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• Center piece (with Southern Siberia) of Nikita Khruschev’s 1953 virgin land 

plan – transform vast underused territory into fertile agricultural lad to give 

Soviet Union self-sufficiency in food and meat within three decades. 

• In 1954 the Communist Party of Kazakhstan (CPK) – led by Leonid Brezhnev 

– resolved to transform grazing lands into state farms within a year.  

• Kazakh farmers under supervision of Soviet-trained Slavs – Success got 

Brezhnev promoted in Moscow hierarchy – He kept close ties to Kazakhstan. 

• 1960 – Dinmuhammad Kunayev (Brezhnev protégé) – CPK first secretary – 

concentrated on improving productivity of land under cereals – didn’t do well – 

demoted. 

• 1964 – Brezhnev supreme leader in Moscow – Kunayev back as CPK chief – 

now stressed scientific management of agriculture – raised productivity – 

Kazakhstan provided 2/3rds of USSR agricultural produce by 1970 - Kunayev 

awarded full membership of Central Party in Moscow.  

• Russian and Kazakh agricultural cooperatives and state farms remained 

separate, physically and culturally – but, they shared love of vodka and black 

tea. 

• Kunayev reactivated traditional Kazakh-dominated networks of extended 

families – success got more Kazakhs to join CPK – he rewarded both 

Kazakhs and Slavs without distinction – healed the breach between them. 

• By late 1970s Kazakhstan met targets for food production, a matter of pride. 

• Industrialization improved as well – coal and oil – also massive space 

complex – and nuclear test sites – tests left radioactive contamination. 

Social Change 

• During the same time, the social mores of the Kazakhs underwent a lot of 

change – no more feudal ways dominated by village notables (bais) and 

tribal/clan leaders (aksakals) – party leaders became dominant. 
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• Collectivization of agriculture and animal husbandry ended the former 

nomadic way of life for the Kazakhs. Settlement on collective and state farms 

and literacy in Russian and Kazakh caused most traditional customs to 

become extinct. 

• Some customs remained, but the influence of mullahs and Islam withered 

after the Bolshevik revolution. 

o Conversion of Kazakhs in the early 19th century was influence by 

wandering Tatar clerics and the pressure of colonizing Russians utilizing 

Islam to bring together tribes for control. 

o Russian influence in all facets of Kazakh life during the 1930s contributed 

to this weakening of Islam. 

• Universally literate Kazakhs in the late 1960s reacted to Russification by 

preserving and strengthening the significance of Islam in history and culture.  

By 1978 Islamic customs remained an important factor in Kazakh culture as 

the Party hierarchy lost touch with the people. 

o There was rising public unease about how the Party ran the country. 

o In 1981, Kunayev urged reversal of this trend to Islamic customs and 

rituals, and Party members took up the cause. 

o Foreign Islamic radio broadcasts worked against the Party, despite efforts 

to jam the frequencies. 

• Secular intellectuals promoted Islam as an important part of Kazakh identity. 

• Kunayev’s power began to diminish along with Brezhnev’s power in Moscow.  

Three years later Mikhail Gorbachev took over in Moscow and Kunayev’s 

power further diminished towards the end of 1986, when Nursultan 

Nazarbayev began to criticize Kunayev and his record. 

Birth Pangs of Kazakh Nationalism 
• Gennadi Kolbin, of Moscow, replaced Kunayev as head of the CPK.  This 

shocked the Kazakhs and strengthened the feeling of Kazakh nationalism. 
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• There was a nationalist demonstration in the capital, Almaty.  The CPK 

organized a counter-demonstration to attack the others – pro-Kunayev 

demonstrations were set-up in almost every region – later portrayed as the 

first “democratic uprising”. 

• Kolbin reacted sharply against the demonstrators and those participating in 

religious ceremonies - The Soviets implemented a policy of compromise 

throughout the USSR and Kolbin backed off. From 1988 on, actions against 

Islam were confined to underground Islamic organizations. 

• Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan set up their own trade organizations in 1988 

when Moscow lifted central trade monopolies.  This change in focus from a 

centralized to a de-centralized economic system caused a drop in output and 

recession with increasing unemployment. 

• Riots in western Kazakhstan over Armenia refugees being offered scarce 

housing, resulted in Gorbachev naming Nazarbayev as the top in-country 

Party official. 

Nazarbayev Takes the Reins 

• June 1989 – Nazarbayev becomes CPK’s first secretary. 

o As a young man worked in a steel mill. 

o Under Kunayev’s patronage rose to CPK’s Central Committee – 

developed rapport with Gorbachev in Moscow and drifted away from 

Kunayev. 

o Nazabayev protested Moscow’s continued use of Kazakh territory for 

nuclear testing and resulting environmental pollution, while allowing social 

and political liberalization to proceed. 

• Liberalization led to formation of Kazakh National Democratic Party 

(Jeltoksan) in 1986.  It demonstrated against Kolbin. 
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o 1990 Moscow investigation of the demonstrations led to conclusion that 

the Party was neglecting the consciousness of the people, which was an 

insult to the nation – report applauded by Jeltoksan. 

o In September 1990 the Kazakh Supreme Soviet declared the primacy of 

Kazakh legislation over Soviet laws – Nazarbayev signed a decree 

outlawing nuclear tests. – the chamber made Kazakh the official language 

and limited certain civil services jobs to Kazakh speakers only. 

• Nazarbayev was for politial autonomy, not outright independence.  He wanted 

to maintain economic union of integrated Soviet system while the constituent 

republic controlled its resources, foreign trade and currencies.  

o He mediated between Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin to get an interim 

agreement of the new union structure in April 1991.  This resulted in a 

failed coup against Gorbachev.  Three Baltic republics seceded from the 

Soviet Union. 

o Nazarbayev resigned as CPK first secretary, then got it dissolved in favor 

of the old Socialist Party of Kazakhstan.  Nazarbayev participated actively 

in discussions to finalize the union treaty. 

• At home, Nazarbayev held a ballot for the presidency, expecting a major 

victory. 

o He got an electorate law passed that candidates needed 100,000 

supporters to run and gave them only 9 days to do it. 

o When one candidate still got the required number of signatures he was 

attacked by government militiamen took away the list. 

o Nazarbayev was the only candidate and unanimous choice. 

• Minsk Declaration created the Commonwealth of Independent States.  

Nazarbayev used the fact that Kazakhstan had control over a nuclear arsenal 

to get them equal membership in the CIS.  This aborted the Soviet strategy of 

splitting the Union into Slav-centric and Turk-centric segments. 
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• December 1991, Kazakhstan was last in the Central Asian region to declare 

independence.  The stage was set for a formal dissolution of the Soviet 

Union. 

After Soviet Disintegration 
• Nazarbayev envisioned Kazakhstan as a bridge between Russia and Central 

Asia. 

• Kazakhstan’s possession of nuclear arms engaged attention of its leaders 

and Western powers.  American wanted proper controls over nuclear 

arsenals outside Russia.  Nazarbayev promised to transfer tactical nuclear 

arms to Russia but wanted control over the strategic nuclear arms. 

• Kazakhstan possessed the 4th largest nuclear arsenal in the world.  US 

pressured Nazarbayev to give up nuclear arms, but he said he couldn’t risk 

doing that with Russia and China nearby. 

• Nazarbayev faced domestic challenges. 

o Coal miners strike 

o Mutiny against poor working conditions 

o Political opposition 

o Jetoksan leaders wanted unification of Central Asia, Alash Orda leaders 

favored Islamic revival.  Both still wanted democracy to maintain harmony 

in a multi-ethnic country. 

o Alash militants were put in prison for insulting the president and holding 

unauthorized rallies.  Their trials did not subdue the registered opposition. 

• Nazarbayev scored notable successes in foreign affairs. 

o 1992 announced a 50 year Kazakh-Russian agreement on joint-use space 

facilities. 

o He signed the Tashkent Collective Security Agreement which included 

Russia. 

o He signed the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. 



MEET THE ‘STANS FROM CENTRAL ASIA 
Fall 2014 

Reading Outline 
4 - Kazakhstan 

	  
 

12 October 2014 
File: 144-Stans-141004-Reading-4-Kazakhstan.docx 

6 

o Later Nazarbayev agreed to transfer of tactical nuclear arms to Russia for 

demolition, paid for by USunder the seven year security cooperation 

agreemenet between Almaty and Washington. 

• Nazarbayev’s goodwill towards America encouraged Western oil companies 

to invest in Kazakhstan’s hydrocarbon industry. 

• Next, he signed a bilateral treaty of friendship, cooperation and mutual aid 

between Kazakhstan and Russia, including joint military areas and inviolability 

of each other’s borders. 

• Rising tide of Kazakh nationalism left ethnic Slavs apprehensive of the future. 

Kazakh-Slav Tensions 
• 02 June 1992 – Draft constitution – Kazakh (official) & Russian (inter-ethnic) 

languages – political parties had to be open to all ethnic groups 

o Pan-Turkic parties and Kazakh nationalists wanted a Kazakh only 

constitution. 

o Russian settlers in the north wanted equal rights for Russian citizens in 

Kazakhstan. 

o Final version made Kazkh the official language but recognized Russian 

language as well – did not grant dual citizenship to Russians 

• Kazakhstan’s recoverable oil reserves were less than anticipated and 

centered around the Tengiz oil field.  Production started in 1993 – but 

Russians, who owned the pipeline blocked exportation – part of Moscow hard 

line to get Republics back under Russian control. 

• Nazarbayev manipulated the parliament so that Kazah’s got twice as many 

seats as their proportion among electors warranted.  He refused to grant dual 

citizenship to Russians, but did get parliament to relax the language 

requirements. 

• Nazrbayev moved the capital to Astana from Almity to retain the Slav-majority 

northern provinces in Kazakhstan. 
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Nazarbayev’s Slight of Hand 
• Nazarbayev dissolved parliament and resorted to governing by decree.  He 

convened a new legislature in December 1995 with a pro-Nazarbayev 

majority. 

• Nazarbayev displayed attachment to Kazakh traditions to increase his 

popularity – he honored Ahmad Yasawi (1106-1166), who was credited with 

bringing Islam to present day Southern Kazakhstan by restoring a mausoleum 

in his honor. 

• His attempts to be popular were overshadowed by a shrinking economy. 

• Nazarbayev postponed the national elections until 2000 and the ballot 

included his proposals not to make Kazakhstan a democracy. 

Historic Almaty, Upstart Astana 
• Part of the Silk Road, Almaty entered history books in the 13th century.  

Region around it fostered the evolution of Kazakh identity. 

• 1854 Cossak and Russian peasants and Tartar traders settled in the area. 

• 1887 & 1911 earthquakes destroyed the prior towns.  1921 rebuilt under 

Bolshevik rule as Almaty. 

• Some years later Almaty recognized as the site of the apple’s origin. 

• In mid-1960s, once Soviet engineers and architects figured how to build 

earthquake-proof buildings, Almaty had a construction boom.  Began building 

private houses in 1989. 

• During the Soviet era, government and residential buildings were constructed 

in the standardized Soviet fashion.  With burgeoning oil and gas income and 

foreign investments both Almaty & Astana changed with more commercial 

buildings and the nouveau rich. 

• Astana was built, in part, to expand the idea of private property where 

everything had been owned by the State before. 
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• Corrupt practices spread to legitimate commerce.  Foreign investors where 

required to bribe government officials or private contractors. 

• Within a decade, Astana became a thriving city of 750,000.  Every public 

building was approved personally by Nazarbayev.   

• Expansion was symbolized by the 97 meter tall Baiterek tower.  The tower 

was the center of an axis linking the huge presidential palace with the Palace 

of Peace & Harmony, where leaders of the planet’s religions met. 

Hydrocarbon Reserves 
• Nazarbayev was correct in predicting the benefits of privatization.  Foreign 

companies financed the exploration of oil and gas which raised Kazakhstan’s 

proven reserves by 50%. 

• The US dependency on imported oil increased its interest in the politics and 

economy of Kazakhstan.  China’s energy companies also became the latest 

suitors of Nazarbayev’s government. 

• Astana was ostentatious but the economy was still weak. 

Courted by East and West 

• September 1997 – Kazakhstan and China signed an agreement for China to 

invest in the country.  Over the long run, China envisioned their investments 

as a means to expand their influence in Kazakhstan. 

• Nazarbayev became receptive in 1998 to the US project to build a pipeline to 

the Turkish port of Ceyhan. 

• With prestige running high abroad, Nazarbayev directed parliament to extend 

his term in office from five years to seven, and remove the age limit of 65. 

• Parliament then called an election a full two years ahead of schedule which 

gave opposition no time to prepare.  Nazarbayev’s chief opponent, Akezhan 

Kazhegeldin was arrested.  The resulting suspension disqualified 

Kazhegeldin for the presidency. 

• The US concurred that the election was not up to standards. 
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• 1999 – establishment of the Offshore Kazakhstan International Operating 

Company (OKIOC)  which started drilling in the northern Caspian sea.  By 

2001 the consortium had struck oil. 

• Nazarbayev got carried away with the success, predicting that by 2015 

Kazakhstan would produce 8 million bpd/yr up from the then high of 250,000 

bpd. 

• By 2002, Kazakhstan had received more than $14 billion in foreign 

investment, chiefly in its hydrocarbon industry.  Nazarbayev, his family and 

other top officials were suspected in the press of receiving huge bribes from 

the investment. 

“Kazakhgate” and the US Link 

• To prosecute Kazhegeldin, the Kazakh government asked Swiss authorities 

to check his secret bank accounts.  What they found in 2003 was that 

Nazarbayev ad his defense minister Balgimbayev had accounts containing 

tens of millions of dollars in unlawful payments from James Giffen, oil and gas 

consultant.   

o Griffen had also given miliions of dollars in gifts to the President and 

his wife. 

o In 2003, Griffen was arrested and charged of violating the US Foreign 

Corrupt Practices Act. 

o At his trial, Giffen maintained that he was not acting alone and had 

done this with the full knowledge of the Kazakhstan and US 

governments. 
o Nazarbayev told the people of Kazakhstan that contracts facilitated by 

Griffen were for the good of the Kazkh people. 
Corrupt to the Core 
• It was estimated that Nazarbayev salted away over $1 billion in hydrocarbon 

income in his personal Swiss bank accounts.   
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o The market place for Kazakhstan natural resources required several 

intermediaries before it got to the final customer.  Nazarbayev added 

an extra intermediary into the flow to rake off money. 

o This is common practice in Central Asian countries and is very difficult 

to discover. 
• According to the World Bank 2005 Governance Indicators Kazakhstan was 

among the world’s most corrupt countries. 

• Anonymous threats and warnings followed against the newspapers printing 

stories about corruption, but the public and politicians persisted. 
• The new prime minister of Kazakhstan, Imangaliy Tasmagambetov informed 

parliament that the deposits were for the National Fund, not Nazarbayev’s 

personal account. 
• Nazarbayev was intolerant of criticism of his government, resorting to 

harassing and persecuting journalists in the print media.  He also used the 

longstanding provision that harming the president’s “honor and dignity” was a 

crime.  

Life Presidency Through the Back Door 
• Kazakhstan’s proven oil reserves rose from 5.2 billion to 36 billion barrels 

from 1993 to 2003, but the start of commercial production was delyed from 

2005 to 2008. 

• A strict law enacted in 2002 required all political parties to reapply for 

certification before the parliamentary poll of 2004.  Several parties were not 

accepted.   

o One that was accepted Ak Zhol received 23% of the poll votes but was 

granted only one seat in parliament. 

o Nur Otan, Nazarbayev’s party won 60% of the popular vote, won 42 

seats, even though it received less than half of the votes in exit polls. 
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• Ak Zhol and other Nazarbayev opponents called for a referendum to annual 

the election result.  Nothing came of it.  Most of the opposition groups formed 

an alliance against Nazarbayef for the 2005 election. 

• In foreign affairs, Nazarbayev played off the US, Russia and China, first 

backing George W. Bush’s plan for a pipe line to the Caspian Sea, then 

reaching an accord with China to develop strategic partnership.  That paved 

the way for the acquisition of the Canadian-registered PetroKazakhstan for 

$4.2 billion. 

• This helped Nazarbayev at home and he was confident of victory in the 

election.  He continued widespread persecution of opposition leaders.  The 

corrupt election was won by Nazarbayev who got 91% of the final votes. 

• In May 2007, Nazarbayev got the parliament to amend the constitution to 

allow him to seek reelection as president as many times as he wanted, 

without limit. 

• The rising prices of oil in 2007 & 2008, gave Nazarbayev’s government cause 

for optimism but they received bad news that the start-up expenses had risen 

from $57 billion to $137 billion, with no real production until 2011.  The 

Kazakh government had to defer its own development projects and plans to 

expand the energy sector. 

o The government pressured the Western-dominated consortium to 

make concessions in 2008 in favor of local interests, and paying a 

$4.5 billion bonus. 

o Health care infrastructure deteriorated in the post-Soviet period. 

• Assured of a lifetime presidency, Nazarbayev moved to get rid of Rakhat 

Aliyev, pretender to his throne. 

Split in the First Family 
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• The day after signing the constitutional changes in May 2007, Nazarbayev 

fired Aliyev and Ambassador to Vienna, charging him with kidnapping, 

organized crime and money laundering. 

• Nazarbayev’s daughter, Dariga, divorced Aliyev, claiming that her father 

made her do it. 

• Aliyev, finding himself an outcast from power, spilled the beans to the New 

York Times about the inner workings of Nazarbayev’s corrupt regime. 


