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Abstract: 

Following independence in 1991 the Republic of Kazakhstan has been trying to negotiate 

away to increase representation for its titular nationality, the Kazakhs, while at the same time 

accommodating its large Russian minority. As a result, the government of Nursultan 

Nazarbayev, president of Kazakhstan since independence, has continued to use the 

internationalising terminology it inherited from the Soviet Union, while at the same time is 

quietly pursuing a nationalising agenda. 
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2 
Erlan Idrissov, Kazakhstan’s ambassador to the United Kingdom in 2007, has had an 

impressive career. He graduated from the Moscow State Institute for International Relations 

and the old Soviet diplomatic school. Besides Kazakh and Russian, he also speaks Urdu and 

English. He worked for the USSR in Pakistan, was foreign minister of the Kazakhstan Soviet 

Socialist Republic from 1985 until 1992, then the first secretary to Kazakhstan’s UN mission 

before becoming the foreign minister in 1999 he was the foreign minister and the UK 

ambassador in 2002, and then the US ambassador in late 2007.
2
 Very multicultural, very well 

spoken and still, when describing the problems Kazakhstan has been having balancing its 

international commitments, he makes a comparison to Kazakh fabled past by saying ‘we are 

nomads and being horse riders you need to have a good sense of balance.’
3
 

 

Idrissov’s comment highlights one of the questions Kazakhstan has faced since its 

sudden emergence as a sovereign state in December 1991—primarily it is a question of what 

are we? Kazakhstan was also the last republic in the former Soviet Union to officially declare 

independence, a fact showing the lack of widespread popular support.
4
 The end of Soviet rule 

in Kazakhstan was sudden, by ‘default’ as Sally Cummings says, without any real 

secessionist movement. And it is big: 2.7 million square kilometres, five times the size of 

France, and in 1989 with only 17 million people, 40.1 per cent of whom were ethnic Kazakh 

and 37.4 per cent ethnic Russians. This meant that the titular nation was unable to claim 

power based entirely upon ethnic ownership.
5
 Also, as Shirin Akiner points out, Kazakhstan, 

a big, thinly populated country rich in natural resources bordering on much larger countries 

like Russia and China, was rightfully worried about its neighbours.
6
 This is especially 

important given the large number of ethnic Russians there living close to the border of Russia 

and the fears of ethnic conflict. Kazakhstan needed to claim the people and the territory for 

itself but the end of the Soviet Union destroyed the ‘cultural, economic, political and 

ideological’ space where the Kazakh identity had been formed.
7
 In Akiner’s view this is 

important as without an identity, they would no longer have legitimate claim to their territory 

and could lead to irredentist ideas.
8
 

 

Olivier Roy agrees that the end of the Soviet Union left an ‘ideological hole’. 

However, he claims that it is not absolutely necessary to fill that hole and the problem in 

Kazakhstan was solved with economic liberalism.
9
 Yet ethnic conflict can occur even in 

economic liberal countries such as Spain, Ireland, the United Kingdom, Canada and others; 

Economics will not necessarily lead to ethnic harmony, and in some cases exacerbates it. And 

as we saw, even educated, cosmopolitan and economically advantaged Kazakhs feel it is 

appropriate to refer back to their past to describe state policy. 

 

Although the population figures have come to favour the Kazakhs more as migration 

has led to a decline in numbers and an increase in the percentage of Kazakhs to 53.4 per cent 
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3 
and a decline in ethnic Russians to 24.9 per cent,

10
 the lack of any inter-ethnic conflict is 

remarkable. Akiner says that the most crucial issue is if the Kazakh identity can exist with the 

multi-ethnic Kazakhstani identity.
11

 Yet how multi-ethnic can it be when an important 

diplomatic figure uses a metaphor that only half the population could identify with? This 

article will argue that Kazakhstan has remade the Soviet slogan of ‘national in form, socialist 

in content’ into ‘internationalist in form, nationalist in content’. Since 1991 the government 

of Nursultan Nazarbayev has tried to gain legitimacy by promoting Soviet-defined multi-

ethnicity and using it to disguise nationalising politics. 

 

The Need for Legitimacy 

Dmitrii Furman writes that ‘from the very moment he [Nazarbayev] obtained the highest post 

in Kazakhstan, he encountered a situation where, to preserve, to consolidate, and enhance his 

power, Nazarbayev need to find new ideological foundations and a new legitimacy.’
12

 In 

other words, Nazarbayev had to legitimate his control over the country without using the 

rhetoric of Soviet control. According to Cummings, ‘legitimate’ means how governments win 

and command authority.
 13

 In other words, Nazarbayev had to find a way to get popular 

support. 

 

Rogers Brubaker has analysed the way the ‘nation’ has been constructed and used in 

the ‘New’ Europe. Nationalism, he argues, is both a cause and an effect of political 

reorganisation; nationalism both predates and is constructed by independence. He says that in 

the New Europe, nationalism is a ‘triadic’ system: the first part is that of a ‘nationalising’ 

nationalism, usually the claims of the ‘core nation’ who believe that despite having a state, 

they are still disadvantaged, and they want to fix that. The second is the ‘homeland 

nationalism’, and that is the right seen by external states to monitor the conditions of their 

ethnic kin, for example the right of Russia to protect the ethnic Russians in Kazakhstan. And 

caught between these two are the actual minorities, who have their own claims.
14

 

 

In Kazakhstan, as in the rest of Soviet Central Asia, the ethnic and national definitions 

were created by their experience under Soviet rule. The Soviet Union suppressed nationalist 

movements but actively promoted a sense of nationality. As Brubaker also argues, saying that 

the nations that emerged from Soviet rule flourished in spite of Communist rule is wrong—

they flourished because of it. The Soviet Union was not designed as a nation-state, the 

national republics, all given the name of an ethno-linguistic group, were designed for that. 

The Soviet Union was to be the overarching state and the eponymous national republics were 

to be considered ‘home’.
15

 There was a belief that dated back to the origins of the Soviet 

Union that individual nationalities had to be respected, a belief in a ‘multi-ethnic quilt’ and 

multi-ethnicity required distinct, properly labelled and defined groups that were well cared 
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4 
for so they would join the central Communist party.

16
 All the Soviet practices were designed 

to promote local development and then socialism; hence the idea of ‘national in form, 

socialist in content’.
17

 By institutionalising the idea of national republics, the Soviet 

government allowed the idea of an ethnic nation to develop.
18

 

 

Given the federal structure of the USSR, people had to have a nationality. However, 

once again the question of definition comes up. As Brubaker points out, there are two ways to 

determine nationality: territorial and political, or personal and ethno-cultural—in other words 

residence or decent. During the Soviet period it was necessary to declare someone’s 

nationality on the internal passport and this was based upon decent.
19

 Everyone had a 

‘nationality’ that they were officially registered and treated as that, therefore 

 

The practice of fixing nationality in each citizen’s internal passport on the basis of 

parentage rendered an inherently liquid identity into a solid commitment to a single 

ethnocultural group.
20

 

 

And yet during the Soviet period many people did not live in their ‘home’ republic: 

According to the 1989 census, 25 per cent of USSR citizens lived outside ‘their’ national 

republic, including 17 per cent of all Russians.
21

 As we saw, that included many Russians 

living inside Kazakhstan, some of whom had lived there for many decades. Therefore, we 

have two competing definitions on citizenship, which, according to Brubaker, are 

‘incompatible’.
22

 This is further complicated as the territory of Kazakhstan was never meant 

to be a national territory. As Akiner points out, it was still supposed to be an ‘international’ 

place, as shown by the large number of other ethnicities who lived there.
23

 However, after 

independence, only one of these definitions would be used. 

 

As you can see, the idea of a Kazakh nation was developed during the Soviet period. 

As Akiner writes, the ‘inchoate’ idea of a Kazakh nationhood that developed in the 

nineteenth century was used as a basis for a national narrative of the inevitable and positive 

development from ‘feudalism’ to socialism.
24

 The creation of the Kazakhstan SSR was to 

help bring the Kazakh people into socialism, to bring them into the “whole” of the USSR. 

And to some extent it had worked. By the 1970s, says Akiner, ‘the Kazakhs were arguable 

the most thoroughly Sovietised of all Soviet citizens—and the overwhelming majority 

appeared to be proud of this.’
25

 Under Kunaev’s 20-year reign as First Secretary of the 

Communist Party of Kazakhstan, ethnic relations were good. Intermarriage, albeit mostly in 

urban areas, was up to 25 per cent, and in the 1970 census 98 per cent of Kazakhs said 

Kazakh was their mother tongue, perhaps more ethnic loyalty than linguistic reality, but they 
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identified enough with being Kazakh, or thought they should, to say that.

26
 Timothy Edmunds 

argues that there was dual structure in Kazakhstan, with the Slavs working in areas related to 

Moscow and Kazakhs in areas related to the national republic.
27

 But as we say, the ethnic and 

national structures were there, and with glasnost, they started to become politicised.
28

 

 

In December 1991 the people in Kazakhstan had to create a country. As mentioned 

above, gaining legitimacy for the Republic of Kazakhstan as an independent territorial unit 

was necessary. To be a functioning entity with a central government, the population has to 

transfer their loyalty to the new state, to create a western European style nation-state.
29

 The 

problems facing the Nazarbayev were immense: ‘the need to create within Kazakhstan some 

form of national identity, from which the state can derive some legitimate authority, conflicts 

with demographic reality.’
30

 Nazarbayev had to create a sense of ‘Kazakhstan’ out of the 

Soviet detritus. He did so by promoting Kazakhness on one hand and on the other co-opting 

the Soviet definitions of internationality and using it. As Schatz says, the ‘post-Soviet state in 

Kazakhstan turned Soviet-style internationalism on its head by offering a normatively 

appealing discourse to its non-titular population and a diffuse and ill-defined set of privileges 

to titular Kazakhs.’
31

 This worked as Kazakhstan’s ethnic policies were using echoes of 

Soviet discourse, of the national and the international.
32

 So using the Soviet terminology, 

Nazarbayev set out to create a nationalising state under the discourse of an internationalising 

state so as not to offend the minorities or the ‘homeland’ states, stuck in the triadic system 

that Brubaker had talked about. 

 

Using the Nation 

Even before independence, there was a national and cultural revival. At the December 1986 

riots in Alma-Ata, Nazarbayev and the others were called ‘traitors’ when they went to talk to 

the protesters. There was renewed interest in Kazakh cultural paraphernalia, such as yurts 

being set up for public events, parties, homes, as well as more interest in cultural music, food, 

rugs, and falconry. New nationalists groups such as Alash and Azat emerged in 1990 but 

were not very effective.
33

 After independence, the new government tried to claim national 

legitimacy by using this paraphernalia. Kazakhstan became a nationalising state to promote 

the idea of a Kazakh identity, a desire, as Brubaker says, all successor states have.
34

 The two 

key elements according to Brubaker of a nationalising state is first to claim ‘ownership’ of a 

state by a particular national group, and also the belief that remedial and compensatory action 

is needed.
35

 In Kazakhstan this was expressed in the governmental structure and the post-

independence cultural promotion and historical education. 
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6 
As Cummings points out, ‘Ethnicising the face of power was the quickest and most 

tangible way of presenting a new image of a new state.’
36

 In her research, Cummings has 

shown how this face of power is becoming more Kazakh. Before independence there was a 

tradition in Kazakhstan called diarchy where a Kazakh head would have a Russian deputy, or 

vice versa. Now the titular population is controlling most. In 1995, the elites in the 

administration were 76 per cent Kazakh; by 2000, 85 per cent were Kazakh. Also, in all 

administrative posts, the percentage of non-titular ethnicities fell to 33.3 per cent in 1999 

from 42.5 per cent in 1995. In regional government it is the same: In 1991, 60 per cent of the 

regional governors were ethnic Kazakhs and by 2000, 88 per cent were, and since diarchy 

had vanished, this means that the titular population is highly over-represented in 

government.
37

 Olivier Roy claims that a redrawing of the regional administrative boundaries 

in 1990 was to divide up one Russian-majority district into two Kazakh-majority ones.
38

 

 

The constitution of Kazakhstan, while it did get more liberal from the 1993 to the 

1995 version, is still obviously nationalistic. The 1993 Constitution called for equal rights but 

said the state was ‘founded on the principle of Kazakh self-determination.’
39

 While the 1995 

version is softer, it says in the preamble  

 

We, the people of Kazakhstan, united by a common historic fate, creating a state on the 

indigenous Kazakh land, considering ourselves a peaceloving and civil society [Emphasis 

added].
40

 

 

Also, Article 5.3 of the constitution says that it is illegal to form groups that are  

directed toward a violent change of the constitutional system, violation of the integrity of 

the Republic, undermining the security of the state, inciting social, racial, national, 

religious, class and tribal enmity, as well as formation of unauthorized paramilitary units.
41

 

 

This obviously is concerned with possible separatist movements, especially by Slav or 

Cossack groups in the north. Moving the capital from Almaty to Astana is seen by Smith and 

others as a way to ‘dilute’ the Russian majority in the north with Kazakh civil servants. 
42

Also, under its citizenship laws, any Kazakh could become a citizen, even if they did not 

live in Kazakhstan and the government encouraged immigration from the Kazakh diaspora. 

Of course, a Russian from Moscow did not have the same right to move to Kazakhstan.
43

 

Also, like most of the other newly independent states in Central Asia, the constitution bans 

dual citizenship, a move obviously aimed at the ethnic Russians and the fear that they would 

become dual Russian-Kazakhstani citizens.
44

 

 

The use of Kazakh has been politicised as well. The 1995 Constitution gives Kazakh 

and Russian equal status, although Kazakh is still kept as the ‘state’ language. However, the 
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7 
use of Kazakh has been extensively promoted. According to a new law in 1999, 50 per cent 

of television and radio are supposed to be in Kazakh.
45

 Also in the Semipalatinsk region, 

there was a programme where government employees who passed a Kazakh language test 

would see their pay increase by 15 per cent.
46

 In public discourse, there have been complaints 

mostly about ethnic Kazakhs who are unable to speak Kazakh, particularly by the Qazaq Tili, 

the Kazakh language institute.
47

 Even Kazakhs who cannot speak Kazakh are now suspect. 

 

Suny writes that ‘nations are congealed histories. They are made up of stories that 

people tell about their past thereby determine who they are.’
48

 There was a sense after 

independence that the state of Kazakhstan was there to promote Kazakhs. Cummings quotes 

one of her sources as asking ‘“What is point of forming the Kazakhstani state if not to give 

rights to the Kazakhs?”’
49

 Akiner talks about the new states re-examining their past to create 

‘contestatory histories’, creating a link with pre-Soviet past, validating their national territory 

through ‘primordial occupancy’, and using old symbols to create new ideologies.
50

 Through 

the use of a revised historical narrative, particularly in history education, and the use of 

cultural symbols, the government of Nazarbayev had accomplished all of these. 

 

Since 1991, history in Kazakhstan has been re-examined in line with Akiner’s criteria 

above. Pre-Soviet history specifically has been expanded on and the Soviet history has been 

reviewed. In her study of the elite in Kazakhstan, Cummings says that they loudly proclaimed 

their pride in their nomadic past, just like Ambassador Idrissov.
51

 Their nomadic legacy was 

heavily promoted as a way to differentiate themselves from both their long sedentary Central 

Asian neighbours and the Russians. It also gives them ‘primordial occupancy’ for the claim 

to their lands as that was where their ancestors were buried. 
52

  

 

This also works into the idea of genealogies, another boundary marker as it marks off 

the nomad from the sedentary and proves the person’s ‘Kazakhness.’ In recent years self-

published genealogies rather than the traditional oral-based one (a result of the near universal 

literacy from the Soviet era) have become very popular as gifts, according to Schatz, 

particularly in the heavily Kazakh-populated south. Some even have print runs of up to 

100,000, out of a Kazakh population of eight million, which shows how popular they have 

become.
53

 Cummings in her study quotes another Kazakh elite form southern Kazakhstan 

who proudly states ‘“I don’t know just seven generations back, I know twenty back.’”
54

 

 

In order to assert primordial ownership of the land, the government has been asserting 

earlier and earlier examples of Kazakh states. In 1995, they had the 540
th

 anniversary of the 

first Kazakh khanate from the 15th century. Of course the exact date of the founding was 
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8 
uncertain.

55
 That was also the ‘Year of People’s Unity and National History’, which was 

promoted by the government to clarify misunderstanding in history.
56

 While throughout the 

Soviet period the first Kazakh state was said to have been created in the 15
th

 century, it is 

now read back further. Schatz claims that the director of the Institute of History and 

Ethnography, a personal friend of Nazarbayev’s, instructed researchers to equate Kazakh 

statehood to the Sak period of the first millennium BC.
57

 

 

Schatz also looks at the battle between local governments to promote history. For 

example, the Dzhezkazgan oblast has tried to promote Ulytau, the supposed site that Kazakh 

statehood was said to have been created. Also, in the Mangystau oblast, they wanted to 

restore ninth century mausoleums; in Semipalitinsk, the descendents of Toghybai batyr 

erected a monument; in Aktobe a funeral was held for a hero of the Lesser Horde; and the 

Kyzykorda oblast celebrated a prominent warrior against the Kokand khanate and imperial 

Russia. And of course most of this money came from the government, so while that might 

have been an issue and is a role of the nationalising state, the range of celebrations shows that 

these regions also expected to gain something in the future, that these actions would continue 

to help their area.
58

 Also, the Jadids were not promoted in the same way, perhaps, as Roy 

argues, they were too representative of multi-ethnicity and were Tatars in any case.
59

 

 

Looking at the way history education was developed after independence also shows 

just how it was used to justify the nationalisation and to re-define the Kazakh experience 

during Soviet rule. During the Soviet Union, education was organised by central ministry in 

Moscow and for the most part they either ignored the Kazakh past or ideologically interpreted 

it in line with Soviet history. Since 1991, new facts and new nationalistic interpretation were 

introduced for nation building and more hours were given for Kazakh history over the 

traditional world history.
60

 Kissane quotes the president of the Academy, a body responsible 

for approving curriculum in Kazakhstan, who said 

 

‘Our history… was distorted, falsified, concealed from us, and it turned us into people 

who do not know your forefathers, who only barely have a sense of our culture and 

language and who are a mix of people without a historical centre.’
61

  

 

As a result, all the history textbooks in Kazakhstan were re-written by the central ministry 

throughout 1992 and 1994.  

 

The question of course was whether the new texts would promote multi-ethnicity or 

create a new Kazakh identity.
62

 As Akiner has pointed out, since Kazakhstan has no Manas 

like Kyrgyzstan, and the 19
th

 century reformers and literati are considered too Russian, they 

then had to look at the Soviet rule, particularly sedentarisation and the Virgin Lands 

campaign for unifying narratives.
63

 The new books no longer said that the Kazakhs had 
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voluntarily joined Russia and instead use terms like colonise and colony. According to one 

textbook author, the three areas to be revised were the ‘genocide’ of sedentarisation, the 

demographic catastrophe, and the ecological crises. Also, while the previous texts were 

originally written in Russian and then translated into Kazakh, these new ones were to be 

written in Kazakh.
64

 This fits in with Roy’s comments about the horrors of collectivisation 

being used as a historical identity point instead of the Great Patriotic War, which was used 

during Soviet times.
65

 The horrors of collectivisation and sedentarisation would also have 

appealed to the promotion of the Kazakh’s noble nomad: By destroying the nomadic life of 

the Kazakhs, the Soviets tried to destroy their nation. As Suny writes, ‘The efforts of 

historians, as well as ethnographic expeditions sponsored by the state, aimed at ethnicizing 

the past of Kazakhstan, erasing its multiethnic features, and establishing an ethnic Kazakh 

claim to territory.’
66

 

 

At the same time the language used in education was changing. The number of mono-

language Kazakh schools went up by 28 per cent from 1989 until 1996, while the number of 

Russian schools went down by 37 per cent. In university, the number of Kazakh-medium 

places also greatly increased, so that in 1994 79.5 per cent of new entrants into the Al-Farabi 

Kazakh State University were Kazakh. While Schatz sees this as linguistic promotion,
67

 there 

are other possible explanations, such as the large emigration of ethnic Russians and the 

greater likelihood that Russian-speaking students would go to university in Russia. 

 

The government-sponsored nationalising programme is also seen in the way that 

symbols and culture are promoted in Kazakhstan. Schatz says that government officials claim 

that the Kazakhstani flag are devoid of meaning, a claim he says is not true.
68

 Many 

traditional Kazakh symbols are used in the flag: the Kazakh motif on the left-hand side; the 

steppe eagle, an old hunting companion; the coat of arms has the winged horse of Kazakh 

myth and the sacred smoke-hole wheel of the yurt; and the blue and gold colours are linked to 

the sky and sun and to the old Kazakh cult of the sky god.
69

  

 

Cummings mentions other ways that the traditional Kazakh culture was specifically 

promoted. Prior to 1995, all the pictures on the currency, the tenge, were of Kazakh folk 

heroes. There have also started celebrating Kazakh writers, such as promoting the House of 

Abai in London, and for Zhambyl, one of Kazakhstan’s most famous bards, there is a yurt 

and a stature outside the museum in Almaty. Near the Presidential Palace there is a statue 

commemorating the dead from the 1986 Almaty Riots, although officially only two people. 

Names have also been changed, for example the Russian-named city of Shevchenko became 

Aktau, and Gur’yev and Panfilov became Aytrau and Zharkent respectively. Streets were also 

renamed to remove their Soviet baggage: Karl Marx Street became Kunaev, 

Kommunistichesky became Ablai Khan, and Kirov became Bogenbai batyr.
70

 

 

Another element of the culture that is also being promoted is that of religion. As 

nomads, Islam was historically never important to the Kazakhs. Cummings quotes one 

Kazakh elite who said that in nomadic times “‘missionaries had to be athletes to keep up with 
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the nomads.’”

71
 That comment is also interesting as it shows the speaker’s deification of the 

nomadic life and how strong someone had to be—like an athlete—to live it. It was not until 

the 18
th

 and 19
th

 century and the arrival of Tartar missionaries that the Kazakhs become more 

religious, after some resistance. But as Akiner says  

 

Gradually, however, they [the Tartars] came to be more accepted and succeeded in raising 

Islamic consciousness; by the turn of the [20th] century this had become one of the chief 

‘boundary markers’ between the Kazakhs and the immigrant Slavs.
72

 

 

This boundary marker was then able to be resurrected after 1991. There was an explosion of 

mosque building after independence, with only 63 mosques in all of Kazakhstan in 1990 and 

by 1996 over 4,000. In 1993, the first Kazakh edition of the Koran was published and 

religious holidays were made state holidays.
73

 On a new mosque on Almaty, there is an 

inscription saying it was built “‘on the initiative and with the personal support of the 

president of the Republic of Kazakhstan.’” As well, in a 1999 interview, Nazarbayev said 

“‘We are Sunni Muslims and must follow this path.’”
74

 

 

The cultural promotion has had other effects on society. Cynthia Werner has looked at 

bride kidnappings in Kazakhstan. While it has traditionally always been present, during the 

Soviet era it was mostly used as a way for couple to elope if there are family or monetary 

problems, in other words the Kazakh equivalents of Las Vegas or Gretna Green. However, 

since 1991 there has been an increase in non-consensual bride kidnappings, especially in the 

more traditional—and poorer—south. Werner blames the state discourse glorifying Kazakh 

traditions and a return to pre-Soviet past as one reason, and also a lack of enforcement on 

women’s issues since 1991, for why it has increased and why the authorities have not tried 

very hard to stop it.
75

 

 

An International Face 

Of course given the demography of Kazakhstan, the government had to be very careful. Also, 

a major break with the past Soviet system would have caused turmoil. Their goal, as Roy puts 

it, ‘is to invent a clear nationalist legitimacy, but one which does not break too abruptly with 

the Soviet period which gave birth to the new republics and is this part and parcel of their 

legitimation.’
76

 This break was to keep the idea of internationalism that was created during 

the Soviet period alive so as not to appear to be making a large break with the past. They did 

this by continuing some of multi-ethnic programmes and the discourse to make the non-

titular nationalities feel comfortable and by the example of Nazarbayev using the 

internationalist rhetoric. 
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While the government celebrated Kazakh heroes as mentioned above, they did not 

entirely ignore more multi-ethnic heroes. They celebrated the 150
th

 anniversary of the 

birthday of Abay Kunanbai, who translated the works of Pushkin and Goethe, a true multi-

cultural icon. Also, Chokhan Valikanoc, a Russified ethnographer, and Dzhambul, a musician 

who performed for Stalin, were also recognised by the state.
77

 Of course, none of these 

individuals are as exciting as nomadic warriors. And even the flag is considered by some to 

be somewhat inclusive despite the use of Kazakh imagery because the images are more 

inclusive, says Suny, when compared to the Islamic crescents found on the flags of 

Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.
78

 Also, Russians have been appointed to high 

posts, for example the first prime minister was an ethnic Russian.
79

 However, as shown 

above, the percentage of non-titular nationalities in the administration has continued to 

decline. 

 

President Nazarbayev continually tries to assert the multi-ethnicity of Kazakhstan, 

while his government tries to make it more Kazakh. According to Kolsto, it is very difficult 

to know what Nazarbayev is doing as he is a very clever politician and he never clearly states 

his position. In 1991 he was supported by the ethnic Russians as he was considered a good 

alternative to the more nationalistic elements.
80

 However, when in public Nazarbayev usually 

talks about the benefits of multiculturalism. In his book Without Right and Left, which is a 

cross between an autobiography and a statement of principles, he writes that Kazakhstan has 

always been multilingual and calls it a ‘gift’ and points out his father learned about farming 

from Russians.
81

 He says that ‘historically, Kazakhstan has developed an ethnically diverse 

population’ and it is ‘…their destiny to live together, to live in harmony and friendship.’
82

 He 

also writes that in his entire life he never heard any ethnic bias expressed, which seems a bit 

surprising as he does mention some bias when he went to Ukraine to study, which he claims 

was related to ‘professional superiority’.
83

  

 

Nazarbayev is very careful not to blame the Russians for the problems of Soviet 

times, and instead says that the Russians suffered as well and puts the blame on the central 

government in Moscow.
84

 In 1994, Nazarbayev criticised the nation-building project for 

making the ethnic Russians to feel discomfort and thereby leaving, which is obviously 

economically disadvantageous for Kazakhstan.
85

 In the same year, Nazarbayev went on a 

both a hajj and to appear liberal went to visit the Vatican.
86

 However, the religious difference 

between a hajj and a visit to the Vatican is great.  

 

Nazarbayev has also at times tried to present a new identity of ‘Eurasia’ for 

Kazakhstan. This would have the benefit of fitting the Russians and the Kazakhs together in 

the same category.
87

 However even here it seems to be a mask for a nationalist discourse. At 

the 1998 opening of Astana as the capital, all the ethnic groups presented their cultural dances 
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yet the Kazakh troupe was four times larger than the others, and on television, the ceremony 

was followed by a documentary on Kazakh customs.
88

 As Akiner argues, the minority rights 

are ‘regarded as concessions made by the “majority” to the minorities. They do not constitute 

an attempt to develop a new Kazakhstani ethos’ and instead emphasise ‘their subordinate 

status.’
89

 

 

Conclusion 

Dave uses the 1999 census and the language figures to show how language has been 

depoliticised. According to the census, 99.4 per cent of Kazakhs were proficient in Kazakh, 

but more astonishingly, 15 per cent of Russians claimed proficiency in Kazakh as well, and 

an even more astonishing 27 per cent of them claimed to be learning it.
90

 However, instead of 

seeing these figures as proof the nationalities are coming to an accommodation with each 

other, it is also possible to see these figures as proof that the non-titular nationalities are 

seeing it as necessary to become as Kazakh as possible to prosper in a nationalising state. 

 

Suny defines identity as a search for something solid in a constantly changing world. 

This is done through narratives and stories people tell about themselves and hence define 

themselves.
91

 Because of demographics, Kazakhstan’s search for identity after independence 

has been inconsistent and ill-defined. However, it is clear that the government has been 

following a policy of mono-ethnic nationalism cloaked under a continuing discourse of 

Soviet internationalism. In June 1995, the president of the National Council on State Policy 

even went so far as to say that  

 

‘The statehood of the Kazakhs is the continuation of the statehood on the major nomadic 

empires and independent khanates which have existed on the territory of Kazakhstan since 

antiquity.’
92

 

 

This statement tries to create a link with the post-Soviet past, to assert the Kazakh’s 

primordial occupancy of their territory, and to create a new narrative and symbol for what 

they are, as Akiner said was necessary.
93

 In Brubaker’s terminology, Kazakhstan is a 

nationalizing state, just with too many minorities to flaunt it. 
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