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IstorIjos InterpretacIja 
Ir Kazachstano tautos formavImasIs: 

ofIcIalIojI IstorIoGrafIja 
Ir etnInIaI naratyvaI

Interpretation of history and nation Building in Kazakhstan: 
official historiography and ethnic narratives

summary

history plays an essential role in the development of a state. today, the approach to historical science 
and its purposes are changing, the ethnic factor is being added to it, and the social, cultural and spir-
itual part of the historical past is being studied. new approaches help to establish a comprehensive 
picture of a people’s history. the relevance of the study is explained by the necessity of establishing a 
comprehensive historical model of Kazakhstan. the novelty consists in combining official, state history 
and ethnic narratives, i.e. the socio-cultural dimension. the history of Kazakhstan as a state has gone 
through many historical vicissitudes, as has the history of the peoples inhabiting its territory. thus, to 
search for a general historical past, both political and economic history, i.e. state history, ethnic narra-
tives, cultural and social history, is combined. the combination of these two approaches facilitates the 
interpretation of the historical past of the region and answers the questions that are acute in the con-
temporary world, such as those of nationhood, identity and state consciousness. the study considers 
methods and theories of interpretation of Kazakh history, the official historiography on which textbooks 
are written, and several studies presenting “alternative” history where authors focus on issues of ethnic-
ity. the study also examines such crucial concepts as russification and Kazakhisation and issues of 
nation-building and nationalism. the research has promoted the conclusion that, at the present stage, 
state historiography includes quite a few ethnic components, there is a parallel national school of his-
tory working in the field of “alternative” history. 
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History has been in existence for a 
long time, and it has played and contin-
ues to play an essential role in the life of 
the state and society. History has had 
and continues to have various functions: 
knowledge, narrative, educational or 
propagandistic. There are now many 
methods, schools and approaches avail-
able to the historian and a wealth of 
sources and accumulated literature. No-
tably, history is one of the most essential 
sciences for the state and one of the 
methods of building national identity 
and civil society. Historians in every 
country are challenged not only to search 
for the truth for the good of science but 
also to explore themselves in society. 
Thus, through the study of the history 
of one’s state or nation, the historian per-
forms a personal cognitive function. The 
historian also performs their duty to the 
state, participating in a long search for 
answers to questions about the nation’s 

place in the world, the history of that 
nation and its specificities (Kucera 2017). 
For Kazakhstan, which 30 years ago en-
tered a new stage in its state develop-
ment, becoming independent but re-
maining in the post-Soviet space, the 
question of searching for a national iden-
tity is still relevant. 

It is the science of history that allows 
a nation to identify its roots in the glob-
al historical past, helping it to develop 
its line of destiny. Thus, the purpose of 
this study is to explore ways of interpret-
ing the country’s historical past and the 
role of history in establishing a united 
nation. To accomplish the purpose, the 
following objectives were set: to examine 
the main historiographical material, to 
analyse the achievements of state his-
tory, to identify its features, and then to 
examine the ethnic component in this 
historiography, to conclude on their cor-
relation in the representation of the his-

santrauKa

istorija yra labai svarbi valstybės raidai. Šiandien keičiasi požiūris į istorijos mokslą bei jo tikslus, į jį įtrau-
kiamas etninis veiksnys, tyrinėjama socialinė, kultūrinė ir dvasinė istorinės praeities dalis. Naujai taikomi 
metodai padeda susidaryti išsamų tautos istorijos vaizdą. Pateikto tyrimo aktualumas aiškinamas būtinybe 
sukurti išsamų kazachstano istorijos modelį. tyrime derinami oficialūs, valstybės istorijos ir etniniai nara-
tyvai, akcentuojant sociokultūrinę dimensiją. kazachstanas, kaip valstybė, bei jos teritorijoje gyvenančios 
tautos patyrė daug istorinių permainų. todėl, ieškant bendros istorinės praeities, derinama politinė ir 
ekonominė istorijos, t. y. perpinama valstybės istorija, etniniai pasakojimai, kultūros istorija bei socialinė 
istorija. derinant šiuos du požiūrius, lengviau interpretuoti regiono istorinę praeitį ir atsakyti į šiuolaikinia-
me pasaulyje aktualius klausimus, susijusius su tautiškumu, tapatybe bei valstybine sąmone. tyrime nagri-
nėjami kazachų istorijos aiškinimo metodai ir teorijos, tiriama oficialioji istoriografija, kuria remiantis, ra-
šomi vadovėliai ir studijos, pristatančios „alternatyviąją“ istoriją, – jų autoriai daugiausia dėmesio skiria 
etniškumo klausimams. straipsnyje taip pat nagrinėjamos tokios sąvokos, kaip „rusifikacija“ ir „kazachiza-
cija“, gvildenami tautos kūrimo ir nacionalizmo klausimai. atlikus tyrimą atskleidžiama, kad šiuo metu 
valstybinė istoriografija apima nemažai etninių komponentų, lygiagrečiai egzistuoja nacionalinė istorijos 
mokykla, dirbanti „alternatyviosios“ istorijos srityje.

iNtRodUCtioN
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torical past of Kazakhstan. For Kazakh-
stan, the question of its history has only 
recently emerged, as the territories were 
for a long time part of the Russian Em-
pire and then the Soviet Union. The na-
tional policies of both states have always 
strived for unification based on one na-
tion, the Russians. Thus, at this stage, 
historians have the enormous objective 
of restoring the ethnic elements in the 
history of Kazakhstan, celebrating na-
tional heroes, of discovering their place 
in world history (Masanov et al. 2001). 
Thus, if in the 19th-20th centuries, the his-
tory of Kazakhstan was Russified, now 
historians note its Kazakhization (Alpys-
bes 2019). The necessity of studying eth-
nic, proto-national and national narra-
tives is explained by the fact that they 
provide a unique slice of reality open to 
historical-cultural, social and political 
analysis. The process of depersonalisa-
tion of supreme power largely provokes 
subsequent changes in ethnically ori-
ented narratives, thus ensuring a grad-
ual transition to national historiography 
(Badmaeva 2016; Jeong et al. 2022).

The emergence of national historiog-
raphy is a crucial area of development for 
any modern state, beyond the boundaries 
of academic science. Over the years of 
independence, Kazakhstani historians 
have tried to develop new approaches, 
allowing the historical process to be seen 
as it was – interconnected, integrated and 
in the process of development. However, 
the process of redefining the historical 
past of the Kazakh people also had a 
negative side: many works have ap-
peared exposing the past and historical 
facts have been rejected or viewed only 
in a negative light. An objective historical 

assessment of a historical process, phe-
nomenon, event and person must be 
given in terms of the significance and 
role of the people and the state in history 
(Aitymbetov et al. 2015). The problem of 
searching for a nation through history 
science and the revision of historical facts 
has been the subject of more than one 
study. Several publications explore in de-
tail the process of national identity devel-
opment in post-Soviet Kazakhstan and 
the role of historical science (Alpysbes 
2019). In addition, historians have for de-
cades been asking questions about the 
role of national history and the role of 
ethnic narratives in constructing a com-
prehensive picture of each country’s his-
torical past (Aitymbetov et al. 2015). In 
post-Soviet Kazakhstan, several works 
deal in general with the question of the 
search for identity in post-Soviet Kazakh-
stan, which historical motives are resort-
ed to by both official history and alterna-
tive historians (Laruelle 2002). There are 
also several particular works on the role 
of history, on the purpose of the state in 
the search for a unified historical past in 
which researchers try to trace the current 
state of Kazakh history and the objectives 
of its further development (Nurligenova 
2019). One promising field of study of 
national history is the study of the his-
tory of one region about other regions of 
one state or regions of a neighbouring 
state (Tomohiko 2008; Amangazykyzy et 
al. 2021). Some historians have little in-
volvement in writing the official history 
in force in the country, very “Kazakh-
stani”, and instead focus their attention 
on the national diversity of Kazakhstan. 
They are also interested in social history, 
another subject that has received little at-
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tention in the historiography developed 
since independence in 1991 (Ayagan and 
Satanov 2020).

Thus, it can be concluded that the 
problem of searching for national iden-
tity through history is a universal prob-

lem facing newly independent states, but 
also states that are trying not to lose their 
national idea in the context of world glo-
balisation. Problems such as these allow 
historical science to develop and con-
tinue to play an essential role in society.

MetHods aNd MateRiaLs

Various methods of interpreting his-
tory in modern Kazakhstan including 
national, political-economic, historical-
geographical approaches have been used 
to consider the specifics of the steppe lo-
cation of Kazakhstan.This study employs 
a descriptive method to provide an over-
view and synthesis by examining the 
various approaches and schools of his-
tory and their stages of development in 
contemporary historical science. The 
methodological change from the forma-
tional paradigm requires the develop-
ment of alternative methodological ap-
proaches, one of which is the cultural-
interpretive approach, designed to con-
sider and understand the historical pro-
cess in the most comprehensive way. A 
rejection of the methodology of primor-
dialism and a move towards constructiv-
ism leads to a consideration of ethnic and 
national motives for state development 
and national identity. National identity in 
this case appears as a mental construct, as 
a phenomenon of the sphere of conscious-
ness, as a result of the capacity of imagi-
nation of the individual and the ethnic 
group or nation, i.e. as a subjective cate-
gory. A comparative analysis performs a 
comparison of the two approaches to the 
study of history in contemporary Ka-
zakhstan and focuses on how they relate 
to each other at this stage of development.

The application of the above methods 
and approaches will make it possible to 
achieve the purpose of the study, to con-
sider the existing historical schools, their 
role and correlation and their specific 
features in a comprehensive and in-
depth manner.

The study was divided into several 
stages for in-depth and detailed analysis, 
and a specific method was applied to 
each stage, which allowed the objectives 
to be performed in a more integrated 
way. The stages of the study follow the 
structure of the work presented. The first 
stage was an analysis of the historio-
graphical material, examining the litera-
ture and materials on each aspect, which 
helped to consider in-depth the process 
of changing historical interpretations at 
the present stage. A literature review of 
recent years was conducted and training 
materials provided by the state for edu-
cational purposes were examined. The 
next stage was to identify the role of 
historical science in the definition of the 
nation, in the search for a national iden-
tity. To clarify this role, the historical 
context was analysed and the achieve-
ments of Kazakhstan in developing its 
scientific schools were reviewed and 
considered. The third stage deals with 
the main aspects of official historiogra-
phy, its trends of development and its 
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methodological approaches, with par-
ticular attention to the policy towards 
the educational system in the country by 
the authorities. The fourth stage is to 
consider the specificities and challenges 
of alternative history, which is to appeal 
to ethnic narratives but also to consider 
other significant features and differences 
in the use of ethnic components by “al-
ternative” and “state” historians. The 

final stage is devoted to an assessment 
of the relationship between the two com-
ponents and approaches in contempo-
rary historical science in Kazakhstan and 
the perspectives of their interaction. The 
implementation of all these stages al-
lowed the historical context and existing 
methodological schools to be compre-
hensively considered, compared and 
achieved. 

ResULts aNd disCUssioN

Tendencies of reference and reinter-
pretation of the historical past are a stra-
tegic trend of science development not 
only in Kazakhstan but also in the entire 
post-Soviet space. This trend is both 
theoretically and politically relevant. In 
general, history itself has experienced 
specific changes that have enabled it to 
be approached as one of the most dy-
namic sciences. Firstly, modern history 
has become an interdisciplinary science 
and historical research is no longer ex-
clusively based on written sources and 
archives. They apply the methods of 
many related scientific disciplines. Sec-
ondly, the role of the scientist has 
changed. The methods of phenomenol-
ogy and hermeneutics have changed the 
type of historical research itself. In this 
approach, each national history is not 
presented as an abstract chronological 
annal of structures and civilisations, but 
as the living history of a nation in all its 
complexity and uniqueness (Kabir 2013). 
New research is being conducted based 
on new archival holdings, and papers of 
various historical trends are being writ-
ten. Uncharted pages of Kazakhstan’s 
history are being discovered, which con-

temporary historians, both official histo-
riographers and “alternative” historiog-
raphers, are assessing. Such issues as the 
deportation of Soviet peoples to Kazakh-
stan and the Central Asian republics, 
collectivisation, the repression of 1930-
1950, and others. The history of Kazakh-
stan in the Modern Age – XVIII – early 
XX century is examined in a new way. 
This period correlates with the colonisa-
tion of Kazakhstan by the Russian Em-
pire and an analysis of the consequenc-
es of this process. 

The next significant factor worth con-
sidering in this section is the role of his-
tory in nation-building. A nation exists 
where its political and cultural commu-
nities coincide. The tool that performs 
this coincidence is national identity. Ka-
zakhstan is one of those post-Soviet 
states that has been reasonably success-
ful in resolving the contradiction be-
tween ethnic and civil identities. Such a 
balance has been attained by pursuing a 
rational national policy that consists, on 
the one hand, of promoting the develop-
ment of the Kazakh language and cul-
ture by the state. On the other hand, the 
state insists on the equality of all citizens 
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of Kazakhstan, regardless of their ethnic, 
cultural, linguistic, religious and other 
identities (Alicheva-Himy 2005). Despite 
this comprehensive and rational ap-
proach to the problem of national iden-
tity, Kazakhstan is defined by the prob-
lem of its duality. Relevant problems of 
national identity development in mod-
ern Kazakhstan are considered to be the 
revival of the titular nation, the competi-
tion of civil and ethnic approaches to 
nation-building, the contradiction be-
tween the Kazakh and Russian languag-
es (Daudov and Fedorov 2017). The 
problem is identified in the terminolog-
ical dispute over the name of citizens of 
the state: Kazakhs or Kazakhs The term 
“Kazakhs” speaks exclusively of ethnic-
ity, exposing the national identity. The 
name “Kazakhstani” refers to civil iden-
tity; all inhabitants of the country can 
be Kazakhstani, regardless of their eth-
nicity. The discussion of self-name is 
also part of the historical self-knowledge 
section, and historians analyse the past 
of Kazakhstan to resolve this discussion. 
Thus, two trends can be distinguished – 
a history that attempts to prove the pri-
macy of ethnic Kazakhs and their claims 
to the role of the titular nation, and the 
establishment of its historical science 
without another, claiming to be the titu-
lar nation ethnos – the Russians. For of-
ficial historiography the question of le-
gitimation of equality of historical past 
of both nations through strengthening 
the position of Kazakhs, but also by pre-
serving the heritage which the Russian 
ethnos left in the Kazakh steppes. Both 
of these trends are concerned with the 
homogenisation of history, especially the 
national elites, who are trying to iden-

tify signs of the ancient unification of 
the Kazakh ethnos. 

The issue of a fair balance between 
the two approaches confronts the educa-
tion system, which is naturally domi-
nated by the state’s view of Kazakhstani 
history. The issue before the authorities 
is how to “nationalise” the school system 
without destabilising the inter-ethnic 
balance. The national movement, the es-
tablishment and consolidation of the 
Kazakh nation, is all about the study of 
history at school in general. It is espe-
cially complicated to implement reform 
of the Soviet education system and its 
legacy in the teaching of history in the 
republics in general. During the Soviet 
period, the distinction between national-
ism and chauvinism on the one hand, 
and peoples’ aspirations for indepen-
dence and self-determination on the 
other, was erased. Any expression of 
national sentiment was seen as a mani-
festation of nationalism (Kadyrzhanov 
2014). Now, the government of indepen-
dent Kazakhstan has an objective to re-
establish the country’s national heritage 
without denying the contribution of 
other ethnic groups, primarily Russians, 
to particular historical events. Both of-
ficial and alternative historiography has 
attempted to objectively assess the posi-
tive and adverse aspects of Russo-Ka-
zakh relations in previous centuries 
(Alicheva-Himy 2005). The interest in the 
study of the historical past is specific not 
only to the Kazakh national elite but 
also to the remaining Russian elite. The 
theory of Eurasianism is often used to 
consolidate its position in Kazakhstan’s 
historical past. Beneath its multicultural-
ism, the so-called Eurasian ideology is 
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one expression of Russian nationalism 
in its version that is not ethnic but im-
perialist. However, eventually, the Ka-
zakh elite is also performing for their 
purposes, with a different interpretation 
(Kozybayev 2006). 

Thus, notably, historical science has 
come under the sway of several factions 
in society at once, each pursuing its po-
litical interests. For 30 years now, the 
history of Kazakhstan has been supple-
mented by new works and new meth-
odologies. The main reason for this inter-
est is the search for national identity, the 
settlement of national contradictions 
within post-Soviet Kazakhstan and the 
reconstruction of one’s historical past. 

Consideration of official historiogra-
phy is possible through an analysis of 
the content of educational materials for 
various levels of education. The review 
of the literature provided by the state for 
the study of its history is one of the best 
methods for learning about the pecu-
liarities of national historiography. One 
of the trends in science, namely in Ka-
zakh historiography of pre-Soviet and 
Soviet times, was the study of the educa-
tion and establishment of the Kazakh 
people. The end of the XIX century and 
the beginning of the XX century was the 
time when the conventional ethnopoliti-
cal structure of Kazakh society disinte-
grated. In the works of pre-revolutionary 
authors, of course, there are more lively 
descriptions of researchers, witnesses 
included in the steppe environment, giv-
ing many detailed observations, and 
well-written historical sketches can be 
identified in their writings (Alpysbes 
2019). During the Soviet period, text-
books in the republics varied little and 

had the purpose of national unification, 
establishing common Soviet historical 
heroes and characters, who were often 
“heroes” only of the Russian part of the 
USSR population (Barabash et al. 2022).

M. Kozybayev’s first post-Soviet his-
tory textbook, published in 1992, devotes 
many pages to the Soviet period, which 
was especially complicated and tragic for 
the Kazakh people. Another significant 
work published in 1993 by a team from 
the Institute of History and Ethnology 
and the Institute of Archaeology of the 
Academy of Sciences of Kazakhstan is 
the “History of Kazakhstan from the 
most ancient times to the present day”. 
Here the authors try to revive the collec-
tive memory by describing the heroes of 
the struggle for national independence 
and Kazakhstan’s cultural and scientific 
elite destroyed by the totalitarian regime 
(Marat 2007). In a book published in 
2001, A. Abdakimov places Kazakhstan’s 
history in the world. The author presents 
schoolchildren and students with the his-
tory of the Kazakhs as a result of the 
development of Eurasian culture, as a 
product of nomadic civilisation and as 
an organic continuation of the history of 
the Turkic peoples. The history textbooks 
consider forced sedentarisation, the exo-
dus of a million nomads to China and 
Mongolia, collectivisation, industrialisa-
tion, the famine of the 1930s, World War 
II and the post-war years separately (Ko-
zybayev 2006; Chung 2003). The new 
historical view of Kazakhstan is explored 
in detail through new symbols. These 
symbols are reflected on the covers of 
history and literature textbooks and in 
alphabet books. The symbols of the sun 
and the flying eagle in the centre, the 
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frieze with its conventional decorative 
motif on a sky-blue background refers to 
the flag of the Republic of Kazakhstan. 
Independent Kazakhstan, and Russian 
names written in Cyrillic but calligraphed 
using Arabic symbols refer to the Muslim 
tradition (Karasayev et al. 2020). In ad-
dition, the researchers identify that offi-
cial historiography not only has the pur-
pose of developing its national history 
but also of establishing a modern image 
of the country, a “bridge between West 
and East”, orientating itself both towards 
interaction with Western countries and 
their values and towards its Muslim, 
Eastern heritage (Kazhgaliyeva et al. 
2019; Kim 2021; Voyvoda 2022).

The state is the largest subject that 
participates in the identity process of the 
nation. The most powerful trend of this 
process is kazakhikation. Kazakhization 
should be considered in its historical 
context as a system of processes that 
were largely reactive to the processes in 
the national sphere of Kazakhstan that 
occurred during the Soviet period. To 
understand modern Kazakhization as a 
response to processes in the national 
sphere of Kazakhstan in the Soviet pe-
riod that affected Kazakhs in one way or 
another, the analysis of Kazakhization in 
the demographic, political and linguistic 
spheres of Kazakh society is of para-
mount significance (Insebayeva 2016). 
The Kazakhstani official historiography 
consists of homogenisation of the his-
torical past and interpretation of nation-
al history that places the ethnogenesis of 
the titular nation in the extremely distant 
past, thereby connecting it historically 
with the peoples and ethnicities living 
on the territory of the state in ancient 

periods. For example, current Kazakh 
historians associate the history of the 
Kazakhs with the ancient Turks, up to 
the Huns, but such a conclusion has no 
scientifically valid arguments. Along 
with the exaggeration and glorification 
of national history, one of its main trends 
in the revision of the Soviet and Russian 
heritage for Kazakhstan. In theory, this 
trend is reflected in the interpretation of 
relations between the Kazakhs and Rus-
sians and, in general, about Tsarist Rus-
sia, in its policy towards the Kazakhs 
through the prism of “colony-empire” 
(Turlybekova and Shamshudinova 2021). 
That the state is actively involved in es-
tablishing a national identity and devel-
oping public image projects is evidenced 
by the funds allocated. Some researchers 
may interpret such actions as acts of his-
tory manipulation or propaganda, but it 
is easy to ensure that this is just a trend 
throughout the post-Soviet space (Ali-
cheva-Himy 2005).

The main problematic historical 
blocks that Kazakhstani historiography 
has to develop currently are, firstly, the 
problem of the development of a “com-
mon past” of an ethnically heteroge-
neous community of citizens of sover-
eign Kazakhstan. Secondly, official his-
tory has the objective of assessing the 
Soviet period of national history com-
prehensively and diversely in the context 
of the development of the paradigm of 
“independent Kazakhstan as a Father-
land”. Thirdly, the national historiogra-
phy set the objectives of the scientific 
definition of the period of establishment 
of the Kazakh ethnos and its statehood; 
and the problems of the civilizational 
orientation of the Kazakh ethnos in his-
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tory and Kazakh civil society in the pres-
ent and future (Aydıngün 2016). 

As previously noted, the problems 
of interpreting history are not confined 
to the state, which, through the educa-
tion system, intends to establish a neces-
sary national identity, promoted to the 
population. Several historians consider 
the entire history of Kazakhstan in a 
completely new way, establishing a so-
called alternative history. The works of 
official historiography have seen an ap-
peal to ethnic narratives, but it is among 
the second strand that historians most 
often refer to the national heritage; it is 
in their midst that the stratum of the 
socio-cultural, ethnic history of Kazakh-
stan is established. 

Ethnic narratives include the study 
of routine, relations with the environ-
ment and society, economic system and 
occupations, trades and crafts and re-
lated skills, production cycles and folk 
festivals, household and social mecha-
nisms that form the very culture of sus-
tenance (Kainazarova and Aktaeva 2017; 
Chung et al. 2021). An appeal to nation-
al history is noted in the replacement of 
Soviet symbols with national, ancient 
ethnic symbols. The destruction of the 
statue of Lenin in post-Soviet societies is 
a perfect example. In the centre of Al-
maty, the old capital of Kazakhstan, a 
monument to Lenin has been replaced 
by the Golden Man, an archaeological 
discovery that traces Kazakhstan’s his-
tory on these lands back to the 4th-3rd 
centuries BC. Another example is the 
renaming of streets: Kommunistiches-
kaya Street became Abylai-Khan Street 
in Almaty. Notably, the ability of state 
symbols to represent various ethnic 

groups other than the titular group will 
clarify the nature of the project of na-
tional identity construction, which can 
be based on both ethnic and civic prin-
ciples. An essential legacy that has been 
deeply rooted and is still establishing the 
nature of post-Soviet politics is an ethnic 
social organisation accompanied by eth-
nic hierarchies (Yeboah et al. 2022). No-
tably, the substitution process was the 
result of a negotiation of various alterna-
tives among nation-building elites. Com-
munities may experience a linguistic 
displacement in their history, and their 
mother tongue may completely or par-
tially lose its communicative function. 
However, this does not involve the loss 
of its symbolic meaning, as group mem-
bers may continue to have a strong at-
tachment to their mother tongue (Kain-
azarova and Aktaeva 2017).

One possible alternative to national 
history is a local and regional history, 
especially the history of border regions 
where many cultures and ethnic groups 
interact with each other. The study of 
regional history in a unified national 
context allows a deeper insight into the 
history of the ethnic group and the res-
toration of lost historical connections 
(Seitkaziyev et al. 2020). One example of 
a work devoted to regional ethnological 
history is a work on the relationship be-
tween the Dzhungar and Kazakh khan-
ates in the XVII and mid-XVIII centuries. 
National historians are appealing for a 
review of the facts and literature on the 
attitude of these khanates to Russia. This 
historiographical worldview is vividly 
represented in the form of Kazakhstan’s 
“alternative history”, which, following 
new trends, takes a one-sided view of 
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historical events. Dzungar-Kazakhstan 
relations were a crucial stage in the de-
velopment of Kazakh statehood and the 
most significant trend in international 
relations throughout Central Asia. Con-
trary to conventional historiographical 
ideas, there are theories that the Kazakhs 
were the first nomads in the region to 
master firearms. In this he considers the 
essential and crucial secret of the Kazakh 
military victories in the XVII century. Ac-
cording to academic M.K. Kozybayev, 
the defeat of the Siberian Khanate by 
Yermak’s forces was the first step to-
wards the colonisation of Kazakhstan. 
The famous Kazakh scientist conceptu-
ally changes the established position in 
Russian and Kazakh historiography 
about the voluntary joining of Kazakh-
stan to the Russian Empire. He agrees 
with some positive changes, but also 
identifies the extremely adverse conse-
quences of “Russian colonisation”: as 
Russification, the expropriation of Ka-
zakh lands, the restriction of elementary 
human rights, the destruction of territo-
rial integrity “colonisation seemed a de-
cisive factor in Russian history, which 
conditioned the specific features of Rus-
sian social and state development” 
(Bakhtiyorovich 2021). 

A special feature of using ethnic nar-
ratives in historical research is the refer-
ence to special heroes, historical figures 
who have left an influential trace in the 
nation’s history. Personalities are reincar-
nated everywhere – in the state institu-
tions of Central Asia, from mythical to 
real, from ancient to contemporary. The 
vividly depicted historical character, a 
man and a warrior, embodies ideas about 
the “high culture” and “ significant his-

tory” of the peoples of Central Asia (Ali-
yassova et al. 2014). In Kazakhstan, the 
role of such an individual is played by 
Abylaykhan, embodying the notion of 
masculinity within national ideologies 
reinforced by Central Asian political 
elites. In addition to being part of broad-
er national ideological projects, a coher-
ent historical narrative of the national 
defender is an essential part of attempts 
to educate a loyal modern soldier, united 
with his compatriots based on cultural 
values and objects of loyalty. State his-
tory selects the brightest personalities 
and heroes, alternative and regional his-
tory refers to the origins of smaller settle-
ments and towns, selecting for each a 
distinctive personality (Savin 2020).

Nomadic heritage represents an es-
sential part of Kazakhstan’s history and 
is the source base for numerous ethnic 
narratives. Numerous excavations and 
textual studies are being conducted to 
re-establish the historical past of the no-
madic tribes of the Kazakh steppe. How-
ever, the authorities urge that the mod-
ern national mentality should not be 
connected with the nomadic culture that 
dominated the territory of modern Ka-
zakhstan until the end of the XIX cen-
tury. As nomadic culture cannot contrib-
ute much to the idea of a unified modern 
statehood, the President stresses that for 
many centuries local settled communi-
ties of people have strengthened the Ka-
zakh national identity (Insebayeva 2016; 
Saduakassova and Svyatova 2022).

Another feature of using ethnic nar-
ratives is through the study of the his-
torical contribution of national elites, 
intellectuals. The reference to the era of 
intellectual activism is frequently indic-
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ative of the particular significance at-
tached to this group of people in the 
construction of national identity. There-
fore, many historians study the turn of 
the XIX-XX in search of answers to ques-
tions about the stages of nation-building 
and national identity. Kazakh intellectu-
als of this period engaged in a vigorous 
debate about what defines Kazakh iden-
tity. While there is a national dichotomy 
(Kazakh/Kazakhstani) for the modern 
stage, the nomadic/settled dichotomy 
was common for that period. The loss of 

the nomadic trait, which essentially de-
fined their identity, meant for the Ka-
zakhs their relegation to the status of 
barbarians, for although they no longer 
belonged to the nomadic culture, they 
had not yet become part of the seden-
tary-agricultural one. Moreover, the 
forced, compulsory nature of settled life 
was responsible for the Kazakhs’ hasty 
and, consequently, superficial assimila-
tion of the specific practices of the agrar-
ian and urban industrial civilisations 
(Rorlich 2000).

conclusIons

After analysing the literature and 
implementing the research steps, the fol-
lowing conclusions can be obtained. For 
many states, the search for a national 
identity is an urgent issue at the current 
stage. Historical science thus appears to 
be one of the means of discovering the 
origins of a nation. For the countries in 
the post-Soviet space, the problem of 
searching for a nation is even more ur-
gent, especially after the lack of a defi-
nite national idea and the incorporation 
of these states into the Russian Empire 
and then the Soviet Union, whose na-
tional policies were defined by national 
unification and russification. Thus, it can 
be observed that a specific historical re-
vision is occurring in all historical 
schools in Kazakhstan. Both state histo-
riography and alternative historians are 
all trying to assess the genesis of the 
Kazakh nation in a new way, to consid-
er the peculiarities of the establishment 
of the Kazakh statehood in a compre-
hensive way. Special attention is given 
to reviewing and re-evaluating relations 

between Russia and Kazakhstan at vari-
ous historical stages without overstating, 
but also without neglecting significant 
historical facts.

Using old historical methods is com-
plemented by current historical ap-
proaches, the most significant of which 
is the involvement of ethnic narratives, 
which play an essential role in the recon-
struction and development of national 
identity. Both official and alternative his-
torians have recourse to this method, 
and the necessity of referring to the na-
tional heritage repeatedly permeates the 
speeches of Kazakhstan’s political lead-
ers. The reverse process of Russifica-
tion – Kazakhisation – is occurring and 
is reflected in policies regarding lan-
guage, education, especially history, and 
the media. Thus, the national policy of 
modern Kazakhstan is based on a bal-
ance and respect for the other ethnic 
group, the Russians. Nevertheless, the 
interests of the Kazakh ethnic group 
clearly distinguished in historical terms, 
the ethnic narratives of the Kazakh 
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steppes allow the reconstruction of the 
national historical past, the establish-
ment of common national heroes, and 
the research of regional history, consider-
ing the influence of all ethnic groups 
involved in the historical processes oc-
curring in the region. The two approach-
es are skillfully combined in official na-
tional historiography, allowing for a 

dynamic development of historical sci-
ence. It can be said with confidence that 
interest in the history of Kazakhstan will 
only increase, due to the funds allocated 
by the state for the study of national his-
tory, and due to Kazakhstan’s coopera-
tion with many other countries in Eu-
rope and Asia, which allows using new 
source bases and methods. 
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