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ABSTRACT In 2015, Kazakhstan celebrated 550 years of Kazakh statehood.
The extraordinary interest in these events, both among Kazakh officials
and some members of the international community, has a clear political
message. It underscores Kazakhstan’s independence from Russia regard-
less of Kazakhstan’s entering the Eurasian Union in 2015. The celebration
also underscores the fact that the borders of present-day Kazakhstan have
historical roots and are not just a recent “gift” from Russia. Some Rus-
sians living in Kazakhstan, and even some ethnic Kazakhs, protested the
2015 interpretation of Kazakhstan history and the relationship it implies
between Kazakhstan and Russia. Ironically, Moscow provided no help for
these protestors, and actually helped Astana deal with the Russian Nation-
alists. The reason was simple: the rise of Russian Nationalism could create
problems not just for Astana but also for Moscow.

what they consider the beginning of their statehood. Not only was this sort

of celebration unknown in the past, but the festivities were a major state
event. They were broadly celebrated in Kazakhstan and had international
implications as well, particularly in the United States. A movie related to the
event was shown in Washington, and Kazakhstan officials in the U.S. made a
special presentation related to a book on the beginning of Kazakhstan history
in front of representatives of American officials and academics; the presenta-
tion was done in connection with the 550" anniversary of Kazakh statehood.
This extraordinary interest of Kazakhstan officials in what seems to be a pure-
ly academic subject had clear political implications. Possibly one of the most
important implications of the year-long celebration - definitely noted by the
Kremlin - was the message sent to Moscow that Kazakhstan will follow its
own policy regardless of Moscow’s wishes and will deal harshly with those who
challenge them. Several arrests in fall 2015 by Kazakh authorities targeted eth-
nic Kazakhs, who claimed that Russian and Kazakh history are closely integrat-
ed and that therefore Kazakhstan should be geopolitically and economically

I n the fall of 2015, Kazakhstan officials celebrated the 550" anniversary of
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In his first term, Putin was still close to Russia. Kazakhstan police

basicall West lead also arrested some ethnic Russians
asically a pro-wwestern leaaer in Kazakhstan just for their belief

and his priority was to forge that Northern Kazakhstan could
strong ties with the West, if be attached to Russia. Interestingly
" . enough, Moscow not only ignored

not with the U.S., at least with these ideological barbs wrapped
Central Europe. But by the in hisiior}ilo%raghic SPeaélatiO}lll, bﬁt
o s . actually helped Astana deal harsh-
beglnnlng .Of Pl’!tln s second ly with the Russian nationalists
term, the situation and engaged in its own harsh pol-
had ch anged icy toward the Russian nationalists.

Moscow’s action was clear: catering
to Russian nationalism is a dangerous undertaking and could harm not just
Astana’s, but also Moscow’s interests.

Kazakhstan’s First Year of Independence and Flirtation with
Eurasianism

Like many other Central Asian nations, Kazakhstan was unsure about its fate
as a new nation at the beginning of the post-Soviet era. After all, Kazakh-
stan has a large Russian-speaking population in the north, and the emerging
post-Soviet Russia elite, even Yeltsin himself, clearly indicated that this land
should belong to Russia. It became clear to Kazakhstan's President, Nursul-
tan Nazarbaev, a pragmatic and sober politician, that irritating Russia would
hardly be in the country’s interest, and that the opposite geopolitical direction
would be much more preferable. Consequently, Nazarbaev wanted to be close
to Russia and proposed a loose alliance with Russia in the early 1990s under
the ideological umbrella of “Eurasianism.”

Eurasianism is a teaching that emerged in the 1920s among Russian émigrés,
based on the assumption that Russia is, in a way, a descendant of the Mongol
Empire, which forged a political-cultural “symbiosis” of Orthodox Russians
and minorities, the latter being predominately Muslims of Turkic origin. Eur-
asianism, with its tinge of “Sovietism,” became quite popular in post-Soviet
Russia and beyond, as the attraction of Western models declined. Still, most
Kremlin occupants ignored “Eurasianists” in early post-Soviet history. The
majority of the elites saw Russia as part of the West and ignored Central Asia
as a useless heirloom of the Soviet past, hardly a major focus of Moscow’s for-
eign policy. Indeed, Kazakhstan’s proposal to build a loose alliance with Rus-
sia was basically ignored. It is true that during Evgenii Primakov’s tenure as
Russia’s foreign minister and Prime Minister in the last years of the Yeltsin
regime, some members of the Russian elite believed that Russia could build
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up an alliance with India and China. The “Eurasian” and anti-Western tilt was
clear. Still, even here, Central Asia hardly emerged as a major interest for the
Kremlin. Even for Putin, at least in the beginning of his term in 2000, Central
Asia did not loom large as a geopolitical priority — Putin saw no problems
with American military bases in Central Asia after the U.S. invaded Afghan-
istan and Iraq. In his first term, Putin was still basically a pro-Western leader
and his priority was to forge strong ties with the West, if not with the U.S, at
least with Central Europe. But by the beginning of Putin’s second term, the
situation had changed. Putin made it a major geopolitical priority to increase
Russia’s influence in the former Soviet space, mostly because Russia’s attempts
to be integrated with the West as an equal partner had become increasingly
unworkable. At approximately that point in 2011, “Eurasianism” reemerged as
a useful ideological tool.

Kazakhstan also reembraced “Eurasianism” at this time, but its interpretation
was different: for Kazakhstan, Eurasianism implied not just the equal treat-
ment of all states involved in a planned “Eurasian Union,” but also freedom for
each party to engage in relationships with other powers, even if these powers
were at odds with each other. This was hardly Putin’s plan. The Kremlin not
only intimated that Russia should play the leading role in the Union but tried
to preclude members of the union from forging “strategic” relations with oth-
er powers, especially those not on friendly terms with Russia. Moreover, the
Kremlin hinted at the artificiality, not only of the present borders, but of certain
post-Soviet states in toto, and intimated that these could disappear, with large
chunks appropriated by Russia. In Ukraine, for example, Putin had asserted
long before the present crisis going on that Ukraine should be dismantled; his
support of East Ukrainian separatists indicated that this was not just talk.

In 2014, Putin noted that Nazarbaev was a great leader because he had created
the state from scratch.! While this statement could be seen as a compliment

Kazakhstan
celebrates the
550™ anniversary
of the formation
of the Kazakh
Khanate on
September 11,
2015.
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In the view of official Kazakh
historians, the Russian and
Kazakh states existed in

two different cultural and
geopolitical universes. The
emerging Kazakh state was a
mighty empire whose territory
coincided with that of present
day Kazakhstan. Northern
Kazakhstan is therefore the
patrimonial region of the
Kazakh people and not a gift
from the Russians

to Nazarbaev, it had another, poten-
tially ominous meaning. It implied
that Kazakhstan was an artificial
state and that Northern Kazakhstan
could be taken by Russia. These
statements coincided with prob-
lems in Northern Kazakhstan; this
section of the country had a large
Russian or Russian-speaking com-
munity, and was also, at least poten-
tially, unstable. Astana took note of
this development, which explains
the extraordinary attention given to
the reinterpretation of Kazakhstan’s
past and the celebration of what As-
tana called the 550" anniversary of
the creation of Kazakhstan state as
an event of grand importance,” and

why deviation from the prescribed
historical narrative became a serious crime. Astanas new ideological stand
emphasized the deep historical roots of the Kazakhstan state and its historical
geopolitical ways as being independent from Russia.

From Eurasianism to Kazakh Nationalism

Soviet/Russian versions of Eurasianism implied that the great Mongol Empire
in the heartland of Eurasia had passed its torch to Russia, which picked up
the legacy of the Mongol commonwealth over time. Kazakhstan was part of
this legacy. Actually, Kazakhstan as a state did not have a place in this Russian
narrative: it was simply dissolved in the Turkic world, which lived in a hap-
py “symbiosis” with Russia. In this interpretation, which dominated postwar
Soviet/Russian historiography, Kazakh received real statehood only recent-
ly when the Kazakh Socialist Republic was created as a constituent part of
the USSR. This narrative implies that Kazakh statehood is a gift from “elder
brother” Russia. First, the state itself was constructed by Moscow, a central
power that was mostly culturally and linguistically Russian despite the pres-
ence of ethnic minorities among early Soviet leaders. Second, a large por-
tion of the territory of modern Kazakhstan, notably the northern part, was
Russian Siberia, “given” to Kazakhstan on the implicit condition of Kazakh
geopolitical loyalty.

Kazakhstan official historians challenged in the 2000s or even before this vi-
sion of the past. To start with, they emphasized the emergence of an ancient
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civilization in the Asian heartland with Kazakhstan at its heart. A special place
was allotted to the Turkic Khaganate, the ancient Turkic state. There are several
reasons why the Khaganate became so important in the official narrative. First,
it indicated that the Turkic civilization and states had emerged centuries before
the rise of “Kievan Rus,” a loose configuration of Slavic tribes which Russian
historians usually regard as the forerunner of Ukraine, Russia, and Belo-Rus-
sia.* The Khaganate embraced not just most of Northern Central Asia but a
good part of Eastern Europe. Thus it was a true Eurasian empire, implicitly a

progenitor of Eurasian civilization.

The rise of the empire of the Mongols and their descendants was the next
phase in Kazakh history. In the new interpretation, most important was not
space — as in traditional Eurasianism - but ethnicity. The Chingis Khan Empire
and its descendants were basically Turkic states and transmitted their legacies
not to imperial Russia but to the Turkic people of Central Asia; to be pre-
cise, the Mongol Empire transmitted its torch to the Kazakhs, who created
a strong state more than half a millennium ago. This declaration had several
important implications. First, it asserted that the Kazakh state is quite old, as
old as the Russian state, which, according to traditional Russian and Soviet
historiography, was centralized and liberated from the “Mongol/Tatar” yoke
in the 15" century. Thus, implicitly, two civilizations or states emerged in the
Eurasian heartland and were practically equal in their importance and might.
These states, while having territorial proximity, had absolutely different cul-
tural, geopolitical, and ethnic roots. The Kazakh state was the direct descen-
dant of the Turkic and Mongol Empires; the Russian state’s relationship with
the Mongols was fleeting and barely tangible. This notion is supported by an
increasing number of Russian nationalists, who also discard the Mongolian
legacy of Russian statehood and culture and see its cultural and ethnic roots in
the Byzantine Empire or Europe or both.

Thus, in the view of official Kazakh historians, the Russian and Kazakh states
existed in two different cultural and geopolitical universes. The emerging Ka-
zakh state was a mighty empire whose territory coincided with that of present
day Kazakhstan. Northern Kazakhstan is therefore the patrimonial region of
the Kazakh people and not a gift from the Russians. The Russian conquest of
this territory was similar to the colonial conquests of the European powers
and was driven by the same predatory instincts of plunder and exploitation.
Russian migration did not lead to the benevolent merging of two peoples into
a mutually enriching “symbiosis,” but heralded a mortal conflict between co-
lonialists and the subjugated population. The Russian Empire emerged not as
a benevolent Eurasian state but as “the prison of nations” defined by Vladimir
Lenin long ago. This approach to defining Kazakhstan discards not only the
Eurasian paradigm of the “symbiosis” of ethnic Russians and Turkic people but
also the ideological constructions of Russian nationalists.

2016 FALL 147



LLAI(eN] DMITRY SHLAPENTOKH

Official Kazakh historians, then, have rejected the notions of Eurasianism and
neo-Sovietism, the former which implies the existence of a “Eurasian” nation,
and the latter which emphasizes the existence of a “Soviet people” Similarly,
for Russian nationalists, Russia is not a country of trans-ethnic “symbiosis”
but a state comprised of ethnic Russians or at least of the Russian language and
culture, although they assert that the Russian Empire was quite different from
European colonial empires. Moderate neo-Slavophils of both the pre-revo-
lutionary and Soviet eras assert that Russians, along with some other Slavs,
possess the Christian virtues of kindness and tolerance.® Russian rule over mi-
norities never resembled British rule over India; however, these nationalists
follow the English apologists of the British Empire in one important aspect:
they insist that many people appropriated by the Russian Empire were under-
developed savages. Ethnic Russians actually brought these people’s civilization
in the holistic sense. Russian Slavophils regarded the spread of Christianity
among its Muslim subjects as a civilizational process, and here they were not
much different from the Victorian-era British.® Even 19" century Slavophils
with their dislike of the West approached Asians of the empire the way Eu-
ropeans did their colonial subjects. They forgot about despising Europe and
asserted that, in dealing with Asians, Russians played a clearly positive role as
a civilizing force. In their view, Russians were Christian, civilized people, and
their interaction with Asian “savages” helped the latter a great deal. It is true
that some Slavophils and later early Eurasianists were predisposed to Asia, and
that some benign characteristics could be acknowledged. “Nevertheless, even
the ‘pro-Asian’ Slavophils and Eurasianists did not so much believe in a Rus-
sian-Asian symmetrical reciprocity, but rather in Russia’s special responsibili-
ty toward the East in its educational mission of civilization.””

The Kremlin’s support of the Slavophil interpretation of the past has been
dominant since the late 1920s and early 1930s, when Russian nationalism re-
asserted itself as an official ideology in the form of “National Bolshevism.®
As a matter of fact, this ideology continued to be part of official Soviet dis-
course almost to the very end of the regime. “National Bolshevism” implied
that Russians were the major benefactors of minorities and played the major
civilizational role in Russian history from past to present. On the one hand, it
overlapped with latent “Eurasianism,” which could be seen in Soviet ideology,
which implied a “symbiosis” of Russians and minorities. On the other hand,
it took elements of the Slavophil narrative from the pre-revolutionary era and
its description of the past. Here Russians, and Eastern Slavs in general, were
a civilized, peaceful people, whereas nomadic tribes were often barbaric and
aggressive; their cultural contribution was minimal if any and their activities
were basically limited to plunder and murder.

This official or semi-official Soviet narrative was sometimes challenged even in
Soviet times. A good example was the publication of Olzhas Suleimenov’s book
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Az i Ia in the midst of the “stagna- Kazakhs and other ethnic

tions” of Leonid Brezhnev’s rule.’ . ope .y e
The book, somehow overlooked by minorities did indeed ﬁgh

the censors, ignited a major ideo- against the Russian tsarist

logical scandal. Although the book’s state, but in the Soviet
content was rather benign for West-

ern readers, it subtly yet certainly interpretation the ﬁght was
challenged the notion of a Russian against the oppressive socio-
economic and political order,

cultural hegemony over the lands of
the USSR. The point was that medi-
eval Turkic people of the Eurasian and the Kazakh masses fo

heartland were not brutal savages together with Russian workers

who raided Russian lands but had ,
their own sophisticated culture, and peasants. In Astana’s

which, together with Slavic culture  new interpretation, Kazakhs
fought against not oppressive
ov’s version of “Eurasianism,” then, capitalists and landlords but

and tradition, contributed to the
Eurasian cultural mosaic. Suleimen-

1rnphed a “syrnbiotic” relationship si m ply ag a i n st Ru Ssia n S
between Kazakhs and Russians, who

lived in the same state (the USSR) at

the time of publication. Suleimenov did not elaborate much on the Turkic no-
mads’ cultural achievements, but simply stated that they were not as primitive
as some historians claimed and that their relationship with Slavic settlers should
not be reduced to raids, plunder, and destruction. They lived in a mutually ben-
eficial arrangement with settled Slavs, where one could see the framework of
the “symbiosis” of the various ethnicities of the USSR. Suleimenov’s “Eurasian-
ism” might have addressed the need for validation felt by some Kazakhs and
other Central Asian Russified intellectuals in the last decades of the Soviet re-
gime. These people, while fully Russified, plainly wanted equal treatment for
themselves and their culture. They wanted acceptance as equal partners by their
Russian colleagues and acknowledgment of their native culture as having value
in itself. They loathed being seen as savages who owed everything in their cul-
tural makeup to “older brothers” - ethnic Russians and their culture.

Although Suleimenov’s book may have set an important precedent, the story
currently in circulation is different among Kazakh intellectuals and the pres-
ent Kazakhstan official narrative. The Astana line, albeit structurally similar
to Suleimenov’s narrative, supports the idea of the “symbiosis” of Turkic no-
mads and non-nomadic people with other peoples of Asia — but not Slavs.'® It
is implied that these Asian people not only lived close to Turkic nomads but
were much more developed than the Slavs. In addition some cities were em-
bedded in the Turkic landscape and lived in perfect harmony with them. This
was a “symbiosis” of Asian peoples; Slavs, in these narratives, had little contact

t

ught
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with these Asians. Another difference from Suleimenov’s narrative is the great
emphasis on the nomadic people’s cultural achievements. They are described
as equally advanced as settled people, challenging the assumption that “civ-
ilization” implies cities, literacy traditions, and fixed borders."" The nomadic
people of the Eurasian plains had none of these attributes, but they had a great
civilization that ideally fit their environment and did not need Russian cultur-
al input. According to this narrative, the Russian Empire’s encroachment on
Kazakh lands brought nothing but displacement and subjugation, and it is not
surprising that Kazakhs constantly rose against their colonial masters.

Kazakhs and other ethnic minorities did indeed fight against the Russian tsa-
rist state, but in the Soviet interpretation the fight was against the oppressive
socio-economic and political order, and the Kazakh masses fought together
with Russian workers and peasants. In Astana’s new interpretation, Kazakhs
fought against not oppressive capitalists and landlords but simply against Rus-
sians. Indeed, this interpretation sees little difference between the Russian state
and the Russian masses. Russia emerged in Lenin’s writings as nothing but the
“prison of nations.” Lenin’s definition of tsarist Russia — of course with cer-
tain amendments - is fully acceptable in Kazakh historians’ interpretation. But
their interpretation of the USSR would hardly be accepted by Lenin and early
Soviet historians."

The Soviet official interpretation did not discard the notions of the colonial as-
pects of the Russian state. But this image prevailed only at the beginning of So-
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viet history. By the 1930s or even before, the cultural _

and intellectual climate had changed dramatically.

Russian nationalism became the major building

block of the regime’s ideological construction. The Astana will probably
colonial, repressive aspect of the tsarist state almost  follow the model

totally disappeared, and the state became quite dif- " ”
ferent from European colonial empires. The Russian of “Euro Islam

state’s expansion was not a conquest but a peaceful propagated by such

unlﬁcatlo'n. Wlth other pfoples, w})l)om Russmns Tatar intellectuals as
not only civilized but also “protected” against hos-

tile states and peoples. Ukraine, for example, was Rafael Khakimov, the
not only peacefully united with brotherly Orthodox  3dvisor of Mintimer
Russians, but also protected by this unification from . .
the oppressive rule of Catholic Poles. While tsarist Shamiev, first

Russia was usually seen as much better than Europe- president of Tatarstan
an colonial powers, criticism of the tsarist approach

to minorities appeared in Soviet historiography toward the very end of the

regime, though usually subdued. Yet Soviet historians asserted that all of the
oppressive aspects of the tsarist treatment of minorities disappeared with the
emergence of the USSR - a true brotherly family of different ethnicities with

Russian protective “older brothers.” It was an absolutely different state with no

analogues in global history. Needless to say, the USSR had nothing to do with

European colonial empires, and all ethnicities of the country not only lived in

happy “symbiosis” but also were increasingly blended into the “Soviet people,”

a completely new nation.

Official Kazakh historians totally reject this narrative. It goes without saying
that in their interpretation, tsarist Russia was not much different from other
oppressive colonial empires of the past, and even the Soviet state emerged in
a very negative light. It was not a happy Eurasian “symbiosis” but a peculiar
colonial empire, and the Kazakhs suffered along with the other peoples of the
USSR. The final collapse of the USSR was the collapse of an oppressive political
system, but also of the Russian imperial state, which had exploited Kazakhstan
for centuries and prevented the Kazakhs from creating their own state (in this
interpretation, the differences between tsarist and Soviet Russia are implicitly
discarded).” After the collapse of the USSR, the Kazakhs were finally able to
resurrect their state. The end of Soviet and implicitly Russian domination led
to the emergence of an independent Kazakhstan, a player that could deal with
Moscow as an equal.

Cultural trends indicated that Kazakhstan’s historiography most likely would
not simply deemphasize Kazakhs’ past relationship with Russians, but interpret
Kazakhstan’s past in such a way as to address the idiosyncratic Westernization
of the Kazakh elite and its increasing distance from Russia. In this interpreta-
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tion, Kazakhs are historically predisposed to democracy and other Western
institutions, whereas Russia has quite a different historical genetic makeup;
the latter is a country predisposed to despotism and backwardness - traits that
make incorporation into the Western order practically impossible. For this
reason, Kazakhstan should move away from Russia culturally, linguistically,
and geopolitically, or at least balance Russia’s geopolitical presence by fostering
relationships with other powers.

The Future of History: The Trend to “Euro Islam”

While asserting that Russian culture and language have lost their paramount
roles in Kazakhstan, one should not, of course, oversimplify the picture. Ka-
zakhstan’s official discourse does not discard Russia and the Russian language.
The Russian language continues to be seen as important in Kazakhstan. Still,
its application continues to decline, increasingly replaced by Kazakh' or En-
glish, knowledge of which has become essential for the elite."” One Russian
observer noted that Astana has introduced English on a much broader scale
than has been seen in Russia. In the Russian capital, the Moscow High School
of Economics is the foremost “stronghold of liberal Westernism,” but even here
not every course is taught in English. The story is different in Kazakhstan,
where the elite university - Nazarbaev University — conducts classes only in
English. For the Kazakhstan elite, then, English has emerged as the language
of international, if not inter-ethnic discourse. Many graduates of Nazarbaev
and similar institutions will be employed by new financial and state institu-
tions, such as the Astana financial center opening in 2016. The employees of
these new centers and firms will use only English and be modeled after similar
institutions in Singapore and Dubai. The increasing role of English as the lan-
guage of the elite, and the increasing numbers of Kazakhs trained in the West
will undoubtedly provide a new angle in Kazakhstan’s official interpretation of
the past. Astana will probably follow the model of “Euro Islam” propagated by
such Tatar intellectuals as Rafael Khakimov, the advisor of Mintimer Shami-
ev, first president of Tatarstan.'® In Tatarstan’s case, the proponents of “Euro
Islam” emphasized that Islam “truly understood” fit well into democratic cap-
italism. The Westernization of Kazakhstan’s elite would provide them with the
same incentives to fit their national and, implicitly, Muslim identities into their
increasing Westernization and, consequently, the values of Western capitalist
democracy. For this reason, a review of Tatarstan’s “Euro Islam” could be in-
structive, for it provides insight into the possible evolution of a similar trend
in Kazakhstan.

Khakimov acknowledged that Tatarstan is the direct descendant of the Golden
Horde and one of the states that emerged after the disintegration of the Mon-
gol Empire. Being rooted in the Mongol past does not mean it inherited despo-
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tism and brutality, attributes passed  |m peri al “Eurasianism” and
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herited just tolerance for all creeds ussian Imperial hationalism

and ethnicities, the hallmark of are not jUSt talk but a serious

Mongolian rule, and also developed matter that could have direct
a form of democracy. Thus Tatar

tradition fits well into the Western implications for Kazakhstan
narrative of tolerance, democracy, independence

and humanism. One could assume

that as Kazakhstan historians, and regional intellectuals in general, become
increasingly exposed to Western scholarship and frames of thinking, their in-
terpretation of Kazakhstan history would more and more resemble that of Ta-
tarstan history in a context similar to that of “Euro Islam.” One might add that
this interpretation of the past, where the seeds of democracy were founded
almost in antiquity, fits well with the “politically correct” interpretation of the
past in Western academia. Kazakhstan’s official historians are clearly keen to be
incorporated into the West and follow this line of thought. Indeed, one could
see the seeds of this interpretation of the past in Kazakhstan’s official history,
which holds that Turkic people in general and Kazakhs in particular developed
a sense of ethnic and cultural tolerance, as well as democracy early on. Nothing
of this is noted in regard to Russia. It is implied (here Kazakhstan historians
follow the path of Khakimov’s “Euro Islamists”) that Russia developed none of
these benign characteristics, which explains why Russia has a problem being
integrated in the West.

This interpretation of the past implies that Kazakhstan’s presumable “strategic”
relationship with Russia should be taken with a large grain of salt. It is a mar-
riage of geopolitical convenience with no deep-seated cultural roots, one based
mostly on Kazakhstan’s fear of Russia’s military machine. This vision of history
clearly is not an academic or even a cultural abstraction. It has direct political
implications, and those who take a different approach or depart from the offi-
cial interpretation of Kazakh history have been persecuted. Russia’s reaction to
these developments is telling. The Kremlin did not react much to the persecu-
tion of those who supposedly supported the Kremlin’s view, and in some of the
cases even helped Astana. The reasons were manifold. First, the Kremlin has
apparently lost much of its interest in the EU and has moved it to the level of
second tier projects, similarly to the “Union State” with Belorussia. In the late
1990s, the “Union” was hailed as a major geopolitical project — the beginning
of the reassembling of the USSR in a new form. But the course of events did
not follow expectations and the relationship with Minsk became cold, guarded,
and in some cases openly hostile. It is quite possible that Moscow has begun to
treat Astana in the same way. The second reason is that open support of radical
Russian nationalists — who clearly reject Kazakhstan’s official vision of both the
past and present — could have quite negative repercussions for the Kremlin.
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“Loyal” Kazakh Eurasianists and Astana’s Response

Those who have challenged the official narrative that rejects the happy “sym-
biosis” of Kazakhs and Russians were seen as potentially dangerous trou-
blemakers. This was especially so with those who actually see no difference
between Kazakhs and Russians, and regard them as one “Eurasian” people.
Yermek Tachibekov, for example, a 37-year-old Kazakh, did not see any dif-
ferences between Kazakhs and Russians and assumed Russia and Kazakhstan
had inherited the same historical legacy and, along with other ethnicities of
the former USSR, historically constituted one organic entity. He stated that
Samaritans, Saks, and Huns - ancestors of many peoples of the USSR - lived
in the same cultural and geopolitical space. Even Ukraine, at least Donbras,
was part of this space, for it was where the Scythians migrated. All these peo-
ple were historically united and saw real enemies only in the West. Attila the
Hun was a great leader not because he was the leader of “proto-Turkic” or
Turkic people, but because he unified all the peoples of the Eurasian heart-
land to deal with the West. The West acknowledged his domination and paid
him tribute. The Mongols followed the Huns, and Russia emerged as the nat-
ural successor of the Mongol commonwealth. Tachibekov stated that “Russia
is indeed a Horde”” and implicitly the leader or center of Eurasian space. The
Huns and Mongols - the cultural and geopolitical ancestors of practically all
the peoples of the former USSR - dominated Europe. It was Russians but not
Central Asians, including Kazakhs, who inherited the Mongol/Eurasian Com-
monwealth. Kazakhs could not inherit anything because such a nation does
not exist. According to Taichibekov, there was no such nation as Kazakh until
1921. Kazakhs are an artificial creation, as are the other Turkic ethnicities of
Central Asia, and while he could not associate himself with Kazakhs, he could
well associate himself with Turkic people in general. As a matter of fact, he saw
no difference between Kazakhs, Kirgiz or Uzbeks. They are one ethnic group
and are only artificially divided. The creation of their artificial states and eth-
nicities was done at the expense of ethnic Russians, as is clearly the case with
Kazakhstan. It was the Soviet government, which created Kazakhstan at the
expense of the Russians. It was Filipp Goloshchekov who decided to create Ka-
zakhstan from “truly (iskonno) Russian land.”*® Kazakhs are thus an absolutely
artificial ethnic creation. The “variety of native peoples” were named Kazakhs"
and they received the land of Russian peasants, “defenders of Russian bor-
ders”* Finally the Russian city Groznyi was renamed to Alma-Ata and made
the capital of newly created Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic. The emergence
of Kazakhs and Kazakhstan was not merely executed at the expense of Rus-
sians, the legitimate inheritors of the land of most of present-day Kazakhstan,
but was an act of clear injustice for the local citizens who would in the fu-
ture be called Kazakhs, and who owe everything to Russians. Before the Rus-
sians’ arrival, Tachibekov argued, Kazakhs had neither written language nor
“even a single building,” hospital, school, or bath house. Everything was built
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by Russians,” and Kazakhstan should acknowledge
Moscow’s leadership. Moreover, Tachibekov actual-
ly implied that Kazakhstan and other Central Asian
states should be a part of Russia, as Kazakhstan is
an absolutely artificial state and Kazakh nationalists
should be Russian nationalists. He stated that he is
indeed a Russian nationalist and will defend Russia’s
interests regardless of anything. With that said, Taic-
hibekov does not regard the U.S. as the embodiment
of evil and Russia as the embodiment of goodness;
both Russia and the U.S,, like other global players,
are basically the same in terms of acting according
to their interests. Still he defends Russian interests
because he regards Russia as the true motherland
and views Kazakhstan as part of Russia.”

These views hardly fit Astana’s official historical and
connected geopolitical narrative. The very fact that
Tachibekov was an ethnic Kazakh made the situa-
tion worse because he was seen as a traitor. In No-
vember 2015 he was put on trial in the southern
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What restricts Putin
from expanding the
Russian state, using
the problems of
“Sudetendeitsch,”in
our case “Sudeten
Russians,” as an
excuse in Kazakhstan
or Ukraine is not

the power of local
armies or even fear
of confrontation with
NATO, but different

Jambyl region for allegedly “inciting inter-ethnic ~considerations
hatred”” under the pressure of a group of “nation-

al-patriots.”** Astana definitely saw in him an ethnic Kazakh, a sort of traitor
whose particular “Eurasianism,” which implied the resurrection of the USSR
in this or that form, was nothing but a call for the end of Kazakhstan indepen-
dence, or at least of its “multi-vector” foreign policy with relations with Russia
being only one among many. Astana was clearly not happy with pro-Russian
Kazakh “Eurasianists” But they were apparently a declining breed and no se-
rious threat. They could even reemerge as useful if Astana decided to increase
its emphasis on its relationship with Moscow for geopolitical and economic
reasons.

Russian Nationalists, Kazakhstan History and Territorial Integrity

The story is quite different with ethnic Russians in Northern Kazakhstan,
whose challenge of Astana’s official narrative directly contests the country’s
territorial integrity. The official Kazakhstan interpretation of Kazakh histo-
ry not only implies the basic irrelevance of Russian-Soviet rule for centuries
or even millennia of Kazakhstan history, when the legacy and ethnicity of
the pre-Turkic people are taken into account, but also emphasizes the “natu-
ral” configuration of the country’s borders. There were no “gifts” from Russia.
What Russian nationalists regard as Southern Siberia, a part of Russia given

2016 FALL 155



LLAI(eN] DMITRY SHLAPENTOKH

as a “gift” to Kazakhstan by the Soviet government, ignoring the interests of
ethnic Russians, was nothing but primordial Kazakh land. Astana has been
especially vigilant in snuffing attempts to create a different narrative of the
past and has been expedient in dealing harshly with any actions with a tinge
of separatism. Astana has reason for concern here. The Russians and Rus-
sian-speaking population of Northern Kazakhstan have not been happy with
the constant trend toward the “Kazakhization” of the country’s cultural and
linguistic space and continuous marginalization of Russian language and cul-
ture. Several politicians and quasi-politicians have emerged in the post-Soviet
era to exploit this feeling.

In 1999, for example, the Kazakhstan government discovered a so-called
“Pugachev plot” Its goal was either to create an autonomous republic in the
North of the country or to foment an attack on the region by Russia on the
grounds of protecting their ethnic and linguistic kinsmen,* such as occurred
when Putin engaged in the annexation of Crimea on the grounds of saving
ethnic and linguistic kin. “Pugachev” ventures are not isolated. In the early
2000s, at the beginning of Putin’s tenure, Eduard Limonov, a controversial rad-
ical writer and politician, believed the Putin regime was absolutely foreign to
Russia and needed to be overthrown. He believed that ethnic Russians in
Russia had become too corrupted by the regime and would not be able to rise
without external prodding, but that ethnic Russians in Northern Kazakhstan
were angry, not just with Kazakhstan authorities who culturally and linguis-
tically marginalized them, but also with Moscow, which betrayed them. Con-
sequently, Limonov planned to start a revolt in Northern Kazakhstan, create a
nationalistic and, in a way, revolutionary state, and use it as a launching pad for
invading Russia and fomenting revolt inside the country.”

Limonov was not able to accomplish his plans and was arrested by Russian au-
thorities, but some people believed that Kazakhstan should be much smaller,
or much more strongly attached to Russia. Nazarbaev was also sure that those
in Russia who are influenced by Eurasianism or Russian imperial nationalism,
or both, believed that Russia should be the center of the Furasian Union, and
that Kazakhstan should be firmly attached to Russia. The events in Ukraine
coincided with Putin’s implications that Kazakhstan is an artificial, recently
made state. This indicates that imperial “Eurasianism” and Russian imperial
nationalism are not just talk but a serious matter that could have direct im-
plications for Kazakhstan independence.”® Astana took note of this and dealt
harshly with ethnic Russians who directly or indirectly questioned the legiti-
macy of Kazakhstan’s present borders.

In the fall of 2015, Kazakhstan authorities arrested Igor Sychev, a 26-year-old
ethnic Russian from Northern Kazakhstan; he received a harsh sentence for
polling the residents of a local city for their views on the Ukrainian crisis and,
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Presidents

of Armenia,

implicitly, whether they wanted to join Russia, as Ukraine’s Crimea had. He pelarus fussia
Kazakhstan,

was given five years in jail. During his trial, prosecutors claimed that Sychev 4 yyqysstan
had tried to stir up separatist sentiment in the eastern Kazakhstan region that  attendajoint
borders Russia, and where ethnic Russians are a majority.”® Sychev did not  newsconference
acknowledge his guilt. “Sychev, 26, who administered a message board on a so- ~ fllowingthe
cial networking website dedicated to his coal-mining town of Ridder in ex-So- :g:r:?:]furmn
viet territory, pleaded not guilty. “I was not the one to create the online poll, ¢l mecting
and after an objection I removed the [link to the] poll,” Sychev wrote in August  in Kremlin, on
in his defense to the human rights commission that operates under Kazakh  December23,
President Nursultan Nazarbaev. “I had no thoughts or goals to propagate sep- ~ 201%
aratism in Kazakhstan” However, the Ridder city court sentenced him to five  AfPPHOT0/POOL/

years in jail late Wednesday, the court’s press service told Al Jazeera VRKIMEHIPEREOY

Note that the trial against Sychev corresponded with that against pro-Russian
Kazakh “Eurasianists”®' “Another pro-Russian blogger, Yermek Tachibekov,
is currently on trial in the southern Jambyl region for allegedly ‘inciting in-

ter-ethnic hatred.”

The case against Sychev was unprecedented, and no such trials were conduct-
ed in “Eastern” or Northern Kazakhstan.”> Both Limonov and the organizers
of the “Pugachev” plot planned to use force and violence. Sychev planned no
such actions and did not even advocate North Kazakhstan’s separation from
the rest of the country. The importance of the event was not just the harshness
of the sentence, but Moscow’s response. Moscow paid no attention to Sychev’s
fate, which helped Astana deal with Sychev and other Russian nationalists.
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This was, for example, the case with Aleksandr Belov (Potkin), arrested in
Moscow in the fall of 2015. He was accused of preparing a coup with plans
to overthrow the Kazakhstan government, and assorted other purely criminal
undertakings.** According to Russian prosecutors, Belov and his collaborators
tried to engage in plans under the nickname “Vicious Kazakh” (Zloi Kazakh),
which would incite animosity between Kazakhs and ethnic Russians.*

One could wonder why Moscow ignored the new construction of Kazakhstan
history and related treatment of Russian nationalists who were supposedly
on Moscow’s side. One might assume that the Kremlin was above such mat-
ters, but this is not so. In the conflict with Ukraine, for example, Kremlin or
pro-Kremlin ideologists engaged in fierce campaigning against the Ukrainian
side. They were very concerned with what they regarded as a wrong interpre-
tation of recent history, but also with the distant past. There was, for example,
a heated discussion on the nature of some 17" century battles, and even the na-
ture of the Mongol invasion and the relationship of Kievan Rus’ to both pres-
ent day Ukraine and Russia. The historical polemic continues. Recently, the
Russian government erected a monument of St. Vladimir, the Kievan prince
who baptized Kievan Rus. Kiev insisted that the prince was really a Ukrainian
leader and placed his picture on a bank note. On the other hand, Moscow,
insisting that the Kievan Rus’ legacy belonged to Ukraine and Russia, insisted
that Vladimir had the same relationship to Russia as to Ukraine.

There is another explanation for Russia’s apparent willingness to ignore the
historical revisions or interpretations occurring in Kazakhstan: Moscow’s
hands are full. It became engaged in EU politics, not without success. Indeed,
the Kremlin successfully exploited the clear fragmentation of the EU, if not of
NATO. Moscow has also been engaged in war in Syria and recently in conflict
with Turkey. In addition, the economic situation in Russia has deteriorated
sharply due to the plunge in oil prices. It seems that Moscow has no resources
with which to engage in quasi-academic and quasi-political discussions with
Kazakhstan, or to pay attention to what Astana does with Russian nationalists.
But all this cannot fully explain the Kremlin’s policy. Moscow not only failed
to protect Russian nationalists but even helped Astana deal with them. One
might be reminded here that Potkin (Belov) was arrested and put on trial in
Russia. It appears that Moscow fears Russian nationalists of Potkin’s type no
less than Astana does, and that Moscow’s issues with them have nothing to
do with Kazakhstan’s historiographical construction, which implicitly under-
lines a separate path. Besides Potkin, Russian authorities arrested and harassed
Dmitry Demushkin, a leading Russian extremist nationalist, who had noth-
ing to do with Kazakhstan.’® In addition, the Kremlin has tried to marginalize
Russian nationalists in the Lugansk-Donets regions who want to be indepen-
dent of Kiev. Why did these Russian nationalists become so dangerous not just
for Astana but also for Moscow?
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One can understand by looking at  Moscow basica"y ignored
their vision of the past and conse-

quently the present. It is clearly dif- ) o :
ferent from that of both Eurasian-  history with its clear anti-

ists and imperial Russian national- Russian slant and even he
ists. For them, the mighty Russian

state-empire is the goal in itself and Astana to deal with extremist

in the long run benefits either both  Russian nationalists, who

Russians and minorities (Eurasian-
ist claims) or ethnic Russian or Rus-
sified minorities (Imperial Russian ~ are for Kazakhstan'’s elite
nationalist views). For some Rus-

sian imperial nationalists and Eurasianists, such as, for example, Alexander
Dugin, the masses’ well-being is absolutely irrelevant. The goal of Russian
foreign policy is the reassurance of Russias place in the emerging multipolar
world as a great power. As the great imperial state, Russia should be spiritu-
alized and socially stratified according to the country’s primordial traditions.
The socio-economic interests of the populace, the desires of base flesh, should
be ignored completely, and Orthodox spirituality — or possibly another similar
creed - should rule supreme.

For extremist Russian nationalists the story is quite different. They acknowl-
edge that the Mongols helped the Russian tsars build a huge empire. The USSR
and present day Russia both succeeded the original Mongol commonwealth.
Yet ethnic Russians (these nationalists define Russians by blood and ethnicity,
not by culture and language) should not be excited that Russia inherited a
huge empire and is still an empire in the present. The point is that in all the
imperial constructions, not ethnic Russians but minorities run the show. They
compelled Russians to engage in various utopian imperial projects and lived
well at Russian expense. The Empire is not beneficial for ethnic Russians - it
is a liability. Russians should get rid of the empire even if it leads to a smaller
but racially and ethnically homogeneous state. Moreover, a “true” Russian state
would imply the end of rule by minorities. This means that the property of “oli-
garchs” would be confiscated or nationalized, and their wealth should benefit
the majority: ethnic Russians.”

Putin grudgingly tolerated these nationalists during his first two terms. The rea-
sons were manifold. First, they distracted public attention from the pro-West-
ern liberals whom the Kremlin saw as a major problem as it nervously watched
several “orange,” mostly pro-Western revolutions in post-Soviet space. Second,
and possibly more important, the Kremlin coffers were full due to high gas and
oil prices, and Putin believed that average Russians would not be led en masse
by nationalistic firebrands. Indeed, while the early 2000s were marked by fre-
quent ethnic riots — the Kondopoga (2006) and Stavropol’ (2007) riots among

new construction of Kazakhstan

as dangerous for Russia as they

the

Iped

are
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the best known - they were still primarily local phenomena without broad
appeal. Consequently, they could be ignored in the same way the Washington
elite ignores or marginalizes the ferocious racial riots that periodically shake
major American cities.

Moreover, the Kremlin had encouraged Russian nationalism after the Crimea
annexation. The slogan “Crimea is ours” (Krym nash) was pleasing to two dif-
ferent types of Russian nationalists. First, of course, were the official or semi-of-
ficial imperial nationalists and those close to them. Dugin, for example, had
professed Eurasianism at the beginning of the post-Soviet era and continued
to call himself an Eurasianist. But the idea of Russo-Turkic “symbiosis” - the
central aspect in classical Eurasianism — almost disappeared in his narratives.
One could describe him more as a Russian imperial nationalist. Dugin was ex-
cited by the Crimean annexation and urged Putin to proceed to take the entire
East Ukraine. He believed it would be the beginning of Russia’s resurrection,
returning to its messianic roots. The second group of nationalists to support
Crimea’s annexation were Russian extremists and ethnically bound Russian na-
tionalists who defined Russianness through ethnicity and bloodlines. It is clear
that for many of them the Crimean venture was a positive enterprise, for here
the Russian state defended ethnic Russians, the majority of the population. In
their view, Russia was finally acting as it should.

Still, these nationalists and even some imperial Russian nationalists assumed
that the state should not just save ethnic Russians in Crimea but engage in
broad socioeconomic reforms that would benefit the majority of the popula-
tion. They demanded not just “nationalism” but also a peculiar “socialism:”
nationalization of the property of tycoons, extending the social security net,
and so on. One might be reminded that in National Socialist Germany the
business tycoons were under strict state control and the social security web
was expanded. Such plans were not on Putin’s table; he understood that Rus-
sian nationalism in its imperial and controlled form could well transmogrify
into something quite dangerous for the Kremlin. And the danger of national-
istic drives could be reinforced by a sharp worsening of the economic situation
for the majority of Russians. For this reason the nationalistic frenzy sponsored
from above quickly ran its course and some nationalists, such as Dugin, com-
plained that the “Russian Spring” was blocked by a “fifth” and “sixth” column,
the unpack last ones were defined as those who, while pretending to be on
Putin’s side, were actually his enemies, working to help the West destroy the
country. Dugin became so upset with Putin’s decision to avoid a direct inva-
sion of Ukraine and gaining the corresponding support of Russian nationalists
that he begin to implicitly threaten Putin and complained that he was being
mistreated with implicit Kremlin endorsement.”® He declared that not just
Western liberals but even Russian nationalists could unite and overthrow Pu-
tin. It is quite possible that some of Putin’s advisors, such as Vladislav Surkov,
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or Putin himself, had such thoughts, which induced him to downplay anything
that would encourage the extremist form of Russian nationalism. The Kremlin
reasserted its positive view of minorities from Chechens to Jews and sent a
clear signal that the nationalist fete was over.” Putin became even more cau-
tious after the collapse of gas and oil prices and Western sanctions. These led
to the devaluation of the ruble and increasing unemployment, which made the
Kremlin nervous or at least cautious. Playing an intensely nationalistic card in
the historical narrative — for example, confronting Kazakhstan’s official vision
of the past or providing help to Russian nationalists - became dangerous.

One also might note the strategical implications of the rise of Russian nation-
alism and the problems it could create for the regime if it decided to accelerate
its imperial quest. In some interviews, Putin noted that his troops could have
reached Kiev or possibly even the borders of Poland in a few weeks if not days.
Putin might not have bragged much. After all, the Russian army defeated Geor-
gia in a few days in the 2008 war and even Lugansk-Donetsk forces, supported
by Russia only indirectly, seriously defeated Ukrainian forces in Debal'tsevo.

What restricts Putin from expanding the Russian state, using the problems of
“Sudetendeitsch,” in our case “Sudeten Russians,” as an excuse in Kazakhstan
or Ukraine is not the power of local armies or even fear of confrontation with
NATO, but different considerations. Imperial expansion would not just solid-
ify Europe, where Putin has engaged in successful geopolitical fishing in the
muddy waters of the increasingly dysfunctional EU and NATO, but could also
unleash nationalistic forces dangerous for the regime’s stability. For this reason,
Moscow basically ignored the new construction of Kazakhstan history with its
clear anti-Russian slant and even helped Astana to deal with extremist Russian
nationalists, who are as dangerous for Russia as they are for Kazakhstan’s elite. @
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