special Settlers within the Confines of the 
Kazakh and Kyrgyz SSRs” (Ibid: 445-447, doc. 3.112). 

According to Pobol and Polian these two GKO Orders provided the basis for the deportation 
of the Chechens and Ingush, despite the fact that neither of them mentioned the targeted 
nationalities (Polian 2004: 146-147; Pobol and Polian 2005: 442). Subsequently, the NKVD 
devised and carried out the mass deportation of the Chechens and Ingush.

On 17 February 1944, Beria reported to Stalin that the preparations for the deportation of 
459,486 Chechens and Ingush living in the Chechen-Ingush ASSR, neighboring areas of 
Dagestan, and the city of Vladkavkaz had been completed. The original plan allocated eight 
days for the operation during which the first three would be dedicated to the lowlands, the 
foothills, and several mountainous settlements with a combined population of 300,000 
people. Then the remaining 150,000 in the highlands would be deported. The settlements and 
immoveable property of the deportees, including their livestock, was to be turned over to 
Dagestanis, Ossetians, and Russians to guard. 

A total of 6,000-7,000 local Dagestanis, 3,000 Ossetian from North Ossetia, and an 
unspecified number of Russian village activists were to be recruited to help with this and 
other aspects of the deportation of the Chechens and Ingush (Pobol and Polian 2005: 450, 
doc. 3.115). The NKVD managed to carry out this plan despite inclement weather in the 
highlands, particularly in Galanzchoy.

After making the proper preparations, the actual deportation of the Chechens and Ingush 
progressed rapidly. Already by 11 am of the first day, February 23rd, the NKVD had already 
taken 94,741 people from their homes (20% of those to be deported) and loaded 20,023 of 
them on to train echelons. Beria reported that they had only had six cases of resistance so far. 
But, this is probably a serious understatement since in the same report he notes having to 
arrest 842 people in the course of the operation by this time (Pobol and Polian 2005: 452, doc. 
3.117). 
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The next day Beria reported considerably greater progress to Stalin. Already by the morning 
of the second day of the operation, the NKVD had removed 333,739 people from their homes 
and loaded 176,950 on to trains. However, due to heavy snowfall the previous day, the 
roundup of people from their homes slowed down after the 24th, particularly in the 
mountainous districts of the Chechen-Ingush ASSR (Pobol and Polian 2005: 452, doc. 3.118). 
By the following day, 342,647 Chechens and Ingush had been loaded onto 86 train echelons 
(Ibid: 453, doc. 3.119). 

On 29 February 1944, Beria reported to Stalin that the operation had been completed with 
the exception of around 6,000 in the high mountain villages of Galanzchoy district. The 
entire operation involved the roundup and entraining of 478,479 people of which 387,229 
were Chechens and 91,250 Ingush. The NKVD placed them in 177 train echelons of which 159 
had already departed for Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan by this date. Officially Beria reported 
no serious cases of resistance, despite arresting 2,016 “anti-Soviet” elements and confiscating 
20,072 weapons including 4,868 rifles, and 478 machine guns and a submachine gun (Pobol 
and Polian 2005: 455, doc. 3.121). 

Like the earlier deportations of the Karachais and Kalmyks, the Chechens and Ingush were 
taken completely by surprise. Despite the relative geographical proximity of the Karachais, 
the Chechens and Ingush were not aware of their deportation several months earlier. In less 
than a week, the NKVD had forcibly removed nearly half a million people from their 
indigenous homeland and sent them on a harrowing journey eastward to Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan.

The Presidium of the Supreme Soviet issued a decree ordering the deportation of the 
Chechens and Ingush and the liquidation of the Chechen-Ingush ASSR only on 7 March 1944, 
eight days after the operation had been completed. This decree retroactively accused the 
Chechens and Ingush of treason to the Motherland, the general-purpose pretext issued by 
the Soviet government for the deportation of whole peoples (Pobol and Polian 2005: 458-460, 
doc. 3.123). The decree had two concrete effects. First, to provide a post-facto legal approval 
and cover for the actual deportations, and second, to officially stigmatize the Chechens and 
Ingush as traitors despite the lack of any evidence pointing to mass treason.

On 20 March 1944, the head of the NKVD transport section reported to Beria on the 
movement of the deportation echelons from the former Chechen-Ingush ASSR to 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The total number of Chechen and Ingush deportees counted at 
this time reached 491,571 in 180 echelons. The destination of the deportees was divided 
between 88,649 to Kyrgyzstan and 402,922 to Kazakhstan  (Pobol and Polian 2005: 466-467, 
doc. 3.129). This was a decrease from the 493,269 Chechen and Ingush deportees originally 
counted as loaded on to trains by the NKVD section of convey troops. The decrease was the 
result of an official registration of 1,272 deaths during transit which lasted between nine and  
twenty-three days with an average time of sixteen days. 
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The real number of deaths was undoubtedly much higher. The single largest cause of death 
appears to have been acute typhus due to the unsanitary conditions in the train wagons 
(Pobol and Polian 2005:  467-468, doc. 3.130). Thus close to half a million people were 
uprooted from the Caucasus and dumped in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan and thousands died 
in the process.

The following day a report by the Chief of the Section of Special Settlements Col. Mikhail 
Kuzentsov to Deputy Chief of the NKVD Vasilyi Chernyshev gave slightly different numbers. 
It reported that as of 21 March 1944, 180 echelons with 494,456 Chechens and Ingush had 
arrived and been unloaded in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Most of these 147 echelons with 
405,941 people had arrived in Kazakhstan, and the remaining 33 echelons carrying 88,515 
people arrived in Kyrgyzstan. 

Akmola Oblast constituted the largest recipient of the deportees, with 22 echelons 
containing 59,988 deportees unloading there followed by Kustanai Oblast with 17 echelons 
and 45,768 deportees. This report gave the total reported deaths during transit as 1,361 people 
(0.27%)  plus an additional 1,070 hospitalized during transit (Tsarevskaia-Diakina 2004: 406, 
doc. 117). This number is also unrealistically low and does not match with other sources of 
information, such as oral testimonies and memoir literature which report deaths in almost 
every train wagon. 

For instance Isa Khashiyev, an Ingush man deported as a child recalls that on the journey, 
“We had no water and no food. The weak were suffering from hunger, and those who were 
stronger would get off the train and buy some food. Some people died on the way—no-one 
in our carriage, but in the next carriage I saw them taking out two corpses.” (http://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-26271733?OCID=fbasia&ocid=socialflow_facebook accessed 
on 25 February 2014). An average of one death in every train wagon would be one out of 
every 50 or so deportees, around 10,000 people or 2% of the population. Thus there is good 
reason to believe that the real number of transport deaths could be nearly ten times as high 
as the official Soviet figures.

In Galanzhoy district in the Chechen-Ingush ASSR] a number of people, especially the 
elderly, sick, cripples, and children, could not be moved during the deportation. The 61st 
Military-Academy Rifle Regiment under Major Saigakov came into the district to assist with 
the collection of cattle and other property from the khutors (rural homesteads) emptied by 
the deportations. His men engaged in a number of documented atrocities. A 28 May 1944 
report from the head of the Galanzhoy operative sector Col. A.K. Granskii to Deputy Chief of 
State Security (NKGB) Bogdan Kobulov,  noted the following unlawful killings of Chechens 
by members of this unit. 

On 22 March 1944, Cadet Sinits acting on the orders of Junior Lt. Struev and Sergeant Sidorov 
killed three Chechens in the khutor of Galichi. He shot a sick man named Iznaur 
Gaisultanov, and bayoneted a cripple named Dzhemilkhan Dzhabask and an eight-year old 
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child named Umar Gaisultanov. On 19 April 1944, the same men shot another two Chechens 
in Galichi who are listed as names unknown. 

In the khutor of Amki this same regiment dropped munitions down the chimneys of houses 
of five old women too sick to be taken to the collection centers for deportation. The resulting 
explosions killed the women and destroyed their houses. Col. Granskii estimated in total that 
the cadets of this particular regiment had killed as many as sixty sick and crippled Chechens 
in Galanzhoy raion (Pobol and Polian 2005: 473, doc. 3.134). These murders, however, were 
not unique to the 61st Military-Academy Regiment. In addition to earlier killings by the 
NKVD during 1943, there were other atrocities connected with the deportations.  

The most infamous massacre associated with the deportation of the Chechens occurred at 
Khaibakh, also in Galanzhoy. This atrocity took place on 23-24 February 1944 (Alieva 1993: 
175, vol. II). Different accounts give wildly varying numbers of victims for this atrocity. Some 
put it as low as 200 and others as high as 700. At Khaibakh the NKVD took hundreds of 
Chechens that could not be deported due to poor weather conditions and locked them into 
barns. The NKVD then set the barns on fire and burned the Chechens locked inside to death. 
This massacre took place under the command of General Gvishiani (Polian 2004: 147). The 
Khaibakh massacre remains a poignant collective memory among the Chechen people.

The Deportation of the Balkars

The final North Caucasian nationality deported by the NKVD in their entirety were the 
Balkars. The planning for the deportation had begun already during the deportation of the 
Chechens and Ingush. On 24 February 1944, one day after the start of the mass expulsion of 
the Chechens and Ingush, Beria sent a telegram to Stalin on the planning for the deportation 
of the Balkars. This report accused the Balkars of massive anti-Soviet activities and 
“banditry” during the war. The telegram, however, could only point to 1,227 arrested for 
“banditry” and “anti-Soviet work” and 362 people that retreated with the Germans in 
1942-1943. Out of 40,900 Balkars this works out to less than 4% of the total population. 

Originally, these nearly 41,000 people were scheduled for forced resettlement during 15-20 
March 1944 (Pobol and Polian 2005: 481, doc. 3.137). Like in the case of the Karachais, 
Chechens and Ingush, the vast majority of those slated for deportation as punishment for 
allegedly engaging in “banditry” and “anti-Soviet” acts were women, children, and old men.

The NKVD decree ordering the deportation of the Balkars preceded the GKO order 
specifically authorizing it by a whole week. On 26 February 1944, Beria issued Prikaz No. 
00186 s/s “On Measures to Exile the Balkar Population from the Kabardino-Balkar ASSR”. 
This decree laid out “the organization for necessary preparatory measures and conduct of 
the operation for exiling the Balkar population from the Karbardino-Balkar ASSR”. It 
allocated a total of 17,000 NKVD troops and 4,000 NKVD-NKGB operative workers to the 
operation (Pobol and Polian 2005: 482-483, doc. 3.138). 
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The actual GKO order for the deportation of the Balkars was signed by deputy GKO 
Chairman Vyacheslav Molotov rather than the Chairman, Stalin (Pobol and Polian 2005: 
484-488, doc. 3.139). This decree was issued on 5 March 1944 and specifically noted that it was 
a supplement to GKO Order 5073ss of 31 January 1944, which referred only to deporting 
490,000 North Caucasians as special settlers to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan without noting 
any specific nationalities (Ibid: 443-445, doc. 3.111). The 5 March 1944 decree interpreted this 
to include 40,000 Balkars, of which 25,000 were to be sent to Kazakhstan and 15,000 to 
Kyrgyzstan  (Ibid: 484-488, doc. 3.139).  This decree was implemented almost immediately 
along the same lines as the earlier deportations of the Karachais, Chechens and Ingush.

The Soviet government rapidly completed the preparations for the deportation of the 
Balkars both in the Caucasus and in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. On 7 March 1944, 
Chernyshev sent Beria a report announcing that the proper preparations had been made 
(Pobol and Polian 2005: 485-486, doc. 3.140). The actual deportation took place from 8-9 
March 1944 and involved the forced resettlement of 37,103 Balkars. The NKVD arrested 478 
people and confiscated 288 weapons during this operation (Ibid: 486-487, doc. 3.141). 

An NKVD report from 17 March 1944  noted that fourteen echelons containing 37,713 Balkars 
were en route to destinations in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan (Bugai 1992: 113-114, doc. 29). A 
later report from 23 March 1944 noted that this number had decreased to 37,618 deportees 
(Ibid: 116, doc. 32). The final number recorded to have arrived was 37,406 (Ibid: 117-118, doc. 
36). Presumably deaths due to diseases resulting from the unhygienic conditions in the cattle 
cars accounted for these decreases. 

Like in the case of the Chechens and Ingush, the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet decree 
accusing the Balkars of treason and ordering their deportation came after the deportation 
had already been completed. In this case it was only issued on 8 April 1944 (Pobol and Polian 
2005: 489, doc. 3.143). Also, as in the case of the Chechens and Ingush, it served to provide a 
post-facto legal basis of the deportation.

The Chief of the Section of Special Settlements of the NKVD USSR, reported that the arrival 
of the Balkar deportees in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan had been completed by 23 March 
1944. A total of fourteen echelons with 37,433 Balkar deportees had arrived in these two 
republics by then. Kazakhstan received eight echelons with 21,235 people, and Kyrgyzstan six 
echelons with 16,198 people. The largest number of deportees, 5,503, ended up in Osh Oblast, 
Kyrgyzstan, followed by 5,399 in Alma-Ata, Kazakhstan. Kuznetsov reported a ridiculously 
low figure of only 36 deaths and another 36 hospitalizations in transit (Tsarevskaia-Diakina 
2004: 407, doc. 118). The real number of deaths remains unknown.

Exile

The initial supplies of food to be provided for incoming special settlers from the North 
Caucasus to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan were set at quite low levels. The regime established 
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rations of 3.35 kg of flour and 1.67 kg of cereal a month for each deportee during the trip by 
train. The food supplies provided to the deportees by the government during resettlement 
proved to be insufficient and most kolkhozes provided no assistance. Thus already by April 
1944 many North Caucasian deportees had been reduced to eating weeds and roots 
(Tsarevskaia-Diakina 2004: 409-416, doc. 120). 

Mukhazhar Dzhabrailova recalled that after arriving in Kazakhstan “There was no water, no 
food” and that “We had long ago eaten what we had taken with us. When the train stopped, 
my mother would gather snow in a jug. She would then give us the melted snow to drink”. A 
few months later her father, two remaining brothers, mother, and two sisters died from 
hunger leaving her the only survivor (http://www.rferl.org/content/chechen-
deportation-1944-survivors/25273614.html, accessed on 25 February 2014). The constant 
reports from local officials of hunger among the special settlers did little to improve the 
situation. Malnutrition and starvation remained a major problem among the North 
Caucasian deportees until 1949.

Lack  of male heads of households due both to men fighting on the front against the Nazis 
and the splitting of families, exacerbated the poor material situation of many of the North 
Caucasian deportees. Families consisting mostly of children had difficulties feeding 
themselves (Statiev 2009: 254). The NKVD initially counted 14,460 divided families arriving 
among the deported North Caucasians in Kazakhstan of which 5,478 had been reunified by 5 
September 1944, leaving 8,982 still divided. In Kyrgyzstan 2,941 North Caucasian families had 
been separated by the deportations of which 952 had been reunified by this date, and 1,982 
remained divided (Bugai 2002: 95-96, doc. 81).  The reunification of special settler families 
took many months.

Many of the special settlers were not quickly incorporated into kolkhozes, and thus 
remained ineligible to receive bread and produce in exchange for labor days. From April to 
August 1944, the Soviet government provided the deportees with 17,688 tons of flour, cereal, 
and grains. This worked out to a mere 4.7 kg per person per month, a near starvation ration. 
The impossibility of further food support meant conditions continued to deteriorate as the 
year progressed. This was especially true of families that had many children, but no adults 
capable of physical labor. 

Already by the summer of 1944, the Kazakh authorities reported that 130,000 special settlers 
from the North Caucasus had inadequate food supplies and that as a result many suffered 
from physical emaciation and dystrophy, as well as infectious diseases (Berdinskikh 2005: 
628-630, doc. 3). Hunger was widespread among the special settlers, which the Soviet 
government was fully cognizant about but took few practical measures to ameliorate.

Food assistance by the central government to the deported North Caucasians after arriving 
remained in the absolute starvation range during the next two years. During 1944 and 1945, 
the Soviet government provided the deported Karachais, Chechens, Ingush and Balkars with 
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33,965 tons of grain, flour, and cereal (Bugai 1992: 239, doc. 20). Out of 575,768 people this 
works out to less than 100 grams a day (Zemskov 2005: 8). 

In December of 1944, when conditions were most desperate, the North Caucasian special 
settlers only received 2,430 tons of flour and 607.5 tons of cereal as a result of an SNK 
(Council of People's Commissariats) resolution, or 100 grams of flour and 25 grams of cereal 
per person a day. In the first half of 1945, food assistance increased somewhat, but still 
remained insufficient. The state allocated 2,274 tons of flour and 803 tons of cereal to the 
North Caucasian special setters or 6 kg per person a month (Berdinskikh 2005: 628-630, doc. 
3). Not surprisingly, during 1944 and 1945 alone the NKVD recorded the death of over 19% of 
the North Caucasian special settlers from malnutrition and physical ailments exacerbated by 
lack of food (Statiev 2009: 248, table 1). 

This massive mortality due to malnutrition, exposure, and disease continued throughout 
until 1949 when annual births finally outnumbered deaths (Bugai 2002: 165-167, doc. 161). The 
North Caucasians, especially the Chechens, lost a larger percentage of their population due 
to the poor material conditions in places of exile than any of the other deported 
nationalities. 

In addition to the horrible material conditions endured by the deported North Caucasians in 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, they also suffered from the strict legal restrictions. Classified as 
special settlers, they came under a separate administration and legal system from other 
Soviet citizens and had limited rights. Most notably, the Soviet government severely 
restricted their right to freely move and choose their place of residence within the USSR.

The mass deportations of 1943-1944 prompted the Soviet government to strengthen the legal 
regulations regarding the special settlement regime. On 7 February 1944, the NKVD issued 
Prikaz 00127 dealing with the status of district and village special commandants. These 
NKVD officials had the following main duties: preventing special settlers from escaping, 
searching for escapees, exposing criminal or anti-Soviet elements, and negative political 
views. Additionally, they had to maintain order in the places of special settlement, assist with 
the housing and labor accommodations of the deportees, maintain the family and individual 
registration rolls of special settlers, and supervise their movement within the regions of their 
resettlement. 

The district and village special commandants also were charged with forming a network of 
informants to spy on the special settlers as a complement to overt forms of surveillance 
(Tsarevskaia-Diakina 2004: 400-403, doc. 115). This system of a few overt NKVD agents backed 
by a much larger covert network of underground informants was based upon the institution’s 
intelligence work elsewhere—including in the Corrective Labor Camps (ITLs) of the GULag.

In addition to the duties and obligations of the special commandants, the 7 February 1944 
prikaz also dealt with the rights and legal restrictions imposed upon the special settlers. 
Technically, the deportees maintained all their rights as Soviet citizens—except those 
explicitly truncated by Soviet decrees. The most prominent restriction on the rights of the 
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special settlers was on their freedom of movement. They could not leave their assigned 
village soviet (that is the rural area designated to be represented by a single soviet or council, 
an area usually consisting of several villages) without explicit permission from their special 
commandant. 

Only in a few exceptional cases related to the attendance of work did special settlers not 
have to get such permission. Their internal passports were marked as valid for living only in a 
particular district or city. Outside of that district or city, they needed to have permission from 
the special commandant and unauthorized absences longer than a day were considered and 
punished as criminal acts by the Soviet government (Tsarevskaia-Diakina 2004: 400-403, doc. 
115). The severe restrictions on the residency and movement of the special settlers made 
them second-class citizens, somewhere between the status of prisoners and Soviet citizens 
with all of their (formal) rights.

On 11 May 1944, the NKVD reorganized the special commandant system in Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan in order to strengthen its control over deportees from the North Caucasus. This 
decree established a ratio of one Special Commandant and an assistant to administer and 
watch over every 350 special-settler families in a raion. This staff would be supplemented by 
one additional assistant commandant for every 250-350 special settler families in a raion. The 
special commandants and assistant commandants were to wear NKVD uniforms and carry 
firearms. In addition, each special commandant in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan was to have 
under his direction three to seven soldiers from the internal troops of the NKVD led by a 
sergeant. 

These soldiers were charged with assisting the special commandants in fighting against 
banditism, hooliganism, cattle theft, and flight by the special settlers (Tsarevskaia-Diakina 
2004: 416-417, doc. 121). The Soviet government was most of all worried about the last of these 
problems. The special settlement regime was designed to confine the deportees far away 
from their ancestral homelands in dispersed and remote settlements, where they could be 
used for agricultural and other labor.

The Soviet government officially codified the restrictions on the special settlers in the 
beginning of 1945. On 8 January 1945, the SNK (Council of People's Commissariats) passed 
two resolutions regarding the legal situation of special settlers and special commandants. 
The first resolution dealing with the situation of the special settlers had five clauses. These 
asserted, first, that with the exceptions of the restrictions enumerated in the resolution, 
special settlers had the same rights as all other Soviet citizens. This was followed by a 
requirement that all special settlers be occupied in “socially useful labor”. The third clause 
required that they receive permission from their local NKVD special commandant before 
leaving the confines of their assigned area of settlement. Leaving these confines without 
permission was classified as a criminal act. The penultimate clause required the head of 
household to register all changes in its composition such as births, deaths, and flight with the 
NKVD special commandant within three days. 
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Finally, the resolution obligated the special settlers to strictly abide by the existing regime 
and social order of the special settlement administration, and obey all commands from the 
special NKVD commandant. The latter had the authority to impose administrative 
punishments of either a fine up to 100 rubles or arrest up to five days (Bugai and Kontsonis 
1999: 92, doc. 27). 

The second resolution passed on 8 January 1945, SNK resolution no. 34-14s laid out the 
powers and responsibilities of the special commandants. This resolution started out by 
reiterating earlier resolutions on this matter. In addition to again noting the responsibilities 
of the special commandants, this resolution noted their specific powers. The special 
commandants had the power to issue the permission slips needed by special settlers to 
temporarily leave the confines of their assigned areas of settlement. They also had the 
responsibility to form search parties to look for any special settlers outside these confines 
without permission. 

In addition to their ability to issue administrative punishments of up to 100 rubles or five 
days arrest, the special commandants also had the power to investigate any cases of flight 
and other crimes and turn them over to the head of the raion NKVD and the raion 
procurator. Special boards of the NKVD were to try all cases of flight, banditry and 
counterrevolutionary crimes by special settlers. All other crimes came under the jurisdiction 
of normal courts (Bugai and Kontsonis 1999: 93-95, doc. 28). In practice this resolution gave 
an extreme amount of power over the lives of special settlers to the NKVD special 
commandants.

In 1948 the legal restrictions on the special settlers became even more draconian. The 
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet issued a decree regarding special settlers that introduced 
two new measures on 26 November 1948. First, it declared that the internal exile within the 
USSR of the Chechens, Karachais, Ingush and Balkars, as well other nationalities deported in 
their entirety, was “forever” and they had permanently lost the right to return to their places 
of previous settlement. This decree condemned all of the deported nationalities in their 
entirety to exile from their ancestral homelands for all future generations. The second thing 
the decree did was to impose extremely harsh punishments for escape attempts. 

Special settlers caught attempting to escape from their areas of mandatory settlement were 
now subject to sentences of twenty years of hard labor. Free citizens caught assisting fugitive 
special settlers could get up to five years imprisonment (Alieva 1993: 294-295, vol. I). These 
measures were undertaken to prevent the deportees from leaving their areas of settlement.

The North Caucasian deportees worked in agriculture, construction, and tree felling. While 
68.9% of the deported North Caucasians ended up working in agriculture by 1948, some were 
mobilized for forced labor in other sectors of the Soviet economy (Bugai 1992: 264-265, doc. 
48). 
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For instance, the Main (State) Administration of Aerodrome Construction (GUAS) of the 
GULag used the labor of 37 Karachais, 49 Chechens, and one Balkar as of 5 September 1944. 
Most of the Karachais, twenty nine worked in Moscow Oblast and most of the Chechens, 
twenty sixin Leningrad Oblast (State Archives of the Russian Federation, GARF) f. 9479, o.1, d. 
154, l. 133). Other Karachais and Chechens worked in other areas of the USSR, including 
GUAS columns in Kazakhstan (GARF f. 9479 o.1, d. 154, l. 134).  

In March 1949, a thorough MVD (Ministry of Internal Affairs) recount of special settlers 
identified 8,894 North Caucasians on the rolls that had served in the Red Army (Bugai 2002: 
110-111, doc. 102). A large number of demobilized Karachai, Chechen and Ingush soldiers 
ended up felling trees in the Urals, at the Buinsk and Galich lumber trusts in Kostroma. In 
October 1944, out of 1,183 Karachai, Chechen and Ingush special settlers working at these two 
trusts a full 955 had been removed from the ranks of the Red Army (Berdinskikh 2005: 
627-628, doc. 2). The vast majority of North Caucasian special settlers, however, spent their 
entire time in exile working on kolkhozes and sovkhozes in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.

Return to the North Caucasus

The release of the deported North Caucasians from the special settlement restrictions and 
the return of most of them to their Caucasian homeland occurred only during the 
Khrushchev era. The new First Secretary of the Communist Party of the USSR, Nikita 
Khrushchev, had specifically denounced Stalin’s deportation of the Karachais, Chechens, 
Ingush, Balkars, and Kalmyks at the 20th Party Congress on 25 February 1956. However, the 
Soviet government took no concrete action on this matter until spring. 

The Balkars were the first of the North Caucasian groups to be completely freed from the 
special settlement restrictions. The Presidium of the Supreme Soviet issued an Ukaz on 28 
April 1956 releasing Balkars, Crimean Tatars and Meskhetian Turks from the special 
settlement regime, but without the right to return to their former places of residence or 
recover their confiscated property (Bugai 1992: 273, doc. 57). The remaining North Caucasian 
special settlers, Karachais, Chechens and Ingush, only received freedom from the special 
settlement restrictions in the summer of 1956. 

A decree from the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet on 16 July 1956 released the Karachais, 
Chechens and Ingush from the special settlement restrictions. However, like all such decrees 
removing deported nationalities from the rolls of the special settlement administration, it 
also declared that they did not have the right to return to the place from which they were 
deported or to recover any confiscated property (Document reproduced in Alieva 1993: 227, 
vol. II). The Supreme Soviet only issued an Ukaz to examine the question of allowing the 
Chechens and Ingush to return home to a restored autonomous territory on 9 January 1957 
(Ibid: 228, vol. II). A similar decree regarding the Karachais was also passed the same day 
(Bugai 1992: 276-277, doc. 61). The Presidium of the Supreme Soviet restored the Chechen-
Ingush ASSR, although not all of its territory, a month later on 9 February 1957 (Document 
reproduced in Alieva 1993: 229, vol. II). The restoration of the national autonomous 
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territories of the deported North Caucasians was followed by their mass return from exile to 
their ancestral homelands during the late 1950s and early 1960s.

Over half a million people returned to the North Caucasus in less than five years. The Soviet 
government began to facilitate an organized mass return of the Balkars in early 1958 (Bugai 
1992: 279, doc. 63). By April 1958, a total of 21,966 Balkars had returned to the newly reformed 
Kabardino-Balkar ASSR (Ibid: 279-280, doc. 64). The Karachais also were among the first of 
the deported people to return back their ancestral homelands in large numbers. Already by 
1959, 81% of Balkars and 84.3% of the related Karachais had returned to their newly restored 
autonomous territories (Polian 2004: 198, table 11). 

Between 1957 and 1961, 432,000 Chechens and Ingush returned to the Chechen-Ingush ASSR 
from Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. This increased the republics population to 892,400. 
Another 28,000 Chechens returned to Daghestan and 8,000 Ingush to North Ossetia during 
this time as well, leaving only 106,000 in Central Asia (Bugai 1992: 281-282, doc. 66). By 1970, 
86.1% of Karachais, 83.1% of Chechens, 72.1% of Ingush, and 86.3% of Balkars in the USSR 
lived in their national autonomous territories (Polian 2004: 198, table 11). Thus the North 
Caucasians were able to largely reverse the physical dispersal away from their ancestral 
homelands that had occurred as a result of the deportations.

Not all the North Caucasians, however, returned from Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan to their 
newly restored national autonomous territories during the 1950s and 1960s. A number of 
them opted to remain in Central Asia rather than return to the Caucasus. Small communities 
of Karachais, Chechens, Ingush and Balkars still remain in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan to this 
day. However, regardless of where they ended up, the 1943-1944 deportations remain the 
single most important historical event in their collective memory. It continues to be the most 
crucial part of their modern national identities and an important tool in contemporary 
political mobilization for these peoples both in the Caucasus and in their various diasporas.

Conclusion

The systematic ethnic cleansing of the Karachais, Chechens, Ingush and Balkars during 
1943-1944 should be judged upon its results, not on the supposed motivations and intentions 
of the perpetrators. These nationalities were singled out and deported in their entirety to 
places where their legal rights were restricted on the basis of their ancestry—and where over 
a quarter of them died premature deaths in less than a decade. The effect of imposing such 
legal restrictions and lethal living conditions upon entire ethnic groups clearly fit the 
definitions of racial discrimination and genocide.

Prof. J. Otto Pohl is lecturer at the Department of History, University of Ghana. jopohl@ug.edu.gh
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This is an extremely important article that deals directly with a couple of very controversial 
issues in Soviet studies in a bold and systematic way. I have some suggestions that would not 
take much time to incorporate but would dramatically improve the impact of the article. As 
for the facts, the author has an encyclopedic knowledge of the events. The analysis of the 
deportations is comprehensive and accurate.                             

As for the author’s assertion that these acts are genocide and that they were motivated by 
racial considerations, these are of course both controversial subjects. I happen to agree with 
the author’s assertion that the deportations were in fact genocide, and I feel that the author 
has made a strong case in this regard. It does open up the possibility that the single term 
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