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Abstract	  
 

Studies of territorial cohesion combine aspects of effective national territory and spatial 
inequalities, focusing on better integration of regions through balanced economic growth, 
reducing regional disparities, and inclusive policies toward all citizens. Lack of cohesion 
and instability result from poorly managed government expenditures, clan politics, and 
policies toward minority ethnic groups.  I examine territorial cohesion in Kazakhstan, 
focusing on territorial efficiency, quality, and identity to evaluate how government 
policies play out across the country. Analysis of official statistics shows that there is 
improvement in territorial efficiency and quality for most citizens, with the greatest 
investment in the resource-producing areas and in the rural south. There is less investment 
in the more heavily-Russified north. Not surprisingly, there is greater territorial identity in 
the south than in the north, which feels increasingly disenfranchised. This analysis was 
borne out in a survey of 255 university students. Ethnic Russians from the north felt most 
disenfranchised due to lack of opportunities and discrimination, while ethnic Kazakhs 
were more likely to view the future of the country positively and believe that they had 
greater opportunities. This research suggests that a multi-pronged approach toward 
territorial cohesion can be most helpful for both the governments of newly independent 
countries and for external assistance. 
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Chapter	  1:	  Introduction	  
	  

	  

Over the course of the twentieth century, studies of political geography morphed 

from examinations of territory for geostrategic purposes to studies of the role of the state 

and the centripetal and centrifugal forces internal to its processes. Two major figures 

dominate this discussion: Sir Halford Mackinder and Richard Hartshorne. The former was 

a proponent of geostrategy, while Hartshorne shed light on push/pull factors within states. 

Both wrote within the context of Russia, and later the Soviet Union, as a superpower. The 

end of the Cold War marked the end of Russian global dominance: although the country 

retains significant influence, it is widely recognized that it is no longer a partner in a 

binary world system. However, the while the writings of scholars such as Mackinder and 

Hartshorne focused on this superpower, their work can still point us toward twenty-first 

century analyses of states and deepen our understanding of current situations. 

 

This study looks at ideas identified by Mackinder and Hartshorne, tracing the 

evolution of Mackinder’s Heartland Theory from geostrategy based in spatial determinism 

to a new definition of effective national territory that moves away from the biased and 

often chauvinist views of earlier ideas and allows a closer examination of the inner 

workings of the state. This analysis is then combined with an examination of centripetal 

and centrifugal factors that contribute toward stability or instability within a state. These 
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ideas are brought together under the concept of territorial cohesion, an initiative of the 

European Union which promotes economic, political, and social dimensions of inclusion 

for all citizens so that they might receive the full benefits of their citizenship. As territorial 

cohesion is not static, we look at how this cohesion changes over time in order to obtain a 

clearer picture of the dynamic nature of the process.   

 

Combining these four elements allows for greater insight into the myriad processes 

that occur within and across a country. Taken individually, ideas of effective national 

territory, centripetal and centrifugal forces, territorial cohesion, and transition each 

provide a particular kind of insight into a state. Studying the effective national territory 

allows us to examine those areas that are producing the most within the state and, in 

effect, support the remainder of the country’s territory. Centripetal and centrifugal forces 

help us to identify potential cracks that could lead to instability, or to identify elements 

within a country that bring the state closer together. Territorial cohesion introduces the 

idea that the economic, political, and social dimensions of a state should be considered 

simultaneously in order to identify both the areas that produce the most and the areas that 

are most likely under-represented or under-served. Finally, recognizing that states change 

and evolve over time allows us to see the dynamic nature of the interaction of these 

processes.  

 

This study recognizes that using the writings of 20th century proponents of 

geopolitics does pose an ethical dilemma. Many of these authors were part of the ‘realm 
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of great men’ whose writings informed a binary worldview in which alternative voices 

were not heard or were disenfranchised.  Their ideas continue to inform popular works of 

poorly-informed research such as Robert Kaplan’s recent best-seller The Revenge of 

Geography that promote ideas of environmental determinism (for more on this topic, see 

O’Lear et al. nd). Perhaps even more disturbingly, these ideas and misunderstandings 

continue to pervade the views of the US government and military in areas where it is 

critical to understand the nuances and subtleties within a society and culture. One need 

look no further than Afghanistan, where there is continued emphasis on tribal structures 

even though these tribal structures are widely understood to have broken down due to 

massive social upheaval that country experienced over the past thirty years. It is even 

more disturbing that these understandings of tribal structure are informed by those who 

consider the country’s mountainous terrain to have formed the fierce warrior mindset of 

Pashtuns from those areas, while the valley Pashtuns were able to use their wealth and 

trading influence to become the country’s rulers. Sadly, environmental determinism 

continues to inform 21st century actions. 

 

Given these issues, as well as the influence that some of these writings had on 

massive 20th century genocide, why use them at all in more recent research? Should they 

not be thoroughly rejected and consigned to the annals of history? While some might 

argue that they should be, there is still some merit in the ideas espoused by these scholars. 

For studies such as this one, which looks within the state to examine variation across 

space, these earlier works inform us of how we might identify a country’s effective 

national territory and how we might understand centrifugal and centripetal factors within a 
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state.  These more recent studies additionally allow us to recognize the multitude of voices 

that can lead to tremendous variation within a country, and to appreciate the effects that 

they have on the state as a whole. 

 

From	  Mackinder	  to	  Hartshorne	  
 

In 1904, Sir Halford Mackinder first presented his theory of the ‘Geographical 

Pivot of History’, or Heartland Theory, in which he postulated that the regions of the 

world should be considered together in their entirety, grouping these areas into three main 

regions: the World-Island, the off-shore islands, and the outlying islands. The core of the 

World Island was the Heartland, extending from the Volga to the Yangtze Rivers, and 

from the Himalayan Mountains to the Arctic Ocean. The ultimate goal was to gain control 

over the Heartland, and thus the World Island. This work set the stage for the geopolitics 

of the 20th century, in which the great powers of the world were locked into an intense 

game of chess over influence and control over Eastern Europe and the Heartland. No 

portion of the globe remained untouched, as the two superpowers of the United States and 

the Soviet Union played out their conflict both in Europe and in proxy locations 

throughout the world.  As Mackinder presciently wrote, “from the present time forth, in 

the post-Columbian age, we shall again have to deal with a closed political system, and 

none the less that it will be one of world-wide scope.” (Mackinder 1904, 422).  
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Mackinder first described his ‘Geographical Pivot of History’ in an era dominated 

by environmental determinism. His writings, and those of prominent geographers such as 

Friederich Ratzel, viewed the state as a living entity. Growth of the state was a vital part 

of its ultimate survival. Ratzel’s works on anthropogeography were brought to English 

speaking audiences through the works of his student Ellen Churchill Semple, who 

explained the need for the constant expansion of the state when she wrote that (1911, 67): 

[a]ll the repulsive devices contributing to this end [the failure of a state], 
whether infanticide, abortion, cannibalism, the sanctioned murder of the 
aged and infirm, honorable suicide, polyandry or persistent war, are the 
social deformities consequent upon suppressed growth [of a country].” 

According to these scholars, the ability of the state to grow was a matter of national 

security and survival. As a result, these theories fed nationalistic fervor. Geographers 

began to use their insights to provide advice for government policies intended to ‘grow’ 

the state and ensure its success (Hartshorne 1950, 1960). Space was seen as not only a 

means of power, but as power itself.  The loss of space was thus a loss of power. 

 

These theories of the state as an organism gained favor among a younger group of 

geographers, particularly in Germany. Many of these geographers took their lead from 

Karl Haushofer, cofounder of the Zeitschrift fűr Geopolitik, who argued that the study of 

the earth (Erdgebundenheit) was an essential part of the study of political occurrences 

(Hartshorne 1935). This approach promoted nationalistic ideas, which found favor among 

the German public as well as political figures (Hartshorne 1935; Walsh 1946).  Haushofer 

himself had significant influence on the development of Nazi ideas on the expansion of 

the state: he maintained a close association with both his former student, Rudolf Hess, and 
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Adolf Hitler during their imprisonment in Landsberg following the disastrous Beer Hall 

Putsch in 1923. The German idea of ‘Lebensraum’ (quite literally, ‘living space’) drew 

from ideas of the Heartland: the country was fired by thoughts of Germany as an 

impregnable land power, unassailable by Britain’s sea power (Walsh 1946). Although 

Haushofer later denied his role in the development of Nazi politics and the need for the 

continued expansion of German territory, his own words belie this rejection.  

When the first edition of War Geopolitics appeared it was only as a 
challenge before a closed gate. The second edition was published on the 
threshold of fulfillment. This third enlarged edition appears at the time of 
the crowning consummation of the Greater German Reich’s dazzling 
ascent by war geopolitical steps after a hundred years of the importance felt 
for the preservation and extension of its living space [emphasis added]. 
War geopolitics is now more necessary than ever for the German Reich 
(Haushofer 1941). 

 

Clearly, the close association of geopolitics and political geography with its ‘state 

as organism’ ideas of environmental determinism was troubling with its contribution 

toward nationalistic (and fascist) ideologies that led to the death of some 13 million 

people in concentration camps across Europe. However, not all scholars saw the 

relationship of the land and the state in the same light. Instead of seeing the earth as an 

equal partner in the development of political forces, they argued for a reverse relationship 

in which political forces influence the economic, social, and cultural aspects of a given 

territory (Busteed 1983; Hartshorne 1950, 1960). In doing so, Jones (1954) noted that the 

forces within a political area produce distinctive fields of communication that affect 

conditions and attitudes within a state: the state itself creates its own unique identity 

across its territory.  This approach toward political geography emphasized the geographic 
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aspect over the political. As Hartshorne (1960, 53) stated, “geopolitics represents…the use 

of all kinds of pseudo-scientific arguments for the promotion of nationalistic aggression.” 

He instead advocated for an approach that re-centered the discussion on the role of the 

state.  

  This school of geographic thought continued to apply Ratzel’s (1901) fundamental 

role of the state: to bring together all the land and people within a given territory into a 

single unit. This process involves establishing law and order, local political institutions, an 

educational system, an economy, and the loyalty of the people (Hartshorne 1950).  

However, this approach does not consider the role of Erdgebundenheit in the same 

manner as Haushofer’s followers: the territory does not exert causal factors on political 

processes.  Instead man is the primary driving force in establishing unit areas over which 

to exert control. These territories begin as small entities, such as farms or urban areas, and 

gradually become larger (Hartshorne 1950). Eventually, the territory reaches the level of a 

state. At this level, there are several requirements for the state to succeed (Hartshorne 

1960, 54): 

1. [The state must] determine and delimit precisely the extent of territory to be 
included in the organized area 

2. the territory must be subdivided into likewise distinct political areas, at 
successively lower levels, with a uniform system of relationships both among them 
and to the over-all political area 

3. the naturally diverse and divergent parts of the area must be converted into a single 
functioning areal unit 

4. the area must attain the productive capacity needed for its functions as a political 
unit 

5. on the basis of the previous conditions, political organization seeks to establish its 
area as a viable unit among other similar units of area 
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Some level of homogeneity within a state is necessary in order for the state to succeed. In 

particular, homogeneity of “social values, mores, and standards…particularly those of 

economic and political relationships” is critical to the establishment of unity (Hartshorne 

1960). Establishing this unit is problematic, however, as the state area often does not 

coincide with the nation (see, for instance, Hartshorne 1950; Knight 1982; Newman 2001; 

Newman and Paasi 1998).  

 

In order to understand the situation within a state, then, Hartshorne (1950) argued 

that it is necessary to understand the centripetal and centrifugal forces acting upon the 

state and its people.  Physical or human barriers, areas that diverge in their relations with 

outside states, and regions that differ economically, politically, or demographically can all 

act to pull states apart. Large expanses of uninhabited areas contribute a sense of 

separation and isolation from surrounding regions, while areas populated by different or 

unfriendly peoples present one of the most challenging obstacles to overcome.  

Differences in education, living standards, racial and class distinctions, language, religion, 

and economic attitudes are all factors that can contribute toward disunity and rend a state 

apart (Hartshorne 1950). 

 

While these factors might pull a state apart, other factors can serve to pull it 

together. In the Westphalian-state model central to much of geopolitics,  the most crucial 

element for a state to survive as more than a de facto internationally recognized territory is 
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that it first must have a raison d’être or a national idea. According to Hartshorne (1950, 

129):  

[t]his requires the conception and establishment of an idea of the state a 
purpose or set of purposes, sufficiently strong to overcome the centrifugal 
tendencies resulting inevitably from the separate and divergent interests of 
the diverse regions that are included, in a particular geographic pattern, in 
the structure of the state-area. 

 Without a raison d’être, a state cannot withstand external conflict or internal dissent. 

Identifying the reason for a state’s existence is not necessarily an easy task, though. 

Hartshorne (1950) suggested searching historical documents to find a general idea of the 

raison d’être. However, establishing the truth of this reason for existence is not always 

straightforward, as it is often shrouded in internally created mythologies (Berger 2009; 

Smith 2002). In addition to its raison d’être, a state should have some sort of core area and 

an idea of the nation around which a state is created. One of the most important questions 

to ask, then, is whether the nation and the state correspond. If they do not, there can be 

areas of the state in which people are disenfranchised. In turn, this situation can lead to the 

development of centripetal forces that result in instability (Hartshorne 1950).1 

Reemergence	  of	  the	  Heartland	  
	  

It was not until the 1960s that Mackinder’s ideas of the Heartland reemerged in the 

realm of political geography. However, the new analysis put forth by noted geographer 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  It should be pointed out that the original assumption in this theory was that of an 

ethnic nation in which membership is articulated through kinship or heredity, with 
members sharing a common language, religion, and customs. These bonds create a 
homogenous nation so that, in effect, the nation exists a priori to the state. Civic 
nationhood, on the other hand, brings together disparate groups united under the mantle of 
ideology or loyalty to a system of governance. Members choose to become part of the 
civic nation.  
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David Hooson was not based on the idea of the state as an organism. Instead, Hooson 

combined elements of Hartshorne’s centripetal and centrifugal forces in his analysis of 

regional differences within the Heartland (Hooson 1964, 1966). His goal was to “identify 

just those areas of the ‘East’ or Heartland where economic strength is really being built 

up” (Hooson 1964, 121). This analysis was representative of the climate of the time, in 

which there was a need to understand the strategic significance of the opposing 

superpower.  When Mackinder presented his ‘Geographical Pivot of History’, the world 

was just emerging from a closed system. By the time that Hooson presented his analysis, 

the world was an interrelated system and, Hooson argued, this change was occurring in 

what was becoming the American century (Hooson 1964).   

  

  In his research, Hooson returned to the idea of effective national territory in his 

research examining the regions of the Soviet Union. He defined effective national territory 

as “that major part of the country which consistently produces a surplus in relation to its 

population and which, by implication, is therefore supporting the rest of the country in a 

real sense” (Hooson 1966, 342-43). He proposed six criteria to determine the effective 

national territory of the Soviet Union:  scale of contribution to the national economy, 

population growth (particularly in cities), importance of accessible resources, economic 

specialization, historical associations, and ethnic dimensions in those regions where they 

played a large role (Hooson 1964). Overall, these variables indicate the regions into which 

citizens are best incorporated and have the greatest economic opportunities available to 

them. 
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Hooson’s definition of effective national territory was part of a move away from 

descriptive methods prevalent in political geography in the 1960s. Hooson defined the 

‘Volga-Baikal’ zone as the effective national territory of the Soviet Union. Revenues 

produced from industrial goods and extractive resources in this area allowed the 

government to extend its influence throughout much of the remainder of the country by 

providing social services and expanding overall infrastructure. Previous work focused on 

describing how a state’s effective national territory differed from its total national 

territory.  East (1960) identified size, landforms, climate, vegetation, and population 

density as those factors that created effective national territory. Studies of these elements 

tended to be place specific, with little applicability to other locations though. Metford 

(1964) examined differences between Panama’s canal-zone and the remainder of the 

country.  Stewart (1965) investigated colonization in the Apurimac Valley of Peru and 

how this settlement might assist in expansion of effective national territory.  Fifer (1967) 

outlined the structural methods of communication (such as air, rail, and road), in Bolivia.   

Yet, while each of these considerations had merit, there was little discussion to elevate the 

level of analysis beyond an isolated location.  The more dynamic model proposed by 

Hooson allows for a deeper understanding of those factors that allow a particular region to 

play a leading role in the economic and political situation within a country.  

 

Territorial	  Cohesion	  
 

All of these ideas of centripetal/centrifugal forces and the re-envisioned Heartland 

can be brought together by invoking the European Union’s idea of territorial cohesion. 
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This term can be credited to efforts by the EU to work toward ‘harmonious development’ 

of member states (Committee of the Regions 2003), and clearly incorporates key elements 

of effective national territory, spatial inequality, and centrifugal and centripetal forces 

with its focus on social, economic, and territorial cohesion.  Territorial cohesion is the 

idea that balanced, poly-centric development reduces social and economic inequalities 

within a country or region. This concept is thus useful in understanding the spatial 

variation that exists within states and can be viewed as an extension of the idea of 

Hooson’s effective national territory.  

 

The idea of territorial cohesion first emerged in the European Union’s Third 

Report on Cohesion (2004). However, this document does not define what is intended by 

territorial cohesion. Instead, it emphasizes access to services provided by the state, such as 

education and social services. Despite numerous documents and policy debates over the 

nature of what is meant by territorial cohesion, there remains to be a precise definition. 

Instead, territorial cohesion is a political concept that lacks clearly definite criteria to 

measure compliance with policy objectives (Faludi 2007). This lack of precise definition 

allows greater flexibility in interpreting the objectives and results of related policies, 

which is a necessity when coordinating policy with Europe’s myriad governments. As of 

2010, at least twenty separate policy documents and reports covered different aspects of 

territorial cohesion, often with slightly different explanations of the term (Dax et al. 

2010).  
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Despite the lack of precise definition, it is clear that the goal of territorial cohesion is 

to minimize the spatial distribution of social, economic, and political inequalities. Part II, 

Title IV, Article II-96 of the Constitution for Europe states that: 

[T]he Union shall develop and pursue its action leading to the strengthening 
of its economic, social and territorial cohesion. In particular, the Union shall 
aim at  reducing  disparities between the levels of development of  the  
various  regions  and  the  backwardness  of  the  least  favoured (sic) regions. 

The eventual goal of the EU is to reduce inequalities by expanding the effective national 

territory of member states.  “By mobilising [sic] the potential for growth that exists in all 

regions, cohesion policy improves the geographic balance of economic development and 

raises the potential rate of growth in the Union as a whole”(Commission of European 

Communities 2005, 6).  A crucial aspect of achieving this geographic balance and 

territorial cohesion is to move beyond the core/periphery model to one of polycentric 

development. This change would allow more balanced growth throughout the region and 

provide greater economic opportunities for all citizens (Faludi and Waterhout 2005; 

Davoudi 2003; Zonneveld et al. 2005).  

 

Territorial cohesion approaches also move beyond more traditional studies that 

focus on actions taken at the state level (see, for instance, Meszaros et al. 2007; Nasong’o 

2007; Secor 2001; South 2004).  Not only is this the level at which the majority of 

information is most easily obtained, but it also allows for comparisons to be made across 

differing states.  These studies of transition fall into the ‘territorial trap’, which reifies 

boundaries, views the state as a container of homogeneous society, and considers 

domestic affairs to be separate from those that are foreign (Agnew 1994).  In contrast, we 
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can consider territorial cohesion as an indicator of internal state stability or instability, 

while recognizing that causal factors of this stability or instability do not necessarily stop 

or start at state borders (O’Lear and Whiting 2008).  One needs look no further than the 

Asian economic crisis in 1997 and the more recent worldwide economic collapse in 2008 

to see the intertwined nature of national economies. Similarly, social and demographic 

situations do not neatly stop at state borders, but instead transition across a luminal space. 

The Soviet successor-states are rife with examples of demographic and social factors that 

contribute toward instability in other states: riots in Andijon and Osh, conflict between 

Azerbaijan and Armenia over Nagorno-Karabakh, and the clash between Russian-

supported Abkhaz separatist groups and Georgia over Abkhazia just to name a few.  

External factors can thus play an important role in stability 

 

Territorial cohesion studies also allow us to look within a state in order to identify 

regional imbalances, recognizing that states are not homogenous entities. These studies 

draw from ideas of spatial inequality, which examine the unequal distribution of goods, 

resources, and services and ask what processes lead to these variations in order to better 

understand how these imbalances might be prevented. Causal factors leading to spatial 

inequality are subject to debate, though. Scholars disagree on whether it results from 

economic development that is inherently uneven (disequilibrium or divergence approach) 

or from state policies that prevent market forces from achieving a rational distribution of 

wealth (equilibrium or convergence approach) (Bradshaw and Vartapetov 2003).  

Advocates of divergence theories assert state intervention is necessary to alleviate 

inequality.  In contrast, proponents of convergence argue for a neoliberal solution, stating 
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that regional inequality is the result of ‘wrong’ state policies and would be eventually 

corrected by unrestrained market forces.  (Bradshaw and Vartapetov 2003). However, 

these two approaches might operate simultaneously with inequalities resulting from both 

(Bradshaw and Vartapetov 2003; Lin et al. 2004).   

 

Despite the lack of agreement as to the causal factors of spatial inequality, these 

studies tend to have broader applicability than those that emphasize effective national 

territory as they look at the situation across the country as a whole and not just those areas 

producing the greatest amount of goods or services. These studies also focus on the 

manner in which inequalities influence the lives of individuals, from social and economic 

structure, contribution to Gross Domestic Product (GDP), level of consumption, and 

welfare. Giannias et al. (2000) derived a methodology for inter-regional analysis, Lin et al. 

(2004) investigated the role of urban-rural inequalities, Wei and Ye (2004) explored 

changing patterns of regional development, and Lall and Chakravorty (2005) examined 

spatial inequalities relative to industry location.  Many of these studies rely heavily upon 

econometric analyses to provide a mathematical model to understand inequality (see, for 

example, Giannias et al. 2000; Quadrado et al. 2001; Zhang and Zhang 2003; Lin et al. 

2004; Wei and Ye 2004; Shorrocks and Wan 2005). As a result, these studies reduce 

inequality to a predictable equation that predominantly examines a given variable without 

considering that multiple processes can affect inequality.  More recently, though, there is a 

movement toward incorporating multiple underlying factors that cause inequalities, such 

as the economy, geography, policy, and market orientation (Shorrocks and Wan 2005). 
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These studies of spatial inequality help us to identify those areas that should be 

addressed by government policy or some other form of intervention in order to achieve 

greater spatial equality. This latter concept is rooted in the idea of fairness and justice and 

that: 

Geographical differences and inequalities are in some sense inequitable, 
unfair and unjust, and…policies and programmes [sic] should be judged on 
the extent to which they serve to eliminate or at least reduce (rather than 
increase or create) such inequities (Hay 1995, 500). 

 

The central concern of spatial equality is that individuals should not be systematically 

excluded from being able to participate in everyday life, that they should have access to 

similar opportunities regardless of where they might live (Martin 2008) and, as such, are 

closely related to the goals of territorial cohesion. These studies often equate equality with 

equity, providing equal access to all regardless of need (Talen 2010). Justice and fairness 

are key elements—the government has a clear responsibility to ensure that all its citizens 

can participate. Interestingly, this charge to provide full and equal access to what a 

country can provide was part of the Marxist-Leninist planning process within the former 

Soviet Union and not part of policy from the ‘free’ western countries. On paper, at least, 

the USSR aimed to eliminate social, political, and economic deficits across its territory 

and replace them with spatial justice (Fuchs and Demko 1979). The reality was far 

different, though, as goods were concentrated in and around Moscow while the outlying 

oblasts (who often provided those goods) did not receive an equitable share if they 

received anything at all.   
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Cohesion policies help to promote social equality and equity by promoting balanced 

growth and polycentric development. Camagni (2001) identified several key areas in 

which territorial cohesion can promote this growth. Territorial cohesion can: 

• use available and unused/underused resources to develop regional potential to the 
greatest possible extent; 

• prevent the need for large-scale government and social services intervention in 
cases of localized crises; 

• limit internal migrations and thus prevent overcrowding and housing shortages in 
core area, while widening the rural/urban gap 

• prevent inflation from rising in core areas and spreading throughout entire 
countries 

The precise mechanism by which territorial cohesion can achieve these goals is unclear, 

though. The lack of definition and the largely amorphous nature of what is meant by 

territorial cohesion provide multiple ways and means by which territorial cohesion can be 

achieved. Each of these paths to cohesion can vary depending upon the definition used.  

 

Camagni (2007) suggests viewing territorial cohesion as a set of three inter-related 

elements: territorial quality, territorial efficiency, and territorial identity.  This approach 

helps us to see the inter-related nature of social, economic, and demographic cohesion. 

Territorial quality examines living and working conditions, and allows for a comparison 

between countries and regions. Territorial efficiency refers to the competitiveness of local 

areas, accessibility, and resource-efficiency.  Both of these ideas are closely related to the 

ideas of effective national territory and spatial inequalities discussed earlier. Territorial 

identity, though, introduces a new element—that of national identity. Classical 

geopolitical approaches tend to overlook this element and thus detailed discussions of 



	   18	  

identity are excluded from most earlier geopolitical discussions. Territorial identity is also 

perhaps the most difficult area to define and assess, as it involves the presence of ‘social 

capital’ and the development of a shared identity. However, territorial identity is at the 

core of this approach to territorial cohesion, as identity incorporates local culture, social 

capital, and landscape. These identities are intimately related with place, but can be easily 

altered or destroyed through “decline and desertification, peripheralization and lack of 

accessibility, destruction of the natural heritage, [and] trivialization of territorial landscape 

through sprawling settlements” (Camagni 2007, 8).  To understand this element of 

territorial cohesion further, and to understand the processes that contribute toward the 

formation of the nation,  we next turn to the works of key scholars on this subject. 

	  

Identity	  and	  Nationhood	  
	  

National identity is without a doubt a fundamental underpinning of territorial 

cohesion.  For the nation-state, it is this identity that ties a country together, that brings 

the citizens together into a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. The nation is an 

‘imagined community’ which has a deep, horizontal relationship among individuals who 

might never meet yet nevertheless share a common tie (Anderson 1991).  It is a group of 

people united by a common bond and sense of shared future (Herb 1999), and for 

territorial identity to exist, it is a group of people brought together by a broadly inclusive 

civic identity (Bradshaw and Prendergrast 2005). The state can exist without the nation, 

but as O’Lear and Whiting (2008) point out, national identity can provide political leaders 

the necessary leeway, if not the legitimacy, to make unpopular decisions more palatable. 

Territorial identity also helps to bridge the gap between the nation and the state, bringing 
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together the imagined past and future (the nation) with the bounded present (the state) 

(O’Lear and Whiting 2008).  

   

Although nations can be civic or ethnic, civic nationhood is crucial to territorial 

identity. Ethnic nations are by definition exclusive and exclusionary, seeking to unite all 

members of a particular ethnicity into a contiguous territory (Herb 1999): ethnicity is a 

biological function that is fixed and immutable.  It is not possible to join an ethnicity: one 

must be born into the group in order to have membership. In contrast to ethnic nations, 

civic nations are by definition more broadly inclusive of all groups.  Civic nations are 

congruous with the territory of the state rather than with the geographical location of a 

particular ethnicity.  While there can be an ethnic element to the nation, it does not 

prevent others from becoming part of the imagined community (Tolz 1998).  Although 

ethnic and civic nations are idealized types that seldom occur in their pure form (Tolz 

1998), for the purposes of this project I treat them as separate elements. 

 

The literature on national identity largely agrees that nationhood is a creation that 

develops and changes over time. How this nation emerges is more contested, however. 

Scholars argue that the nation and national identity have origins in internationalism, 

modernization theory, or print capitalism, among others.  Regardless of origin, though, 

these definitions accept that identity is rooted in economic, social, and political processes. 

However, there is disagreement on the processes by which nations are created and what 

defines the nation.  
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One of the earlier definitions of the nation and nationality can, surprisingly 

enough, be found in the works of Josef Stalin. He wrote that: 

A nation is a historically constituted, stable community of people, formed 
on the basis of a common language, territory, economic life, and 
psychological make-up manifested in a common culture.  
 

To Stalin, the nation and nationalism were rooted in capitalism and were necessary stages 

in the evolution of Social-Democracy. He argued that the nation emerged when the 

bourgeoisie first sought to find a home market for its goods. In multi-ethnic eastern 

Europe, the bourgeoisie of the dominant group used protectionist and often repressive 

tactics to restrict movement, repress the use of language other than the dominant one, 

close schools, restrict religion, and otherwise seek to limit the ability of their competitors 

to trade freely. In reaction, the repressed bourgeoisie appealed to the ‘native folk’ and the 

‘fatherland’ to rally the nationalist cause. As Stalin wrote: 

[Only] the nation itself has the right to determine its destiny, that no one 
has the right forcibly to interfere in the life of the nation, to destroy its 
schools and other institutions, to violate its habits and customs, to repress 
its language, or curtail its rights. 

 

At the same time, this call to nationalism benefits the bourgeoisie by drawing attention 

away from the “class interests of the proletariat and for the intellectual enslavement of the 

workers” (Stalin 1954). Only when the workers join together in a multi-ethnic state in 

which the members of the proletariat form an international army is it possible to move 

beyond the false consciousness of the nation to the next, and ultimate, stage of 

internationalism (Breuilly 2009). 
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As with Stalin, Ernest Gellner viewed the nation as part of a process that had an 

economic basis. However, Gellner’s nation is not associated with the emergence of 

capitalism. Instead, it is part of modernization, industrialization, and human development. 

More significantly, Gellner’s work on this topic marks the beginning of modern studies of 

the nation and nationalism and remains some of the most significant research on this topic 

(Conversi 2007; McCrone 1998).  

 

According to Gellner (1990), human development progresses through distinct 

stages: agrarian, hunter-gatherer, and industrial. Nationalism and its offshoot, the nation, 

spring from this last stage of human development and form a triadic relationship with 

industrialization and homogeneity: industrialization calls for mass education which in turn 

creates a more homogenous population that then leads to the rise of nationalism (Gellner 

2009). The modern industrial state is a crucial part in the development of nationalism, as 

only the state is capable of implementing the compulsory education necessary to 

transform ‘folk’ cultures into a more homogenous ‘high’ culture through the creation of a 

standardized written language and manufacturing common histories and traditions 

(Gellner 2009). As Breuilly writes:  

Literacy is vital, both to discharge specific roles and for context-free 
communication. Mass literacy must be in a standardized, written vernacular 
and can only be provided by mass education which only the state is capable 
of underwriting (25).  

 

Nationalism in turn helps support the modern industrial state, as it is this force that 

gives the state legitimacy. According to Gellner, when political leaders are of a different 

group from the majority of the ruled, it is an “intolerable breach of political propriety” 
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(Gellner 2009, 1). However, Gellner’s definition of nationalism is closely aligned to 

ethnicity: political lines should not cut across ethnic ones either internally or externally. In 

many regards, this definition of nationalism falls into (or perhaps originates) Agnew’s 

(1994) territorial trap, in which the state is seen as a container of a homogenous society. 

This emphasis on homogeneity can obscure the nuances and variances within the state and 

lead to broad generalizations. Despite his stated focus on the ethnic nation, though, 

Gellner’s (2009, 7) working definition of the nation can be read to include civic 

nationhood: 

1. Two men are of the same nation if and only if they share the same culture, where 
culture in turn means a system of ideas and signs and associations and ways of 
behaving and communicating. 

2. Two men are of the same nation if and only if they recognize each other as 
belonging to the same nations. In other words, nations maketh man; nations are the 
artefacts [sic] of men’s convictions and loyalties and solidarities. A mere category 
of persons (say, occupants of a given territory, or speakers of a given language, for 
example) becomes a nation if and when the members of the category firmly 
recognize certain mutual rights and duties to each other in virtue of their shared 
membership in it. It is their recognition of each other as fellows of this kind which 
turns them into a nation, and not the other shared attributes, whatever they might 
be, which separate that category from non-members. 

According to these definitions, it is the construct of the nation that is important.  The 

shared usage of a written vernacular and a common (created) history and mythology are 

what bring people together into the nation. While Gellner’s underlying assumption was of 

ethnic bonds between members of the same nation, his same definitions can also apply to 

a nation in which members trace their belonging to the greater whole to a civic 

understanding of the state.  
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The idea that the constructed nation emerged at a particular time in human 

development continues into the work of Benedict Anderson, who famously described the 

nation as an “imagined political community—and imagined as both inherently limited and 

sovereign.” (Anderson 1991, 6). Anderson’s nation originates in what he terms print 

capitalism. Just as Gellner emphasized the role of mass education in producing 

nationalism, Anderson argued that the expansion of the printed word helped to spread 

language, national consciousness, and ideologies across previously unconnected areas and 

landmasses (Anderson 1991, 37). The interaction between capitalism, a new technology 

for communication (print), and the “fatality of human linguistic diversity”  (Anderson 

1991, 43) made possible the emergence of these amorphous connections between 

members of a nation. Literacy is fundamental to this development: without the ability to 

read a common written vernacular, it would be impossible to share this common 

understanding of the nation and its symbols across a given territory. 

 

Anderson moved beyond providing a description of how the nation emerges, 

however, and extends his definition to that which is not part of the nation.   “Or l’essence 

d’une nation est que tous les individus aient beaucoup de choses en commun, et aussi que 

tous aient oublié bien des choses” (“Now, the essence of the nation is that all the members 

have many things in common, and also have forgotten many things”) (Renen in Anderson 

1991, 6). The nation is a creation in which its members may chose which aspects must be 

put behind them in order to progress. That which members choose to forget is as 

important to the creation of a new identity, allowing members to decide selectively those 

elements that best represent the new nation. This forgetfulness can be a formidable force 
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to unite the citizenry: one need look no further than the Turkish refusal to recognize the 

Armenian genocide as part of their national past to realize the powerful nature of national 

amnesia.  

 

Although each of these ideas of the nation derives from a different approach, they 

all arrive at a common conclusion and identify those areas that should be studied when 

examining identity: national identity is the result of economic, social, and political 

processes that promote a common language, national symbols, and a shared history.  Most 

importantly, though, there is also general agreement that the educational system plays a 

foundational role in the formation of the nation. Not only does this system help to create a 

more homogenous society through sharing ideas and symbols across a literate population, 

but it also assists in the creation of the imagined society in which people feel connected to 

one another through shared experiences. In fact, Stalin used the educational system in the 

USSR as a means to promote and promulgate Soviet identity. He ordered that religious 

symbols be removed from ‘red corners’ in schools and be replaced with Soviet 

iconography and literature, instructed that alphabets be changed from Latin to Cyrillic, 

and enforced mandatory education for all citizens. The educational system thus became a 

tool to create and to mandate allegiance to the Soviet nation.  

 

Territorial	  Identity	  and	  Cohesion	   	  
	  

While it is important to understand how nations come into being, it is just as 

important to understand for whom this nation is intended. A truly inclusive civic nation 
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should be representative of the population as a whole, not excluding individuals or groups 

based upon ethnicity, gender, education, physical or mental disability, or any other factor. 

It should also not be assumed that the nation and the state are coterminous, but can (and 

do) exist independent of the other. From this perspective, then, social cohesion is a crucial 

element in territorial cohesion that brings together ideas of identity and the state by 

providing a path to promote a relationship between the people and the state.  According to 

the Council of Europe (2010), social cohesion provides: 

[T]he capacity of a society to ensure the well-being of all its members—
minimizing disparities and avoiding marginalization—to manage 
differences and divisions and ensure the means of achieving welfare for all 
members. 

The state should thus take into account the needs of all of its citizens, not just a select few. 

It should have broad-reaching abilities to provide more than just governance: it should be 

able to improve quality of life for those living on the peripheral edges of society. The role 

of the state expands throughout society, yet balances the needs of the population with 

respect for democratic freedoms, human rights, and rule of law (Council of Europe 2010).  

 

Social cohesion also serves to improve territorial identity, as it can help prevent 

the weakening of ties associated with societal fragmentation as some groups progress 

while others become increasingly marginalized (Sen 1975, Council of Europe 2001). This 

fragmentation is the greatest challenge to social cohesion and territorial identity, 

contributing toward an increase in inequality and a growing number of individuals who 

lack full access to the rights and privileges of citizenship.  
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While there is general recognition of the importance of social cohesion, though, it is 

less clear what this idea encompasses. According to the Council of Europe (2010), social 

cohesion entails: 

• Reinvesting in social rights and a cohesive society; 
• Building a Europe of responsibilities at are both shared and social; 
• Strengthening representation and democratic decision machining and expanding 

social dialogue and civic engagements; and 
• Building a secure future for all. 

 
Although these goals are clearly important to social cohesion (and thus territorial identity) 

as they seek to include all members of society, there are no concrete steps provided by 

which a more cohesive citizenry might be attained. This situation is not unusual, though: 

defining social cohesion is relatively easy when compared with the need to define what it 

entails. In fact, the most recent report on social cohesion by the Council of Europe, 

published in August 2011, focuses instead on social responsibility rather than social 

cohesion and does not provide any metrics by which social cohesion might be measured 

or attained (perhaps reflecting the political and economic realities of the period, given the 

economic bailouts needed in Greece and other areas of the European Union).  

 

Territorial	  Cohesion	  outside	  of	  the	  European	  Union	  
	  

While the majority of literature addressing issues of territorial cohesion focuses on 

the situation in the European Union, ideas of cohesion are beginning to appear in studies 

of other regions. Such studies are appropriate in geographic analyses, as territorial 

cohesion is inherently spatial. According to the EU, polycentric territorial cohesion is a 

multi-scalar process that requires sectoral policies from the local level to the European 

level, and vertical coordination between levels of governance. One of the most in-depth 
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discussions of cohesion appears in a recent examination of the changing situation in 

Russia’s regions (Bradshaw and Prendergrast 2005).  This article provides a useful 

example of a method by which we might understand the spatial variation in economic, 

political and demographic transitions across a country. The economic aspect entails each 

region’s scale of contribution to the national economy and respective economic 

specialization and resource dependence; regionalism and ethnic considerations are seen as 

part of the political dimension; and demographics encompass population growth and 

decline (Bradshaw and Prendergrast 2005).  This example of applying a territorial 

cohesion perspective helps us to understand how variation and spatial inequality within 

different regions of the same country occur. 

 

A territorial cohesion approach considers economic, political, and demographic 

relationships that exist between local, regional, and national levels.  The ultimate goal of 

cohesion is to create “a more egalitarian and just society capable of creating opportunities 

for all…citizens, no matter where they live” (Leonardi 2005, 8).  States or areas that are 

more cohesive territoriality are more likely to have centripetal forces that pull the state 

together. After all, the elements of territorial cohesion incorporate those recognized by 

Hartshorne when he defined centripetal forces and the state, particularly the need to 

minimize economic and cultural differences, and the establishment of a raison d’être and 

unique identity  (Hartshorne 1960). Unbalanced economic, political, or demographic 

development polarizes a country and disproportionately benefits certain individuals or 

groups at the expense of others and can lead to instability.  
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Building upon my earlier research examining territorial cohesion in Kazakhstan 

and Kyrgyzstan, I turn to questions of effective national territory, centripetal and 

centrifugal forces, territorial cohesion, and transition in Kazakhstan, asking how changes 

during political transitions affect patterns of territorial cohesion and overall state stability.  

It was clear that there were significant changes that occurred within and across the country 

between the time when I began fieldwork in August 2007 and ended this research in 

October 2008. The country was experiencing growing pains, trying to keep pace with 

more developed western states while fully one half of the country still lived in 

underdeveloped rural areas.  It was even clearer that there had been significantly more 

change between October 2008 and when I returned to Kazakhstan for a brief research trip 

in May 2009.  Infrastructure projects were underway across much of the country, yet 

people were concerned with the global economic situation and how it affected their 

everyday lives, and the government no longer controlled the currency rate, which 

devalued the tenge. Even with all of these challenges, though, the situation in Kazakhstan 

remained remarkably stable, with none of the underlying tensions apparent in other areas 

of Central Asia. There have been none of the ethnic conflicts or violent government 

repression of the opposition (although the Kazakh government has repressed dissent and 

eliminated challenges from opposition parties). What factors, then, contribute toward the 

overall stability within Kazakhstan?  And how can the considerable changes within the 

country be explained in the context of territorial cohesion and what do these changes 

indicate for the future direction of the country and its stability? This case study can serve 

as an approach to understanding the dynamic nature of cohesion within a state. The end 
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goal is to use a territorial cohesion perspective, examining economic, demographic, and 

social change, to interpret implications of their changing patterns in order to show the 

manner in which stability (or instability) is achieved. These implications can help us better 

understand the factors that promote or impede overall territorial cohesion and state 

stability in locations other than Kazakhstan.  
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Chapter	  2:	  Methodology	  
	  

	  

The genesis of this project was long before I even knew where Kazakhstan was on 

the map, and long before Kazakhstan existed as an independent country. It began in the 

1970s when, as a child, I first became aware of the Soviet Union and the threat that we 

believed it posed to the United States at that time. For much of the 1970s and 80s, I lived 

in West Germany with my family. My father was a Czech and Slovak linguist and radio 

operator in the US Army. We had no idea of what he did each day, but we did know that 

his job was to listen to radio transmissions by the Soviets and other eastern European 

countries. The USSR was a mysterious and monolithic entity, the bogeyman of childhood 

nightmares, and its continued existence was a given. It was impossible to believe that the 

Evil Empire would implode as it did, just as it was unfathomable that the Berlin Wall 

could ever be destroyed. 

  

When the Soviet Union did collapse, I was about to begin university studies 

focused on Sovietology. I was soon convinced, though, that there was no future in this 

field and moved onto other areas of interest. It would be more than a decade before I 

returned to this area, in part due to a random term paper assignment and in part due to a 

close friend adopting two children from Kazakhstan. I soon found that I could not learn 

enough about Central Asia—the tremendous variation across the space, the Turkic history 

(irresistible for an Army brat born in Ankara), the culture, and the Soviet legacy. The 

more I learned about the differences within the former Soviet space, and learned of new 
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ways to conceptualize the differences between and across countries, the more I wanted to 

see these areas for myself and to try to understand how and why these variations occurred 

and what they meant. Could these ‘new’ countries be as monolithic and fixed in time and 

space as we once viewed the USSR? Or were there factors that could pull these newly 

formed states apart and cause a secondary collapse and formation of even newer states? 

 

This desire to know more about the former Soviet Union, about Kazakhstan and 

the rest of Central Asia, is what underlies this research project. There were many 

difficulties and challenges along the way, but there were also many moments when I 

stopped to look around and thought to myself that “[t]his was the Soviet Union?”  as I 

looked upon the Mausoleum of Khawaja Ahmed Yasawi in Turkestan, the petroglyphs in 

Tamgaly-Tas, or waded into the Caspian Sea. That same question also ran through my 

mind, though, as I walked through the former KarLAG prison camp in Karaganda, drove 

by a massive open nuclear waste site in Aktau, and met with students and teachers in 

Semey—where radiation levels are still so high that the Peace Corps does not send 

volunteers to the city.  The one constant uniting all of these moments, though, was 

recognizing the vastness and tremendous variation within Kazakhstan and trying to 

understand how they all came together in a unified (or disunified) whole. 

 

This research was more than an opportunity to explore fluctuations in territorial 

cohesion, though. It was also an opportunity to explore and question ideas that were once 

etched in stone during those years in West Germany. It was an opportunity to question 
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why we were once so terrified of the specter of nuclear war, and an opportunity to hear of 

how Soviet citizens once viewed us as the bogeyman. The culmination of this experience 

came on an August night in Shymkent, drinking Ashkabadskii cognac with a very dear 

Uzbek friend and another research companion who was about to return home. After a few 

too many toasts, Bahodir began to tell of his days in the Soviet military when he was 

stationed in Czechoslovakia. His job was to intercept and listen to messages from the 

American units stationed in southern Germany. As we talked, we realized that he was 

doing the same job as my father—who would have been listening to the Soviet troops 

stationed in Czechoslovakia. Twenty-five years ago we would have considered each other 

the enemy. Now, we drank Turkmen cognac in Kazakhstan and toasted our enduring 

friendship. 

Background	  on	  Territorial	  Cohesion	  in	  Kazakhstan	  
	  

It is clearly impossible to achieve total polycentric development throughout a 

region or territory, and complete territorial cohesion exists only in idealized form. No 

place can be completely homogenous. Kazakhstan, with its large size and deposits of 

extractive resources, presents an intriguing opportunity to examine how territorial 

cohesion varies according to region and contributes toward overall stability. Preliminary 

research into territorial cohesion in Kazakhstan, undertaken for my Master’s thesis (Burke 

2006), used ideas of economic, political, and demographic cohesion. These terms 

somewhat approximate the elements used in the current study: territorial quality, 

efficiency, and identity.  The results of this earlier research suggest that there is limited 

economic and demographic cohesion at the state level, while political cohesion is nearly 

non-existent due to President Nursultan Nazarbaev’s consolidation of power.   
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Much of Nazarbaev’s ability to maintain control in Kazakhstan is directly 

attributable to the country’s large reserves of extractive resources.  When the Soviet 

Union collapsed in 1991, the economy in Kazakhstan was largely dependent upon the 

export of extractive resources, mostly concentrated in the northern regions of what had 

been the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR). The government of Kazakhstan 

continues to rely upon the export of extractive resources as the mainstay of the economy.  

However, what can be considered the ‘highly effective territory’, or that region where the 

per capita Gross Regional Product (GRP) was greater than 125% of the national average, 

shifted westward from the coal- and metallurgy-dominated northern and eastern oblasts to 

the oil-producing areas bordering the Caspian Sea. The original core area of the economy 

now comprises the ‘effective territory’, with a per capita GRP between 75% and 125% of 

the national average.  The more agricultural, southern tier oblasts and the two northern 

oblasts of North Kazakhstan and Akmola dominate the ‘ineffective territory’ with per 

capita GRP less than 75% of the national average. Agriculture remains the primary source 

of employment within the ineffective territory and much of that territory is relatively 

unconnected to the country’s overall infrastructure. Per capita GRP and average wages 

remain the lowest in the country, although the two northern oblasts are still better off than 

the remainder of oblasts within this group. These oblasts are more urbanized, with greater 

access to schools, hospitals, and other social services than their southern counterparts. In 

short, the overall pattern of territorial cohesion that can be seen in Kazakhstan is the 

dramatic increase in the importance of the western oil producing regions and decreased 
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economic salience of the remaining regions of the country in part due to their inability to 

contribute as much toward the overall economy.   

 

Revenues from the oil industry and international investment have contributed 

toward increased polycentric development and the expansion of infrastructure in 

Kazakhstan. While urban areas in the effective territory are declining in population, 

population in the oil producing regions of the highly effective territory is expanding. That 

region had been relatively underdeveloped under Soviet administration, necessitating the 

post-Soviet construction of transit routes, housing, schools, and hospitals to meet the 

requirements of the oil industry’s skilled workers and better integrate the area into the 

country’s overall infrastructure.  It appears that the petroleum industry has thus played a 

positive role in the improvement of territorial cohesion in Kazakhstan.  

 

Although the Kazakh government is expanding the network of infrastructure, there 

still remain regions within Kazakhstan that are not well integrated with the rest of the 

country and which lack similar economic advantages. President Nazarbaev used revenues 

from the National Oil Fund to provide more social service benefits in order to alleviate 

inequalities at the state and oblast level.  Government expenditures on education, health 

care, and social security have increased on a per capita basis in all oblasts.  The regions 

that produced the most wealth for the national economy received the greatest per capita 

benefits, suggesting that at least some of the oil revenues remained local.  However, 

oblasts that produced the least have also seen increased expenditures.   
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Through such distribution efforts, Kazakhstan became more cohesive 

economically and demographically through expanded infrastructure, social services, and 

declining numbers of its largest ethnic minority group, the Russians. Increased economic 

and demographic cohesion ultimately meant that government officials did not have to pay 

real attention to developing political cohesion. As long as economic and living conditions 

for most of the population continued to improve, there was little threat of the type of 

political instability seen in neighboring Kyrgyzstan (for more on the factors leading to this 

instability, see Burke 2006).  

 

Attempts to promote a common civic Eurasian identity to unite all elements of 

society have been cursory at best. The Assembly of Peoples (intended to provide 

representation for all citizens of Kazakhstan) rarely meets, and ethnic Russians have cited 

increased discrimination as a factor in decisions to emigrate (Kaiser and Chinn 1995).  

Rather than promoting a common civic identity at all levels, the government instead acted 

to suppress any grass-roots or opposition movements that might provide any perceptions 

of the state other than the official view. The continued stability in Kazakhstan suggests 

that political cohesion at the state level might not be as necessary under authoritarian 

leadership as long as the economic needs of the majority of the population are being met.  

 

The situation in Kazakhstan continues to evolve. The formation of the National Oil 

Fund allowed the government to accumulate significant revenues, and preliminary 
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research suggests that officials have used at least a portion of these revenues to implement 

projects to improve the situation in many parts of the country. Furthermore, government 

officials launched an ambitious project to assume the prestigious chairmanship of the 

Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), a goal that was reached in 

2010. In order to achieve this goal, government officials worked to present a modern and 

developed country to the rest of the world. This project seeks to examine how territorial 

cohesion in Kazakhstan changed from the implementation of the Oil Fund through the end 

of 2008, and provide insight into the direction the country will take in the near future. 

 

Rather than remaining with the categorizations of economic, political, and 

demographic cohesion used in my earlier work, this study moves to ideas of territorial 

quality, efficiency, and identity. Each of these new elements approximates the 

corresponding earlier dimension: economic cohesion incorporates territorial quality and 

efficiency, while political and demographic cohesion are proxies for territorial identity. 

The inter-related aspects of this new approach allow for elements to be considered 

together that the earlier approach maintained were distinct. Additionally, this approach 

allows for a comparison of elements of both the EU’s vision for Europe in 2020 with 

Kazakhstan’s plan for development by 2030 (Table 2.1) 
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Table	  2.1:	  Territorial	  Cohesion	  in	  2020	  and	  the	  Kazakhstan	  2030	  Strategy	  
 EU Kazakhstan 2030 

Territorial Quality   

 Quality of life and working conditions; 
access to services of general interest 

Build and consolidate a government 
with long term political stability 

 Conservation of natural 
resources/conservation of water 
resources 

Narrow gap between wealthy and 
poor  

 Sustainable transport; share of public 
transport and reduction of congestion 
on the network 

Economic growth based on an open 
market economy with high level of 
foreign investments and internal 
savings 

 Reduction of environmental risks Improve transport and 
communication infrastructure 

 Efficient and polycentric urban system Combat narcotics; reduce alcohol 
consumption 

 Compact city form; reduction of sprawl Improve health of women and 
children 

 Accessibility of infrastructure Improve health, education and well-
being of all citizens 

  Long term partnerships with overseas 
oil companies to attract investment, 
technology, and improve country’s 
standing as supplier of fuels 

  Improve domestic energy 
infrastructure, and linkages to foreign 
systems for export 

	   	  



	   38	  

Territorial Efficiency   

 Resource efficiency; 
competitiveness; attractiveness 

Strong state and maintain friendly 
relations with neighbors 

 Inter-regional integration Strengthen relations with major industrial 
democratic states such as US 

 Strengthening of gateway cities Use assistance and organizations such as 
the UN, IMF, World Bank, Asian, 
European, and Islamic Banks of 
Development 

 Quality of transport services Develop rich national resources 

 Financial costs and benefits of 
policies 

Combat corruption 

 Economic performance Decentralize ministries 

 Accessibility to telecommunication 
services and knowledge 

Develop professional state 

 Employment performance  

 Social capital; shared visions  

 Conservation and creative 
management of cultural resources 

 

Territorial Identity   

 Complementarily of knowledge 
and know-how 

Ensure eventual elimination for causes 
for ethnic differences and mind that all 
ethnic groups have equal rights 

 Cooperation between cities and 
countryside 

Strong sense of patriotism and love of 
country 

 Reduction of poverty and exclusion Strengthen mutual respect, tolerance, and 
confidence between people 

 Multi-ethnic solidarity and 
integration 

Settle social problems that arise in the 
course of transition and subsequent 
periods 

 Integrated and balanced territorial 
system 

Guarantee developing uniform civic 
motivation based upon quality of 
opportunities for all citizens 

 Conservation and creative 
management of natural landscape 

 

 Quality of services  

From Camagni 2007 and Government of Kazakhstan 
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Research	  Design	  
	  

The design of any research project is largely determined by the research questions.  

Territorial cohesion is a broad topic, encompassing economic, political, and demographic 

issues. It thus requires a multi-faceted approach that includes both qualitative and 

quantitative methodologies. Qualitative methodologies are nomothetic by nature and are 

best adapted to those questions that seek to uncover an underlying truth or rule that can be 

broadly generalized to a greater population. Quantitative approaches, in contrast, 

emphasize the multiple truths of individual experiences and social processes (Winchester 

2005). I utilize a combination of these methods in this project, in order to triangulate 

between data from official government statistics, surveys, and observations that I made 

during 14 months of fieldwork in Kazakhstan. 

 

A mixed-method approach can provide greater in-depth understanding and 

completeness within a study (Arksey and Knight 1999; Denzin 1978). An argument is 

strengthened when results from various methods converge, confirming the existence of a 

particular truth (although not necessarily the only truth). Diverging results likewise add 

depth and breadth to a research project, allowing the researcher to discover processes that 

might otherwise remain hidden from view (Arksey and Knight 1999). There are different 

types of mixed methodologies (such as methodological triangulation, data triangulation, 

investigator triangulation, and theoretical triangulation). Regardless of what type of mixed 

methodology is used, however, this approach allows for the elucidation of a more holistic 
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portrayal of the study target. In cases such as this one, triangulation can help to uncover 

additional truths or stories obscured by a single, straightforward approach (Jick 1979).  

 

There are several advantages to using mixed methodologies. First, using more than 

one method can help to ensure that any variance that appears in study results is due to the 

characteristic being studied rather than the method used (Campbell and Fiske 1959, Jick 

1979). Second, mixed methods allow for weaknesses in existing data and available 

resources. Rather than modifying a study, which might not be feasible in terms of time or 

cost, this methodology can be more flexible and permit the researcher to find alternate 

ways to examine the study area (McKendrick 2010). Third, mixed methods allow the 

researcher to gain the trust of the intended audience (McKendrick 2010). 

 

Despite the greater credence given mixed methods in recent years (see, for 

instance, Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2007; Onwuezbugie and Leech 2005), this 

approach still faces some criticism from those who argue that research should be strictly 

qualitative or quantitative in nature (Leech et al.; Rossman and Wilson 1985). Proponents 

of the what Howe (1988) termed “Incompatibility Thesis” argue that combining 

quantitative and qualitative methodologies does not produce credible results, as these 

results rely upon subjective assessments of “what works” (for instance, Smith 1983a, 

Smith 1983b, Smith and Heshusius 1986).  Additionally, quantitative and qualitative 

aspects of a research project are often treated as separate entities, and their results are not 

integrated (Bryman 2007).  
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Despite these issues, there is greater recognition of the value added obtained by 

using mixed methodologies. In any study the most important element is ensuring the 

research design withstands academic rigor. Cresswell and Clark (2007) proposed four 

elements to study in order to evaluate mixed methods research properly: 1) determining 

whether the study is in fact mixed research; 2) evaluating whether the mixed research was 

undertaken rigorously; 3) identifying the purpose statement, research question, research 

design, and data analyses; and 4) determining whether the authors fully addressed the 

research challenges and how these issues were overcome. These criteria complement 

those put forth by Newman and Benz (1998), in which they argue that any evaluation of 

research using mixed methodology should include an examination of 1) the research 

question or purpose; 2) appropriate research methods to answer the research question; 3) 

the underlying assumptions of the selected research method; 4) the research results; and 5) 

the implications of these research findings.  

 

  This study makes use of between- (or across-) methods of triangulation (Denzin 

1970) in order to examine the same phenomenon from different angles so that I might 

confirm or challenge findings from each approach. Between-methods triangulation is one 

of the most commonly used types of triangulation, in particular as it is a means of cross-

validation. If the results from two or more different research methods are found to be 

congruent, they can provide a more definite representation of the overall research results 

(Jick 1979). However, if these results are not congruent, they can reveal flaws in the 

research design or elucidate areas that would otherwise have remained obscured.  
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Observations made in the field provided substantive qualitative data to compare 

with statistical data and survey results.  Qualitative approaches recognize the importance 

of individual experience and perception, and are useful in understanding the “multiplicity 

of meanings, representations, and practices” (Smith 2001, 24). People reveal information 

about their experience and attitudes through their words and actions, and they also may 

expose information about social structures (Winchester 2005).  My observation took the 

part of what Kearns (2000) termed ‘observer-as-participant’ interactions, in which I 

became immersed in the events and activities in the areas in which I lived. The 

observations I made were the result of an active choice to become involved in particular 

activities and events. The complementary data provided confirmation of the general 

economic and demographic trends, allowing me to create a much more rounded view of 

one particular truth about territorial cohesion in Kazakhstan.  

	  

One of the greatest challenges in conducting research in a foreign country is 

obtaining access to those individuals or groups in which one is interested. Gaining 

participant trust is a key obstacle which must be overcome. Familiarity with the language 

and culture help with this access (Liamputtong 2008): researchers should have a thorough 

understanding of the language and culture in which they are working, to include “social, 

familial, cultural, religious, historical, and political backgrounds” (Jackson and Mead 

Niblo 2003).  Merely being familiar with the language and culture is not necessarily 

enough to gain the level of trust and access required for cross-cultural research, though. 

Mistakes in language can also result in misunderstanding context, even when using an 
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interpreter (Dupeleva 2011). The perception of the researcher as the ‘other’ can remain 

even in instances where the researcher is a diasporic member of the community being 

studied (Thapar-Bjorkert 1999).   

 

Due to difficulties in cross-cultural research, including time and financial restraints 

of this study, I chose to use snowball sampling to delve more deeply into territorial 

cohesion among a segment of Kazakhstan’s population. This approach, in which each 

contact is asked to provide contact information for potential future interviewees, assists in 

overcoming the challenge of continually gaining access and trust of participants, and is 

particularly suited to gaining access to ‘hidden’ populations (see, for instance, Biernacki 

and Waldorf 1981; Faugier and Sargeant 1997).  Snowball sampling enables the 

researcher to delve more deeply into sensitive issue due to the trust relationship that exists 

between the researcher and subject (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981).  One of the issues with 

such a study, though, is that the respondent might want to please the interviewer by 

providing the answer he/she thinks the interviewer wants to hear (Thapar-Bjorkert 1999). 

Additionally, the results snowball sampling do not allow for extrapolating trends to the 

general population. Instead, they are representative of a selected group. Despite these 

potential issues, snowball sampling can be a highly effective method of better 

understanding social knowledge. In a study of territorial cohesion, which encompasses 

ideas of territorial identity, this knowledge is an important element in understanding how 

citizens feel connected to the state (Noy 2008).  
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Any examination of economic and demographic trends requires a quantitative 

approach as well: it is not possible to examine these trends without including statistical 

data. I recognize that these statistics are not without bias and can potentially contain 

errors, but they represent the best available overview of both the population and economic 

situation across Kazakhstan.  These data can indicate general trends, however, and allow a 

comparative view of conditions in different parts of the country with respect to the 

national average. There is still the possibility of error in these results, but it is less likely 

than relying upon the veracity of individual statistics. 

 

I triangulate official statistics with survey results and observations made in the 

field. Surveys have the advantage of being a cost-effective method of obtaining 

information that can uncover social trends and processes (McGuirk and O’Neill 2005). 

The cost of living and traveling in Kazakhstan is relatively high, so these surveys allowed 

me to conduct research in multiple areas across the country rather than only in the areas in 

which I lived. My previous research on Kazakhstan provided the basis for this survey, so 

that I had the requisite familiarity with work on both the research topic and cultural 

elements (McGuirk and O’Neill 2005). I conducted over 250 surveys designed to elicit 

information regarding perceptions of social structures and regional variation related to 

clans and ethnicity, both of which were factors identified as potentially significant based 

upon earlier research (Burke 2006). The survey included both closed questions and open-

ended questions, in order to elucidate general attitudes and perceptions of clans, economic 

conditions, and the educational structure within the country.  I wrote the survey questions 

in English, and then had them translated into Russian by a professional translator in order 



	   45	  

to minimize the likelihood of grammatical errors and cultural misunderstandings 

(McGuirk and O’Neill 2005). I then translated the survey back into English to ensure the 

accuracy of the translation. Surveys are based upon the assumption that words and 

concepts carry the same meaning for all respondents, so it was important to reduce the 

chance that questions could be misinterpreted. Even with these precautions, I later found 

that there were some problems with the survey due to the fact that the translator was 

ethnically Russian and did not have the depth of understanding of Kazakh culture needed 

to address some questions pertaining to clans. A misunderstanding pertaining to 

identifying umbrella clans (rather than sub-clans) resulted in some questions from being 

excluded from the final survey results.  

Research	  Challenges	  
 

Any research project, no matter how well designed prior to implementation, will 

experience problems and challenges along the way. My original plan for fieldwork was to 

spend several months in different locations (Almaty, Astana, Atyrau, and South 

Kazakhstan) in order to conduct interviews with individuals and groups in areas that are 

either producing the greatest amount of wealth for the country, or are dependent upon 

revenues from those regions. I hoped to tease out perceptions of economic change and 

well-being since the collapse of the Soviet Union and, more particularly, since the 

establishment of the National Oil Fund in 2001. I also wanted to explore questions of 

regionalism or regional divides, and perceptions of the role of the region within the 

country as a whole.  
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Soon after my arrival in Kazakhstan, it became apparent that there would need to 

be substantial revisions to my research approach. While I received a Fulbright award to 

conduct my research, the monthly stipend was not sufficient to live in those most 

expensive areas of Kazakhstan. Prices had increased dramatically in those areas with 

significant number of foreign workers, and it was not possible to find affordable housing 

in locations where rents often exceeded $1000 per month. My stay in Almaty was made 

possible only with the assistance of the US Embassy: finding affordable housing without 

the efforts of Asiyat Suliemenova would have been extremely difficult. Illness and the 

presence of anthrax were barriers to a proposed stay in an aul (village) in South 

Kazakhstan Oblast. 

 

The formal nature of Kazakh society posed another research challenge. While 

many people were pleasant and helpful, there was a clear barrier that was not possible to 

pass. In fact, while many Kazakhs emphasize their country’s openness and hospitality, 

regionally the citizens of Kazakhstan are often referred to as zakrito, or closed.  Kazakh 

society is centered on the family, and it is nearly impossible for an ‘outsider’ to enter into 

this realm and conduct interviews without being introduced.  I originally planned to 

overcome this situation by using snowball sampling (Noy 2008). However, it quickly 

became apparent that even this method would not be possible without an initial 

introduction: after four months in Almaty, and attempting to make as many contacts as 

possible, it was apparent that this initial introduction would not be forthcoming. I was 

simply too much of an ‘outsider’. 
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While there were initial challenges in undertaking this research project, I was 

fortunate to have contacts at local universities to assist in the process. Government 

officials had recently announced a plan to bring Kazakhstan’s educational system into 

alignment with the Bologna Process, and educators were very interested in learning about 

US educational systems. I had some training in teaching critical thinking and developing 

teaching methodologies, so there was considerable interest on the part of universities and 

schools to have me conduct both lectures and teaching seminars. It was during one of the 

meetings at a university in Almaty that I met officials from UNESCO Almaty, which led 

to being requested to provide an in-depth analysis of the educational system in 

Kazakhstan. In return for this analysis, officials provided access to internal documents and 

government reports usually not available for public dissemination.  As the success of a 

country’s educational system is indicative of the success of its transition, it soon became 

apparent that this research for UNESCO provided an excellent opportunity to explore 

regional variation in schools and universities throughout the country. 

 

Time constraints imposed by the academic year, as well as the end of my grant, 

allowed only six weeks to conduct research at schools and universities in Kazakhstan. 

During this time, I traveled to Aktobe, Atyrau, Aktau, Shymkent, Astana, Karaganda, 

Pavlodar, Petropavlovsk, Ust Kamenogorsk, and Semey to meet with university 

professors and students, and to conduct survey work.  Travel to multiple areas of 

Kazakhstan to conduct surveys provided an opportunity to explore regional variation in 
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prices and the availability of goods. Where people shop and what is available in those 

locations provides significant insight into social and economic conditions. The variation in 

infrastructure in the different research sites also provided an indicator of available 

economic resources. These data were supplemented with statistical publications made 

available by the central government’s Ministry of Statistics. While these statistics are not 

without problems (for instance, population data do not account for squatters and also 

might include those who simply answer the door during the census as I did in 2008), the 

trends in these data can indicate the general condition over time in Kazakhstan. Additional 

data were collected during a brief return to Kazakhstan in May 2009 for a separate project, 

during which time I traveled to Almaty, Taraz, Aktau, and Shymkent. While this research 

approach was not what I originally envisioned, it does explore the same questions and, in 

many regards, provides an even more complete picture of territorial cohesion. 
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Chapter	  3:	  Territorial	  Efficiency	  and	  Quality	  
	  

The essence of the preceding period consisted in eventual survival of an independent state 
in stormy conditions of the budding transition period. Many prognosticated that we shall 
be a sheer failure, that we shall not cope with unprecedentedly tremendous tasks of 
building a state, that our social and economic transformations will collapse altogether. 
Yet, even today, it is quite clear that we have withstood the first trial with flying colors. 
Here we are - alive and kicking. Notwithstanding all the obstacles we safely emerged from 
the abyss of chaos and disorder. 
     --Nursultan Nazarbaev, Kazakhstan 2030 speech	  
	  

	  

Territorial efficiency and quality can be understood as encompassing the economic 

fabric of a given area or country. Studies of this topic pay heed to the use of energy, land, 

and natural resources, as well as how competitive varying regions are with respect to each 

other and to external areas (Camagni 2007). From a geographic perspective, these aspects 

of territorial cohesion combine both the idea of effective national territory and spatial 

inequality. Effective national territory informs us of those areas of the state that produce 

the most with respect to other areas, and spatial inequality highlights inequities in access 

and opportunities among those areas that do not produce goods and services at the same 

level. As discussed in the previous chapter, combining both of these elements allows a 

broader overview of the country or region as a whole, and allows for the establishment of 

policies to further polycentric development throughout the entire territory. Reduction of 

regional disparities ought to be a goal of the state, as policies and targeted plans can 

improve conditions so that all citizens might have the same benefits and opportunities 

throughout the country (Barca 2009, Camagni 2007, Faludi 2007). In effect, these plans 

and policies should aim to reduce the regional inequalities that Hartshorne (1950, 1960) 

informs us can pull states apart.  
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This chapter turns to the evolving economic situation in Kazakhstan, which 

changed greatly over the past decade. Much of this change can be attributed toward 

policies enunciated by the government of Kazakhstan, which encompass multiple short-

term and long-term development strategies designed to position the country as a world 

economic and political leader. While these strategies are not without problems, 

Kazakhstan remains the only country in Central Asia to have a development plan that is 

widely disseminated to the general public. Undertaking fieldwork several years after these 

policies were implemented, it was clear that major changes were underway within the 

country. However, it was also clear that there were significant growing pains as the 

country sought to become more ‘westernized’ without losing touch with its history and 

culture. Analyzing these changes over time provide a means by which to examine the 

territorial efficiency of the country. There is no one metric to ascertain territorial 

efficiency, but examining changes over time allow for a greater understanding of how the 

situation progressed (or regressed). By providing an analysis of economic trends across 

Kazakhstan, I hope to examine whether the government’s developmental priorities have 

influenced territorial efficiency in Kazakhstan, and whether the country is moving toward 

greater polycentric development.   

Data	  Issues	  
 
 

As with most studies of the former Soviet Union, there are disparities and 

discrepancies in the data that must be addressed. Any examination of economic conditions 
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in this region must recognize that there is significant influence from the informal 

economy. Unregistered businesses abound (one needs to look no further than the thriving 

gypsy cab industry in Almaty), and bribery remains a significant problem.  Official reports 

do not reflect this often-thriving aspect of the economy, resulting in under-reporting of 

actual economic activity.  Official statistics do not recognize that lower than average 

levels of income do not have the same effect in rural versus urban settings.  Where 

citizens work in agriculture, it is possible to survive with lower levels of income, as a less 

money is needed to secure foodstuffs. Care must also be taken in utilizing official data as 

over time the definitions used for classification can change.  When there is a significant 

change in all data within a category for a particular year, there is a distinct possibility that 

officials or statisticians redefined that category.  Even with these difficulties, there is still 

significant value in analyses such as these that attempt to tease out the economic patterns 

across a country. 

Current	  National	  Development	  Priorities	  	  
 
 

Kazakhstan’s national development priorities are key to understanding the rapid 

change seen within the country in the last decade. In 1998, President Nazarbaev 

announced a strategy to transform Kazakhstan into one of the 50 most developed states in 

the world.  This “Kazakhstan 2030” strategy is the basis for the country’s development 

plans, and informs a series of documents regarding different sectors of Kazakhstan’s 

economy and society (see Text Box1.1 for a listing of some of the key documents).  The 

strategy acknowledged the economic, political, and social problems  
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Text Box 3.1 

Development Strategies of the Republic of Kazakhstan 

 

The program of the Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2006-2008 

The program of the Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan on 2007-2009 

About the concept of ecological safety of the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2004-2015 

State program of development and support of small business in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2004-2006 

State program of reforming and development of public health services of the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2005-2010 

State program of development of education in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2005-2010 

About the state program “Cultural Heritage” for 2004-2006 

State program of development of housing construction in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2005-2007 

State program of development of space activities in Republic of Kazakhstan for 2005-200 

State program of support of compatriots living abroad, for 2005-2007 

Strategy of gender equality in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2006-2016 

Strategy for the fight against drug use and the illegal drug industry in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2006-2014 

State program for fighting against corruption for 2006-2010 

State program of social and economic development of the city of Astana for 2006-2010 

Transport strategy of the Republic of Kazakhstan until 2015 

State program of the Republic of Kazakhstan on “Recovery of historical centers of the Silk Road, preservation and successive 
development of a cultural heritage of Turkic-language states, creation of tourism infrastructure” 

Concept of the state youth policy of the Republic of Kazakhstan 

Military doctrine of the Republic of Kazakhstan 

State program of functioning and development of languages of 2001-2010 

State program of development for the city of Almaty for 2003-2010 

State program of development of the Kazakhstan sector of the Caspian Sea 

State program of development of the pharmaceutical and medical industry of the Republic of Kazakhstan 
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facing Kazakhstan at that time and sought to address these issues by utilizing the financial 

resources available to the government. 

	  

Long	  Term	  Development	  

Kazakhstan	  2030	  Strategy	  	  
	  

The Kazakhstan 2030 strategy was developed to address several major problems 

facing the state that had become apparent in the years following independence from the 

Soviet Union.  There had been a substantial decrease in income and living standards, and 

the gap between rich and poor was growing.  Kazakhstan also needed to integrate its 

economy into world markets, the investment climate had to be improved, and issues such 

as increased unemployment, delayed governmental payments, and shortage of capital 

needed to be addressed.  Legislation was also insufficient to protect the investment 

climate, to reduce poverty, to eliminate crime, and to develop social programs.   

Figure	  3.1:	  “Kazakhstan	  2030	  is	  a	  Strategy	  for	  the	  Future”	  Billboard	  in	  Pavlodar	  
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The priority goals of the campaign were designed to address the most pressing 

issues facing the country.  Among other elements, the ongoing strategy calls for 

strengthening national security through the development of relationships with world 

economic leaders and attracting foreign direct investment to the engineering sector.  These 

efforts are of particular importance, as many of the country’s large oil reserves were (and 

remain) difficult to extract since they are under extremely high pressure and located far 

underground.  Additionally, much of the oil has high sulfur content and requires 

specialized processing.  The government of Kazakhstan initially needed outside 

investment and expertise in order to develop the oil industry, which would then enable the 

revenues needed for additional economic and social development.  

 

A second priority goal of the Kazakhstan 2030 campaign is to address the most 

severe rural problems by lessening poverty and unemployment. An early program to 

combat rural poverty met with some success.  The proportion of those living below the 

poverty line decreased by half between 1996 and 2004, although 16% of the population 

still can be categorized as poor. The government also ensures on-time payments of 

pensions, wages, salaries, and social benefits. This new strategy focuses on increased 

economic growth through improving internal political stability and unifying the country, 

which is of particular importance as the country remains demographically divided into the 

predominantly Russian north and mostly Kazakh south.  When government announced the 

Kazakhstan 2030 plan, there was a lingering fear that the ethnically Russian citizens in 

northern areas of the country might try to annex that region to Russia.  This fear has 
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abated, assisted by the movement of the capital city from Almaty to Astana in part as a 

means to exert territorial control over the north.  

 

Now that the initial priority goals of the Kazakhstan 2030 campaign have been 

addressed, the government is now able to focus more attention on long-term priorities. 

These goals include ensuring the country’s national security and preserving its territorial 

integrity, strengthening domestic stability and consolidating the economy, developing an 

open market system that operates through high levels of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 

and internal savings, improving the standard of living for citizens, developing extractive 

resources to achieve stable economic growth, developing the needed infrastructure 

(particularly transport and communication) to strengthen national security, political 

stability, and economic growth, and creating a professional state with an effective cadre of 

civil servants. The current short-term development plans discussed above are designed to 

be in accordance with these goals.  Progress was made toward achieving these goals, but 

continued attention needs to be paid to economic diversification and integration of rural 

areas into the country’s overall infrastructure. 

 

The Kazakhstan 2030 document outlines several long-term agreements and 

development projects that would provide the necessary funding (in the initial stages, at 

least) for the implementation of projects and programs designed to achieve the strategic 

goals. These items include exploration and extraction of resources in the Caspian Sea, gas 

condensate mining, development of transportation and processing at the Karachaganak gas 

condensate field.  While all of these projects are related to the extractive resource 
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industries, a more recent emphasis on sustainable development suggests that the 

government is actively seeking to move beyond an economy based upon a single industry.  

 

Short	  Term	  Development	  

Government	  Action	  Plan	  for	  2007-‐2009	  
The Government Action Plan for 2007-2009 was designed to diversify 

Kazakhstan’s economy and reduce reliance upon the extractive resource industry as over-

reliance upon extractive resources places the country in danger of succumbing to Dutch 

Disease.  This situation results from a continuous oil boom in which excessive reliance 

upon petroleum revenues results in an over-valued currency and decreased 

competitiveness in most other branches of the economy.The government action plan is 

meant to mitigate inflationary pressures resulting from both the inflow of foreign currency 

and the increase in foreign borrowing by the producing and banking sectors. The plan 

recognizes that there is danger of financial instability due to the growth of the country’s 

loan portfolio, and that the concentration of loans in the trade and construction sector can 

lead to overheating of the economy. This recognition would appear to somewhat overdue, 

though, as the country is experiencing the effects of over-extension of credit within the 

banking industry.  

 

This most recent action plan has five main goals designed to diversify the 

economy and to make Kazakhstan’s businesses more competitive in a global environment.  

These goals include the creation of economic projects in areas such as biotechnology, 

logistics, transport, and communications; reduction of bureaucracy; and increase in 

English proficiency.  More importantly, in light of recent economic conditions, the plan 
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calls for a toughened stance on foreign borrowing by Kazakh banks and the imposition of 

limits on borrowing. Additionally, the plan seeks to improve the situation for Kazakhstani 

citizens by enforcing contractual obligations to train local personnel and finance socially 

important infrastructure projects in their respective areas of operation. 

 

Concept	  on	  Transition	  of	  the	  Republic	  of	  Kazakhstan	  to	  Sustainable	  Development	  
The wealth generated by the extractive resource industry allowed the government 

of Kazakhstan to announce plans to fund address sustainable development and improve 

the quality of life for the country’s citizens. The Concept on Transition of the Republic of 

Kazakhstan to Sustainable Development supports increased territorial cohesion as it is 

based on the idea of economic diversification and efficiency, as well as improving the 

both the standard and quality of living within the country. There are several main tasks 

that the government identified as necessary for the successful implementation of this 

program.  The first goal is to increase life expectancy to 68 by 2012, 70 by 2018, and 73 

by 2024, and promoting birth rates of no less than 18-22 per 1000 population.  The goal 

for increased birth rates was achieved, but life expectancy has not yet reached 68. The 

second goal of this project is to increase the environmental sustainability index by up to 

10% by 2012, 15% by 2018 and 25% by 2024.  The final goal is somewhat vague, 

requiring successful implementation of internal and foreign policy.  At the current time, it 

is unclear how the achievement of this goal might be evaluated.  

Program	  Implementation	  
 

All of these government action plans are ambitious in scope with numerous goals 

that must be met within a relatively short period of time. There is often not a plan for how 
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to achieve these goals, however. State and oblast budgets either do not provide required 

funding or it is not made clear who is responsible for providing necessary funds. One 

needs to look no further than the deteriorating conditions in the northeastern city of Semey 

to see that promised government dollars (pledged to assist with deteriorating economic 

and health conditions resulting from Soviet era nuclear testing) have not arrived.  It also is 

not unusual for official policy to dictate change but not provide any information or 

training on how to achieve the desired results. In the education sector, for example, 

(discussed in more detail in Chapter 4) teachers and professors are required to adapt to a 

European-type educational model about which they have little knowledge. Regardless, 

they are still held accountable for failing to meet the stated program goal.  

 

It would seem that many of these government programs are designed to persuade 

investors that Kazakhstan is a modern, developed country with a favorable business 

climate. Government websites are full of references to the strategic plans and many 

provide links to plan documents in Russian, Kazakh, and English. More importantly, the 

widespread publicity campaign serves to persuade citizens of Kazakhstan that the 

government is acting in their best interests. There is little doubt of the success of this 

campaign, particularly among ethnic Kazakhs. As one student from South Kazakhstan 

Oblast stated, “Up to the present time the social and economic situation in Kazakhstan has 

been developing quite well…the strategy and policies of Kazakhstan functions quite 

effectively and gradually it will lead to major positive changes.” This response is typical 

of opinions expressed to me throughout the entire fieldwork process. People repeatedly 
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stated that Kazakhstan is a multi-ethnic country with great economic potential that will be 

a world leader by the year 2030.  

Changes	  in	  Kazakhstan’s	  Economy	  (1991-‐2001)	  
 

Soviet authorities often stated that every element in the periodic table could be 

found in the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR).  While the veracity of this statement 

is debatable, the republic did have a thriving mining and processing sector, with oblast-

level economies often constructed around one or more extractive industries. East 

Kazakhstan produced non-ferrous metals, North Kazakhstan supplied coal and iron ore, 

Central Kazakhstan provided both coal and copper, Aktobe contributed chromium from 

one of the world’s largest deposits, and Karaganda was a center for the production of steel 

and iron. Variation between industrial and agricultural regions of the Kazakh SSR was 

considerable: the two-thirds of the republic that mined and processed extractive resources 

were appreciably more developed than the remainder of the union republic and constituted 

its economic core.  The remaining one-third of the republic, concentrated in the south and 

predominantly agrarian in nature, produced less than one quarter of total of the total 

industrial output (Peck 2004). Location and connectivity to infrastructure were key 

elements in development after the dissolution of the Soviet Union:  regions with the 

‘right’ industries (e.g. oil production) fared better than those with the ‘wrong’ industries 

(e.g. agriculture) (van Selm 1998) just as  regions that experienced greater economic 

success were those already connected to the necessary infrastructure (Dienes 1993, 2004, 

2005).   
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Following Treivish (2005), Kazakhstan’s oblasts can be grouped into one of three 

categories. The highly effective territory is composed of those areas with per capita GRP 

greater than 125% of the national average.  In 2001, these regions were the oil-producing 

oblasts of Kazakhstan, with a higher concentration of employment in construction and 

mining.  The two major cities of Astana and Almaty are included in this territory, due both 

to linkages with the oil industry as well as to the dominant role capital cities play in the 

overall economy.  Oil is produced in both Atyrau and Mangistau, although production 

levels are somewhat lower in Mangistau.   The smaller volume of oil generated there is 

due to difficult geology and partial depletion of fields originally developed during the 

Soviet era.   

 

The effective territory of Kazakhstan is composed of those oblasts with per capita 

GRP between 75% and 125% of the national average (Treivish 2005).  In 2001, the 

oblasts within this category were part of the Soviet mining complex: Aktobe, East 

Kazakhstan, Karaganda, Kostanai, Pavlodar, and West Kazakhstan. However, there was a 

clear shift in overall importance of mining areas between 1995 and 2001.  Oblasts that 

were once part of the highly effective territory were no longer the cornerstone of the 

national economy.  This change was most apparent in Pavlodar and Karaganda, which 

were major centers of coal production and metallurgy. Decreased output, closure of mines, 

and the increasing importance of oil all contributed toward the decline of these two oblasts 

in overall national significance. Pavlodar does have a large oil refinery but it is not 

capable of processing the highly sulfurous Kazakh crude.  Operation of the plant relies 

upon imports of crude oil from West Siberia and currently does not operate at full 



	   61	  

capacity.  These oblasts were not the only areas to lose economic prestige:  East 

Kazakhstan and Kostanai became less important to the national economy and were 

currently perilously close to becoming part of the ineffective territory.  The former lost 

much of its nuclear industry as well as lead and zinc mining and processing; the latter 

experienced significant decline in ferrous metallurgy.  West Kazakhstan and Aktobe, the 

two oblasts that experienced greater positive growth, are connected to extractive 

resources:  West Kazakhstan is connected through the pipeline transit system, and Aktobe 

is connected through its possession of the second largest reserves of chromium in the 

world.  The overall pattern of growth in selected extractive industries and decline in 

remaining sectors indicated an increasing and troublesome skew in the economy. Without 

economic diversification, continued reliance on oil revenues would be disastrous to the 

economy if the price of oil were to drop precipitously (as was the case in 1999) or oil flow 

decreased.  In such a situation, other sectors are not able to absorb the shock after the loss 

of oil windfalls. With a continued oil boom, excessive reliance on petroleum revenues 

could lead to Dutch Disease, with an over-valued currency and decreased competitiveness 

in most other branches of the economy.  

 

From 1991 to 2001, six oblasts fell into the final category. The ineffective territory 

was composed of Akmola, Almaty Oblast, Kyzylorda, North Kazakhstan, South 

Kazakhstan, and Zhambyl.  These oblasts had gross regional production that was less than 

75% of the national average.  Not surprisingly, these areas were mostly agricultural 

regions that were not well integrated into the national infrastructure under the Soviet 

Union.  Most of these oblasts are concentrated in the south, but it is interesting that even 
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within the ineffective territory there was still a clear distinction between northern (more 

Russified) and southern (more Kazakh) oblasts.  The two northern oblasts consistently had 

higher per capita GRP than three of the four southern oblasts (gold production in Zhambyl 

Oblast accounts for the somewhat-improved economic situation in that region).   North 

Kazakhstan was once a highly effective territory but lost a significant share of its industry 

due to the closure of its mines.  The relatively poor economic situation in Akmola, as well 

as in Almaty Oblast, likely resulted from rural-to-urban migration and squatter settlements 

with high levels of unemployment. 

Economic	  Inequality	  
	  

A comparison of the Human Development Index (HDI) and GINI coefficient, 

which measures economic inequality2, reveals a generalized pattern of higher human 

development in areas with greater economic inequality (Figure 3.2). The highly effective 

territory has a skilled labor force that can afford better quality education and health care, 

which can contribute to greater life expectancy.  

 

 Additionally, higher levels of HDI in this territory were no doubt influenced by 

greater per capita Gross Regional Product (GRP). Above-average GINI coefficients in this 

same territory support speculation that the majority of citizens within the region did not 

benefit from the oil industry.  These factors suggest that, despite the dominant role the 

highly effective territory played on a state-level, significant inequalities between those 

who earned higher salaries working in the oil industry and those employed elsewhere 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 The GINI coefficient is a measurement of economic inequality.  A coefficient closer to 0 indicates less 
inequality, while a score closer to 1 indicates greater inequality.  In contrast, the human development index 
compares life expectancy, literacy, and per capita GDP at PPP (purchasing power parity). Higher 
coefficients indicate higher standards of living.  
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existed within the oil producing areas of Mangistau and Atyrau. The ineffective territory 

had the lowest levels of inequality of all the oblasts, in large part due to the agricultural 

basis of the economy.  There is little variation in income for those employed in 

subsistence level farming and less opportunity to find employment outside of this sector.  

It is not surprising that the ineffective territory then had the lowest HDI values.  

  

When GINI coefficients are compared to the percentage of the population with 

incomes below that of the food basket minimum, patterns of income inequality within 

oblasts and across Kazakhstan are even more apparent. In 2001, the oil producing areas of 

Atyrau and Mangistau had the highest economic inequality and the greatest share of 

population with incomes insufficient for purchasing necessary foodstuffs. In a region 

where agricultural production is extremely limited and almost all food must be imported, 

food poverty is a significant problem. Individuals are unable to plant gardens to 

supplement their diets, due to soil degradation, lack of water, and pollution.  The high 

levels of economic inequality combined with the high levels of food poverty support the 

thesis that very few people benefited from the oil wealth in the region during this time 

period. Other areas with higher than average rates of food poverty (South Kazakhstan, 

Zhambyl, and Kyzylorda) had lower levels of overall economic inequality. These are also 

regions in which economies have long been based on agriculture: while individuals might 

not have been able to afford food, they could grow their own crops to help support their 

families.  The areas with the least amount of food poverty were the industrial areas of the 

north and west, and were also the areas that experienced some of the lowest levels of 

economic inequality in the country. In general, these finding agree with what might be   
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Figure	  3.2:	  Comparison	  of	  Human	  Development	  Indices	  and	  GINI	  Coefficients	  for	  
Kazakhstan,	  2001	  

 

 

Source: Burke 2006 

 

 

Comparison of Human Development Indices and GINI Coefficients for Kazakhstan, 2001

Mangistau

Kostanai

Aktobe

Atyrau

Kazakhstan

Akmola

Astana City

West Kazakhstan
Karaganda

East Kazakhstan

Almaty Oblast

Zhambyl

Pavlodar

Almaty City

South Kazakhstan

North Kazakhstan

Kyzylorda

0.8

0.85

0.9

0.95

1

1.05

1.1

1.15

0.6 0.65 0.7 0.75 0.8 0.85 0.9 0.95 1 1.05 1.1

Comparisons of GINI coefficients, Kazakhstan =1

C
om

pa
ris

on
 o

f H
um

an
 D

ev
el

op
m

en
t I

nd
ic

es
, K

az
ak

hs
ta

n 
=1

Highly Effective Territory

Ineffective Territory

GINI	  Coefficient,	  Kazakhstan	  

H
DI
,	  K

az
ak
hs
ta
n	  



	   65	  

 

Figure	  3.3:	  Comparison	  of	  Economic	  Inequality	  and	  Food	  Poverty	  in	  Kazakhstan,	  2001	  

 

Source: Calculated from Ministry of Statistics 2007 
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expected in an economy based upon revenues from extractive resources. The greatest 

amount of wealth is concentrated among a very few number of individuals, while the 

majority of the population in the areas producing the wealth experiences greater economic 

inequality. Agricultural areas have less overall inequality, but people living in those areas 

are generally disconnected from the overall infrastructure and lack opportunities for 

economic advancement. 

 

Economic	  Change	  2002-‐2008	  

The economy of Kazakhstan remains the fastest growing in Central Asia at the 

present time. Driven largely by oil and gas revenues, as well as increases in domestic 

consumption and investment, real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) grew by over 8% per 

annum since at least 2003 (Ministry of Statistics 2007) (Table 3.1). The government 

invested substantial financial resources into the National Oil Fund, with an estimated 

balance of 20 billion USD at the end of 2008 (National Bank of Kazakhstan 2010). 

Growth in GDP slowed to 1.2% in 2008, and declined by 2% in 2009 (World Bank and 

IMF).  These declines result at least partially from the crisis in the world banking system. 

Due to the importance of oil revenues, the government’s decision to slow or halt exports 

of petroleum products through 1 September 2008 contributed toward the slowdown in 

growth of GDP in 2008. This decision was made in order to prevent skyrocketing 

domestic prices in light of increased international demand. Although per capita income 

increased annually, from 6300 USD in 2003 to 10,700 USD in 2007, the consumer price 

index also continued to rise. The 6% increase seen in 2004 rose to a staggering 17% by 

2008 (ADB factsheet).   During autumn 2007, rising bread prices and fear of future 
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shortages led government officials to declare a ban on exporting wheat in order to ensure 

that bread prices remained affordable. Worse than usual flooding in southern agricultural 

regions, combined with a locust infestation, contributed toward lower than usual crop 

yields in 2008. Industry continued to be the main factor driving the economy during this 

time, contributing 32% to GDP in 2008 (Ministry of Statistics 2008). However, all other 

sectors (those not categorized as agriculture, industry, construction, transport, and trade) 

comprised 31% of GDP during that same period, reflecting some economic diversification 

(Table 3.2).  

Table	  3.1:	  Economic	  Indicators	  for	  Kazakhstan,	  2003-‐2012	  
 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

    preliminary projected 

Real GDP 9.3 9.6 9.7 10.6 9.5 9.0 9.0 8.2 8.7 7.5 

Consumer Price 
Index (eop) 6.8 6.7 7.5 8.4 8.5 8.0 7.5 7.0 6.5 6.0 

Revenues and 
grants (percent of 
GDP) 25.4 24.6 28.1 27.9 27.6 27.3 27.3 27.6 27.8 27.8 

Revenues from oil 
(percent of GDP) 6.0 7.0 10.6 10.2 8.6 8.2 8.1 7.8 8.1 7.8 

National Fund 
(including interest) 
end of period stock, 
million of US 
dollars 3663.0 5131.0 8015.0 

14086.
0 

18863.
0 

24266.
0 

30027.
0 

37132.
0 

46009.
0 

56022.
0 

 

Source: International Monetary Fund (IMF) Country Report no. 07/235 July 2007 

Republic of Kazakhstan: 2007 Article IV Consultation—Staff Report; and Public 
Information Notice on the Executive Board Discussion, various pages 
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Table	  3.2	  Kazakhstan,	  Shares	  of	  GDP	  by	  Sector,	  1999-‐2006	  
 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Agriculture, value 
added (% GDP) 

10 9 9 9 8 8 7 6 

Industry, value 
added (% GDP) 

35 40 39 39 38 38 40 42 

Services, etc, 
value added (% 
GDP) 

55 51 52 53 54 55 53 52 

Source: World Bank 2007 

 

There is no doubt that extractive resources drive the economy in Kazakhstan. 

Increased production and rising world oil prices create tremendous wealth for the country. 

The emphasis on development of this sector is not without problems, though, as it can 

prevent growth in other sectors of the economy and result in Dutch Disease. Even though 

there is some economic diversification, largely driven by increased consumer spending 

and demand for goods and services, there is still a very real danger that Kazakhstan will 

develop Dutch Disease. Many of the country’s state-run banks experienced significant 

problems during the recent economic crisis, leading to fears that they might fail. 

Consumer spending also appears to have declined during this time due to fears of a return 

to the difficult post-Soviet years. Official figures were unavailable, but fieldwork I 

conducted during May 2009 indicates that many individuals were very concerned about 

recent economic changes. These concerns were deepened by the relaxation of controls on 

the official exchange rate in February 2009. Within a matter of days, the value of the 
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tenge plummeted from 120 to 150 tenge to the dollar. This devaluation resulted in some 

people effectively losing one-fourth of their income. There is still a very real possibility 

that the condition could worsen unless more is done to diversify the economy, make 

structural reforms, and improve the overall performance of the country’s banks. 

 

Despite fears of economic decline or collapse due to over-reliance on extractive 

resources, industry is the most significant factor in Kazakhstan’s economic success and 

accounts for one-third to one-half of total GDP in every year (Ministry of Statistics 2008). 

Mining and metallurgy continue to be an important element within the industrial sector, 

but oil production and exports account for the majority of revenues. Oil production 

increased from 0.42 million barrels per day in 1994 to 1.54 million barrels per day in 2009 

(Figure 3.4) while world oil prices rose from 12 USD per barrel to 71 USD per barrel 

during that same time period (EIA).  

 

Growth in the oil sector resulted in an increase in construction, from 5.2% to 8.1% 

of GDP between 2000 and 2008 (Ministry of Statistics 2008b).  Construction grew as a 

result of development of new oil fields and new pipelines both of which required 

additional infrastructure as well as housing and other services for employees. Agriculture, 

which accounted for 12.2% of the economy in 1996, fell to only 5.3% of GDP in 2008 

(Burke 2006, Ministry of Statistics 2008b). Aging equipment and new methods of 

management, combined with several seasons of severe weather, contributed toward the 
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total decline of agriculture. Additionally, any increases in the total monetary contribution 

of the agricultural sector are likely masked by more substantial growth in the oil industry. 

Figure	  3.4:	  Oil	  Production	  in	  Kazakhstan	  1994-‐2009	  

 

Source: Energy Information Agency 

Table	  3.3:	  Employment	  and	  Salaries	  by	  Sector	  
 2000 2004 2008 

 
% 

Employed 

Average 
monthly 

wage 
(USD) 

% 
Employed 

Average 
monthly 

wage 
(USD) 

% 
Employed 

Average 
monthly 

wage 
(USD) 

Agriculture 30.6 39.75 33.2 79.85 29.9 261.73 
Construction 5.4 147.7 5.3 257.48 7.0 679.78 
Education 11 59.82 9.3 119.76 9.6 287.12 
Industry 16.2 145.09 12.1 236.43 11.9 623.38 
   
Manufacturing 10.8 124.5 7.2 201.56 7.3 548.95 
   Mining 2.6 225.29 2.6 362.03 2.5 916.11 
Trade 14.6 91.08 14.7 183.97 14.6 494.42 

Source: Calculated from Burke 2006; Ministry of Statistics 2008, various pages 

 

Oil Production in Kazakhstan

0.42 0.41
0.46

0.52 0.53
0.6

0.73

0.84

0.97

1.06

1.25

1.34
1.39

1.44 1.43

1.54

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

M
ill

io
n 

ba
rr

el
s 

pe
r d

ay



	   71	  

 

The importance of the oil and construction industries to the overall economy is 

evident in a comparison of the average salaries in these fields.  While average wages 

increased in all sectors of the economy (Table 2.1), salaries in construction and mining 

saw significant increases.  These jobs were on average the highest paying in the country, 

although only employing about 20% of the labor force in all years. Those who work in 

mining, in particular, have the highest average salaries, while accounting for less than 3% 

of total employment. In contrast, over one third of the labor force worked in agriculture, 

yet average wages in this sector were still half of the national average.  These data suggest 

that a relatively small number of people earn the highest salaries, contributing to overall 

income inequality across the country.    

  

The higher wages paid to those who work in the mining industry lead to the 

desirability of positions in this field, regardless of the potential danger. Mining accidents 

occur all too frequently, often with devastating consequences. In Karaganda Oblast, a 

2008 fire caused by a methane explosion in the Abai mine resulted in the deaths of 30 

miners. Arcelor-Mittel, the company that operates that mine, planned to install methane-

venting equipment following a 2006 explosion in another of its mines. While officials 

state that half of the equipment had been purchased prior to the Abai incident, no such 

safety equipment had been installed. One resident of Karaganda commented that it is less 

expensive to build a memorial to the victims (Figure 3.5) than it is to install the equipment 

that could save lives. She later added that the economic conditions in the oblast were 

incredibly poor, so that there was always a line of people waiting to obtain work in the 
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mines. The limited economic opportunities available in the less effective territories lead 

many to work in fields where there is an above-average risk of work-related of work-

related injuries or deaths. 

Figure	  3.5:	  Monument	  to	  the	  Victims	  of	  the	  Abai	  Mine	  Explosion	  (partial	  view)	  
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Figure	  3.6:	  Inebriation	  along	  the	  Caspian	  Shoreline,	  3pm	  

 

 

Jobs in the mining industry are also troubling in that they frequently require 

workers to spend several weeks (or months) working on-site, followed by an extended 

period of time off from work. Drinking among these off-duty workers can be a problem. 

In areas such as Aktau, it is not uncommon to see these individuals drinking on the 

beaches along the Caspian shoreline (Figure 3.6). This situation occurs so regularly that it 

is necessary to watch out for broken glass from vodka bottles along the beach, and the act 

of merely sunbathing can result in being queried if one is intoxicated (an event which 

occurred in June 2009 while taking a break from fieldwork in Aktau). The high rates of 

alcoholism have a negative influence on the country’s overall Human Development Index 

due to the higher death rate seen among younger men.  In 2006, the average life 
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expectancy was 72 for women and only 60 for men. Younger men are dying as the result 

of alcohol-related incidents (such as car accidents and brawling), which effectively lowers 

the average life expectancy for all men. It does not appear that the government is 

attempting to address the issue at this time. Government agencies instead track the price of 

vodka throughout the country as it is considered a key consumer good. 

 Kazakhstan’s	  Effective	  Territories	  
	  

There is little change in the groupings of Kazakhstan’s highly effective, effective, 

and ineffective territories since 2002. The oil producing regions of Aktau and Mangistau, 

as well as the major cities of Almaty and Astana, still comprise the highly effective 

territory (Figure 3.7). The slight decrease in oil production in 2007/08 is reflected in the 

GRP of Aktau and Mangistau, while patterns of GRP production in Astana and Almaty 

mirror each other. These differing patterns suggest that GRP in those areas along the 

Caspian are much more dependent upon oil extraction, leaving the economies of those 

regions much more vulnerable to fluctuations in the world energy market than the more 

diversified economies of the country’s primary cities.  Even allowing for fluctuations that 

occurred during this time period, however, GRP in all of these areas was consistently 

greater than 200% of the national average. In Atyrau, which produces the greatest amount  
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Figure	  3.7:	  Kazakhstan’s	  Highly	  Effective	  Territory	  2003-‐2008	  
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of wealth for the country (being the site of the Kashagan and Tengiz oil fields), GRP was 

at least 300% of the national average. 

 

Examination of the changes in the effective territory tells a dynamic story (Figure 

3.8). West Kazakhstan, which consistently produced the highest levels of wealth in this 

grouping, hovers between the effective and highly effective territories, and the general 

pattern of GRP mirrors that of Atyrau and Mangistau. Revenues generated in this oblast 

result from close ties to the oil industry and its transportation pipelines. In fact, the capital 

of the oblast, Uralsk, has its own airport with international flights to and from London, 

Baku, Moscow, Yerevan, and Tbilisi in order to facilitate travel for oil executives.  

Aktobe, which is geographically close to the oil producing sites, is at the higher end of the 

effective territory, largely due to its chromium deposits and production of industrial 

goods.  Pavlodar and Karaganda, key locations for metallurgy and coal mining, fall near 

the middle of the effective territory. These are areas that had once provided the greatest 

amount of wealth for the country, and now produce revenues that are around the national 

average, suggesting that these industries are still significant to the overall economy. 

Kyzylorda moved into the category of effective territory around 2006. Prior to this time, it 

was a relatively poor oblast in the rural south known mostly as the site of the first capital 

of the Kazakh SSR. Oil extraction and industrial production began to change the overall 

economy of the oblast, and by 2004 both PetroKazakhstan Kumkol Resources and Turgai 

Petroleum had significant operations in the oblast alongside multiple international firms.  

The remaining oblast in the effective territory, Kostanai, hovers at the bottom of the 
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categorization. With an economy built on agricultural production (wheat) and iron 

extraction, its revenues cannot compete with the economies of the energy-based oblasts.  

Figure	  3.8:	  Kazakhstan’s	  Effective	  Territory	  2003-‐2008	  
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The patterns displayed in the ineffective territory also tell a unique story of change 

(Figure 3.9). As with the effective and highly effective territories, the oblast with the 

highest level of production in this grouping has an economy largely based upon industrial 

output. East Kazakhstan, with the larger cities of Ust Kamenogorsk and Semey, 

maintained the highest revenue streams in nearly all years. However, the general pattern 

was a decline in overall revenues compared to the national average. Aging factories and 

general lack of investment were contributing factors in this decline. North Kazakhstan and 

Akmola, both wheat-producing oblasts, had the next highest level of production. The 

world-wide wheat shortage in 2007 can be seen reflected in the spike in overall revenues 

for this year: Kazakhstan is a net exporter of wheat, and higher world prices allowed for 

higher profits during this time period. Almaty Oblast, Zhambyl, and South Kazakhstan 

had the lowest levels of production. The economies of these regions are largely based 

upon agriculture, particularly cotton and tobacco. However, they cannot compete with the 

much greater volumes of these products produced in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. It is 

interesting, though, that South Kazakhstan remains one of the poorest oblasts in the 

country. These findings run counter to observations made during several months of 

fieldwork. The economy in the oblast capital of Shymkent was clearly undergoing rapid 

expansion: new shops opened on a regular basis, availability of consumer goods rapidly 

expanded, and new road construction was being carried out in much of the city.  It would 

seem likely that the increased economic production of this large city would provide a  
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Figure	  3.9:	  Kazakhstan’s	  Ineffective	  Territory	  2003-‐2008	  
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boost in the overall levels of GRP for the oblast.  Many of the newer businesses might 

operate in the shadow economy, though, and not be reflected in official figures. 

Corruption is rampant in Shymkent, and the Uzbek mafia is known to be extremely active 

in this area. It is not for nothing that Shymkent is known as the most corrupt city in 

Central Asia. 

 

Salaries	  and	  Poverty	  Reduction	  
 

In general, regional salaries reflected the same patterns as the highly effective, 

effective, and ineffective territories. The highest monthly wages tended to be in the oil 

producing areas and the country’s major cities of Astana and Almaty, while the lowest 

salaries were in the agricultural areas. It is significant that all regions experienced growth 

in average monthly salaries, with increases ranging from nearly 230% to 285% between 

2004 and 2008 (Table 3.4).  These official data generally correspond with information that 

I gathered during fieldwork, particularly with respect to the increase in salaries during this 

time period. In areas such as Mangistau, which had a lower rate of growth in salaries than 

did other oblasts, the change in salaries can appear lower due to the higher initial salaries 

in the region.  The overall growth mirrors the increase in the country’s overall economy 

(prior to the onset of the global economic crisis in 2008) and also indicates that much of 

the citizenry likely saw some benefit from the improved economic situation.  
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Table	  3.4:	  Average	  Monthly	  Salaries	  in	  Kazakhstan	  

 2004 2008 
Percent 
Change 

Kazakhstan 188.86 506.71 268.3 
Astana 279.47 746.93 267.3 

Almaty City 264.09 751.99 284.7 
Atyrau 356.48 925.19 259.5 

Mangistau 358.88 822.86 229.3 
Aktobe 196.55 467.42 237.8 

West Kazakhstan 212.45 494.68 232.8 
Karaganda 165.15 445.60 269.8 
Kostanai 137.95 365.86 265.2 

Kyzylorda 176.00 444.44 252.5 
Pavlodar 179.15 435.23 242.9 

North Kazakhstan 127.77 331.58 259.5 
Akmola 124.71 349.53 280.3 

South Kazakhstan 129.24 347.33 268.7 
Almaty 134.53 369.39 274.6 

Zhambyl 127.54 312.88 245.3 
East Kazakhstan 158.97 402.44 253.2 

Source: calculated from Regions of Kazakhstan 2007, various pages 

 

Many of the benefits provided to vulnerable groups in Kazakhstan came through 

the National Poverty Reduction Programme for 2003-2005, which was announced in 

2002. The principal objective of this initiative was to reduce poverty through economic 

and social policies designed to improve living standards. In order to achieve this objective, 

government officials focused on (i) creating conditions for economic growth (ii) providing 

social assistance to vulnerable groups (iii) improving access to health and educational 

services (UNDP Poverty Reduction, no year). Key elements of this strategy were 

increasing employment through ensuring a more favourable environment for small and 

medium enterprises, and improving transportation and communications infrastructure. The 

program was not without problems. For example, it did not focus on addressing poverty-
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related issues in the long-term. However, it did provide limited poverty relief (for 

information on social expenditures during this period, see Burke 2006). 

 

Initial changes in Kazakhstan following the establishment of the National Oil Fund 

and the implementation of this anti-poverty campaign can be seen through an examination 

of the Human Development Index (HDI) and GINI coefficient. Increased government 

expenditures are reflected in the significant decrease in the GINI coefficient for the highly 

effective territory in 2003 (Figure 3.10).  Mangistau and Atyrau, which experienced some 

of the highest levels of inequality in 2001, had GINI coefficients well below the national 

average in 2003. The negative slope of the trend-line in Figure 3.10 suggests that 

inequalities decreased throughout the country, a significant change from the tendency 

toward increased inequality in 2001.   Human development factors do not appear to have 

changed substantially during the same time period. Changes in two of the three factors 

within the index (education/literacy levels and life expectancy) occur over a longer period 

of time, so we would not expect to see significant improvement or worsening in only two 

years.  Yet, even with increased expenditures and the anti-poverty plan, 16.1% of the 

population of Kazakhstan had incomes below the subsistence minimum of 5,427 tenge, or 

36.18USD per month, in 2004 (United Nations Development Programme 2005, 9). 

 

The immediate effects of the anti-poverty campaign can be seen more graphically 

in a comparison of the GINI coefficient and the proportion of the population with income 

levels below that of the food basket minimum. In 2001, the oil producing areas of Atyrau 
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Figure	  3.10:	  Comparison	  of	  Human	  Development	  Indices	  and	  GINI	  Coefficients	  for	  
Kazakhstan,	  2003	  

 

 

Source: Burke 2006 
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and Mangistau had the highest proportion of people living in food poverty. By 2003, food 

poverty in Mangistau was only one half of the national average (Figure 3.11). 

Additionally, economic inequality in both Atyrau and Mangistau was below the national 

average. Detailed data on the anti-poverty program strategies were unavailable, but the 

decrease in economic inequality and food poverty (in Mangistau) suggests that these were 

areas initially targeted as part of the overall strategy. It is telling that the areas that 

experienced the most immediate reduction in food poverty were those areas that produced 

the greatest amount of wealth for the country as a whole. Without the revenues generated 

by these regions, the government would not have the ability to finance its development 

plans. The remainder of Kazakhstan did not undergo such drastic change as Atyrau and 

Mangistau. Based on the information provided by the Ministry of Statistics, it would 

appear that the major cities of Astana and Almaty had low levels of food poverty, as well 

as economic inequalities lower than the national average. Given the high cost of living in 

the capital cities, it is likely that these figures do not include those living in 

unincorporated areas and settlements just outside the city limits.  Economic inequality 

began to increase in Kyzylorda, resulting from the development of the petroleum sector in 

that oblast. However, food poverty in the oblast did not increase significantly. Of greater 

concern was the increase in food poverty in Pavlodar, which doubled with respect to the 

national average in just two years, and overall increases in both Kostanai and Aktobe.  

 

Two years after the end of the anti-poverty campaign, the regional changes in 

Kazakhstan were striking. With the exception of Kostanai, most oblasts have seen at least 

some level  
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Figure	  3.11:	  Comparison	  of	  Economic	  Inequality	  and	  Food	  Poverty	  in	  Kazakhstan,	  2003	  

 

Source: Calculated from Ministry of Statistics 2007 
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Figure	  3.12:	  Comparison	  of	  Economic	  Inequality	  and	  Food	  Poverty	  in	  Kazakhstan,	  2007	  

 

Source: Calculated from Ministry of Statistics 2008 
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of change. In 2007, Atyrau and Mangistau had some of the lowest levels of economic 

inequality and food poverty. The areas that instead had the highest levels of food poverty 

in the country were the oblasts surrounding the two major cities: Akmola and Almaty 

Oblast. The increases seen in these areas, as well as the lower levels of food poverty and 

economic inequality reported in the cities, suggest that once again the data for Akmola  

 and Almaty Oblast include those populations living outside the city limits, often in poorly 

constructed housing or squatter settlements. While the situation in most areas of 

Kazakhstan generally improved, there were several areas where the situation worsened. 

As the oil industry in Kyzylorda increased revenues in the oblast, economic inequality 

increased. This increase was accompanied by greater food poverty, resulting from severe 

drought. Aktobe also experienced higher levels of economic inequality, again due to the 

rise of revenues from extractive industries.  The situation in East Kazakhstan is somewhat 

more troublesome. Increases in economic inequality and food poverty in East Kazakhstan 

suggest that there are other factors at play.  As I will discuss in the next chapter, there is 

speculation within the country that this region received less attention from the central 

government, at least partially as a result of its more Russified population. 

Territorial	  Efficiency	  and	  Quality	  in	  Kazakhstan	  
 

The fieldwork that I conducted in Kazakhstan provided an opportunity to examine 

conditions across many different regions3. The government of Kazakhstan does not make 

oblast-level budgetary information available, and this information is frequently not 

available from oblast-level ministries. However, examination of infrastructure across 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Almaty Oblast, Karaganda, Mangistau, Atyrau, Aktobe, Kyzylorda, Pavlodar, East Kazakhstan, South 
Kazakhstan, North Kazakhstan, and Zhambyl 
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different regions provides an indication of levels of investment and how these investments 

are prioritized.  

 

Without a doubt, the most significant difference in Kazakhstan remains the 

urban/rural divide. Rural areas displayed little variation in infrastructure or ongoing 

construction projects and are thus not included in the observations in this section. These 

rural areas are dependent upon subsidies from the central government (either at the 

republic or oblast level) in order to provide services to their communities. As a result, 

roads in areas are often in poor condition, or are unpaved. Schools are also frequently in 

disrepair, with parents being asked to contribute toward the upkeep and maintenance of 

these structures. New construction, such as mosques, is usually undertaken with funding 

from external donors: it is not uncommon to see a new mosque in a small village lacking 

in overall infrastructure (Figure 3.13).  

 

There remains a significant need to improve the infrastructure in these rural areas. 

However, at the present time, data are not available to indicate whether there might be 

plans to develop better connections among these regions with the remainder of the 

country. During a meeting with the head of the transportation ministry in South 

Kazakhstan, it was apparent that the minister had no knowledge of priorities in road 

construction in that oblast. When queried directly about any plans to expand 

infrastructure, he responded by saying that those were decisions made by the akimat (local 

government), and he was unaware of what these plans might be. As he was an extremely 
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cooperative individual, who provided significant information pertaining to his ministry, it 

did not appear that he was evading the question.  

 

Figure	  3.13:	  Infrastructure	  in	  a	  Rural	  Village,	  near	  Aralsk	  
 

 

 

There would appear to be a connection between improvements in infrastructure 

and Kazakhstan’s bid to become the chair of the Organization of Security and Cooperation 

in Europe (OSCE). While the government originally hoped to obtain this position in 2009, 

a remarkable feat for a country that is a post-Soviet, Islamic state located mostly in Asia 

(only a small swath of the country is in Europe), initial resistance on human rights 
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grounds delayed the accession to the chair until 2010 (Figure 3.14). Fieldwork conducted 

during the time period in which Kazakhstan first announced its bid, and then later 

prepared for the chairmanship, showed significant improvements in infrastructure, 

particularly in those parts of the country that were producing the greatest amount of 

wealth. These changes were much less obvious in those areas with few foreign visitors or 

in the areas producing less wealth for the country as a whole. 

 

Figure	  3.14:	  Kazakhstan	  Seeks	  OSCE	  Chair,	  Zhambyl	  Oblast	  

 

 

The government prioritized infrastructure development in its efforts to present 

itself as a modern, ‘westernized’ country. As part of the Central Asian Regional Economic 
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Cooperation (CAREC) program, the government worked to improve transportation 

infrastructure to enable trade flows. In addition to improvements to the railway system 

and airport expansions, the most significant projects are the expansion of the port in Aktau 

(and construction of a new port in Kuryuk, south of Aktau), and the rebuilding of the 

highway from western China to Russia. This road, which travels through south and west 

Kazakhstan, will also serve the purpose of allowing road travel from the southern oblasts 

to the western portion of the country. Currently, automobile travel from Kyzylorda to 

Aktobe is extremely difficult and few undertake the journey. Instead, any movement 

between these areas is done by train or, for those who can afford it, by plane.  

 

Research conducted in the different oblasts in Kazakhstan indicates that there is a 

connection between improvements to infrastructure, construction, and regional economic 

performance. Not surprisingly, the highly effective areas have the most ‘western’ aesthetic 

to appeal to the large international populations living in these regions, and also display 

significant disparities. Western restaurants are beginning to appear in these areas, most 

notably TGIFridays in Atyrau and Astana. Between 2008 and 2009 a Pizza Hut appeared 

in Almaty. Local chains, such as The Guns and Roses Bar and Grille, appeal to wealthy 

oil industry workers on expense accounts. However, the average person still opts to dine 

out a small café or purchase street food such as the samsas available from kiosks along 

many streets. 

 

There are considerable construction projects being undertaken throughout the 

highly effective territory. These projects are less noticeable in Atyrau, likely because 
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construction had been completed by the time of the fieldwork. Oil executives live in a 

gated community (Figure 3.15) and interact very infrequently with local community 

members. The very act of a foreigner taking a taxi is a novelty for most taxi drivers, as 

most foreigners have their own car and driver. Once outside the central area of the city, 

infrastructure is noticeably poorer. Soviet era pipes line the streets, and buildings are in 

greater disrepair (Figure 3.16). The disparities between the housing areas seen in these 

photographs are significant: oil executives live in expensive western-style homes, 

complete with playgrounds, schools, and groceries, while members of the local 

community to live in decaying Soviet-era flats.  

Figure	  3.15:	  Gated	  Compound	  for	  Oil	  Industry	  Workers,	  Atyrau	  
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Figure	  3.16:	  Soviet-‐era	  Infrastructure,	  Atyrau	  

 

 

Similar disparities can be seen in the port town of Aktau (Mangistau Oblast). The 

Caspian shoreline is full of newly constructed homes (Figure 3.17), which are often 

second and third homes for the country’s new wealthy elite. Just across the street, 

residents still live in decaying buildings constructed in the Soviet era (Figure 3.18). Many 

of these buildings have boarded up windows, crumbling concrete, and are in a generalized 

state of disrepair. Between visits in 2008 and 2009, though, it was apparent that some 

improvements to the transportation infrastructure were being undertaken. Roads within the 

city were in the process of being repaved, and construction had begun on a railroad line 
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extending south towards Turkmenistan.  Additional roads were also under construction to 

connect the new port of Kuryuk to Aktau. 

 

Figure	  3.17:	  New	  Waterfront	  Construction,	  Aktau	  
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Figure	  3.18:	  Crumbling	  Soviet	  ‘Luxury’	  Apartment	  Complex,	  Aktau	  

 

 

Considerable construction was evident in Almaty and Astana. In Almaty, not only 

was the road to the airport completely rebuilt, but also construction was underway on a 

new metro (Figure 3.19). This metro system, desperately needed in a city where traffic 

jams are the norm, is expected to open within the next one to two years (although no one 

seems to know exactly when this opening will occur). Government officials in Astana 

continue to develop the “Left Bank” of the city into a stylized and futuristic city (Figure 
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3.20). Whimsical buildings and sculptures abound, and the skyline is littered with the 

sight of cranes. 

Figure	  3.19:	  Metro	  Construction	  in	  Almaty	  
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Figure	  3.20:	  New	  Construction	  in	  Astana	  

 

Construction was also apparent in the most profitable areas of the effective 

territory. In preparation for Russian President Medvedev’s visit in September 2008, the 

city of Aktobe undertook massive improvements to the city’s roads. Additionally, both the 

state mosque and Eastern Orthodox Church were undergoing renovations (Figures 2.21 

and 2.22). In fact, the overall appearance of Aktobe had changed so significantly from 

2002 that a colleague of mine who had spent extensive time in the city was unable to 

recognize familiar buildings.  
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Figure	  3.21:	  State-‐Funded	  Mosque,	  Aktobe	  
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Figure	  3.22:	  Renovations	  to	  Orthodox	  Church,	  Aktobe	  

 

 

The ineffective territories have not fared as well as the remainder of the country. 

With the exception of Shymkent, the capital of South Kazakhstan Oblast, infrastructure in 

the ineffective territories (particularly in the north) is in extreme disrepair. In 

Petropavlovsk (North Kazakhstan Oblast), city roads were flooded due to breaks in the 

water main.  
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Figure	  3.23:	  Lack	  of	  Infrastructure,	  Petropavlovsk 

 

 

Roads in the oldest part of the city remained unpaved, and buildings in the city center 

were crumbling (Figures 2.23 and 2.24).  The situation in Semey (Semipalatinsk) was far 

worse.  The city straddles the Irtysh River, and several of the bridges spanning the river 

are crumbling, with large holes in the concrete, support beams exposed, and large potholes 

in the road (Figures 2.25 and 2.26). Extreme care must be taken when crossing these 

bridges on foot, in case the concrete begins to crumble underfoot (as I experienced). 

Stairways leading up to the railroad bridge are crumbling, and, in some spots, the concrete 

railroad supports have gaps measuring approximately 3-4 inches in height (much longer in 
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width). Many buildings around the city are boarded up, giving entire neighborhoods a 

ghostly appearance.  

 

Figure	  3.24:	  Collapsing	  Infrastructure,	  Petropavlovsk	  
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Figure	  3.25:	  Crumbling	  Bridge,	  Semey	  
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Figure	  3.26:	  Crumbling	  Stairs	  to	  Railroad	  Bridge,	  Semey	  

 

 

Conclusions	  
 

There is no doubt that Kazakhstan’s highly effective territories continue to 

dominate the economy and provide the greatest amount of the country’s wealth. Increased 

oil production and rising world petroleum prices all contributed toward the considerable 
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economic growth that the country experienced until the onset of global economic crisis in 

2008. The National Oil Fund generated significant revenues during this time period, 

which government officials utilized to lessen overall economic inequalities. Officials no 

doubt redirected revenues and resources for personal profit, but significant oil windfalls 

ensured that a substantial amount of wealth was transferred to the state budget. 

Government strategies implemented to lessen the overall inequalities engendered by the 

oil industry have had a noticeable effect, particularly in the oil producing areas of 

Mangistau and Atyrau. Both economic inequality and food poverty have decreased in 

those areas: however, increases in inequality in some of the northern oblasts remains a 

concern. 

 

The economic development that occurred within the country remains heavily 

skewed in favor of the extractive resources industry. It would appear that those areas 

producing wealth for the country are receiving considerably more investment in 

infrastructure, while those that are not producing as much wealth are receiving less 

attention from the central government. However, there is more investment in the southern 

tier oblasts than in their northern counterparts. The reasons for this imbalance are unclear, 

although there are potential ethnic determinants in investment levels (as I discuss in the 

next chapter).  

 

Even with policies designed to alleviate poverty, particularly in rural areas, there 

are still significant numbers of people living at or below the poverty level. The rural/urban 

divide within the country remains a major factor impeding Kazakhstan’s efforts to present 
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itself as a world leader. In order for the country to achieve the economic cohesion 

necessary to attain this goal, further efforts will need to be made to develop the 

infrastructure and economies of these rural areas.  

 

Although economic conditions in the country vary across the national territory, 

there are some indications that the government is at least attempting to increase territorial 

efficiency and polycentric development. In 2008, the government focused on increased 

social assistance and the creation of small- and medium-size businesses in order to make 

more jobs available to a growing population.  However, the lack of existing infrastructure 

and the vastness of territory in Kazakhstan create significant challenges for the 

government to overcome in its bid to lessen considerable urban/rural inequalities.  

Territorial efficiency improved since 2002, but the government is nowhere near achieving 

balanced polycentric development of its economic conditions.   

 

 
  



	   106	  

Chapter	  3:	  Territorial	  Identity	  
	  

Territorial identity is the third major element of territorial cohesion. This element 

encompasses a broad range of topics, from identity and nationhood to social cohesion to 

how citizens identify with the state in which they live. It is a fundamental underpinning of 

territorial cohesion: territorial identity brings local communities together into a larger 

whole, helps with collective learning and increasing efficiency, and is an important 

element in the spatial distribution of labor (Camagni 2007). Despite its importance, 

though, it is also the most amorphous aspect of territorial identity to gauge.  How does one 

quantify how closely people feel connected to with a given territory and the rest of the 

citizenry?  For newly established states, how does one ascertain when or if old identities 

become part of a new vision of the state?  

 

  A basic definition of territorial identity can help with establishing how and why 

people might identify with the state. According to Camagni (2007), territorial identity is 

the “presence of ‘social capital’; capability of developing shared visions of the future; 

local know-how and specificities, productive ‘vocations’ and competitive advantage of 

each territory.” Even this definition is amorphous, however. How can one establish the 

presence or absence of any one of these factors? Is it even possible to measure the 

capability of developing shared visions of the future, for example? Camagni extends his 

definition to include metrics by which to measure territorial identity, recognizing that 
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there is overlap with territorial efficiency and quality. The seven elements that he suggests 

provide a means by which to measure territorial identity are: 

 

• Complementarily of knowledge and know-how 
• Cooperation between cities and the countryside 
• Reduction of poverty and exclusion 
• Multi-ethnic solidarity and integration 
• Integrated and balanced territorial system 
• Conservation and creative management of natural landscape 
• Quality of services 

 

These metrics establish a clearer idea of what Camagni means by territorial identity. 

While he does not suggest a homogenization of society, he does suggest that territorial 

identity succeeds when all groups within a country or territory work together with a 

common goal in mind, when social cohesion is emphasized and government officials work 

to reduce social exclusion. The area as a whole is stronger when urban and rural areas 

work together, rather than the disparities between these areas widening the gulf between 

residents of these areas. Furthermore, every citizen deserves the same (high) quality of 

services available from the state, and every citizen deserves to live in a healthy 

environment in which sustainable development is key.  

 

These goals are not far from those established by the government of Kazakhstan in its 

Kazakhstan 2030 strategy. When President Nazarbaev laid out this plan in his 1997 

presidential address, he emphasized five major points: 

• Ensure eventual elimination for causes for ethnic differences and mind that all 
ethnic groups have equal rights 
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• Strong sense of patriotism and love of country 
• Strengthen mutual respect, tolerance, and confidence between people 
• Settle social problems that arise in the course of transition and subsequent periods 
• Guarantee developing uniform civic motivation based upon quality of 

opportunities for all citizens 
 
These goals were established at a time when the country was trying to establish itself as a 

country newly formed from breakup of the Soviet Union. It was the only country to 

emerge from the USSR in which the titular population represented a plurality rather than a 

clear majority of the country: there was concern about the possibility of portions of the 

country wishing to remain with Russia. The major emphasis at that time was to bring the 

myriad peoples living together in Kazakhstan together into a unified whole in order to 

guarantee the stability and continued viability of the state. 

 

This chapter examines the way in which the government of Kazakhstan worked to 

establish territorial identity among the country’s myriad nationalities. There are several 

key elements to this discussion: national identity and social cohesion. The former 

establishes the major elements that need to be included in the creation of a unique national 

identity, and the latter asks whether this national identity is inclusive of all of the 

country’s citizens. The discussion then turns to the demographics within Kazakhstan, 

variations in perceptions of identity between major ethnic groups, and the means by which 

the government attempted to manifest its own unique view of Kazakh identity. It 

concludes with an analysis of regional variances in identity and what those differences 

might mean in the overall context of territorial identity. 
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Identity	  and	  Nationality	  in	  Kazakhstan	  
	  

This section turns attention to the demographic situation in Kazakhstan following 

the country’s establishment in 1991. At the time of independence, the government faced a 

unique situation: it was the only state to emerge from the former Soviet Union in which its 

titular population was not a majority (Table 4.1).  Moreover, ethnic Russians were 

geographically concentrated in the north, leading to fears that this area might split away 

from Kazakhstan to become part of Russia.  This demographic composition complicated 

the transition to independence. As was the case in Russia, political leaders in Kazakhstan 

were forced to replicate the Soviet ethno-territorial system rather than experiment with 

different forms of governance that might lead to unrest and protests (Bradshaw and 

Prendergrast 2005).  

Table	  4.1:	  Major	  Ethnic	  Groups	  of	  Central	  Asia	  in	  1989	  
 Kazakh Kyrgyz Tajik Turkmen Uzbek Russian 

Kazakhstan 39.7%     37.8% 

Kyrgyzstan  52.4%   12.9% 21.5% 

Tajikistan   62.3%  23.5% 7.6% 

Turkmenistan    72.0%  9.5% 

Uzbekistan   4.7%  71.4% 8.3% 

Source: calculated from Goskomstat SSSR 1992. 

 

Current attempts at identity formation in Kazakhstan should not be viewed without at 

least some historical context, though.  While the country did not exist as an independent 

state in the modern context prior to the collapse of the Soviet Union, there have been 
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Kazakhs in the region for at least several hundred years.  It would be naïve to assume that 

the seventy years of Soviet rule completely overshadowed long-standing cultural memory 

as citizens were not left with a tabula rasa upon declaring independence.   

 

The historical record is somewhat unclear, but it seems likely that today’s Kazakhs are 

descended from the myriad of Turkic and Mongol tribes that passed through the area 

during the Pax Mongolica established by Chengis Khan in the 13th century C.E. (Gleason 

1997, Brill-Olcott 2001).  Kazakhs emerged as an autonomous khanate with a shared 

Turkic dialect, oral narrative, and sense of territorial awareness under the leadership of 

Qasim Khan in the 15th century.   Despite these proto-nationalistic traits they retained 

primary loyalties to family and clan rather than to a western idea of ‘nation’, and 

maintained their nomadic way of life (Gleason 1997; Lowe 2003).  Significantly, Khan 

divided the territory among his three sons. This division established the foundation for the 

clan structure that still exists among ethnic Kazakhs.  The Ulu Zhuz, Orta Zhuz, and Kishi 

Zhuz (Great, Middle, and Lesser Hordes) were umbrella clans with multiple sub-divisions. 

Each Zhuz controlled a distinct territory, with Ulu in the eastern region of present-day 

Kazakhstan, Orta in the central area, and Kishi in the northwestern corner.  

	  

The nomadic way of life practiced by Kazakhs ended in 1929, when the Soviet Union 

launched a full scale assault on traditional groups and customs as part of an attempt to 

revolutionize and restructure society. Authorities enforced settlement and the 

collectivization of land, and over a million Kazakhs fled to China or died of starvation 
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during this time (Lowe 2003; Wheeler 1965). The government’s attempts to minimize the 

role of clan affiliations did not meet with a great deal of success in Central Asia.  Jones-

Luong (2002) argued that the top-down patronage system implemented by the communist 

party replaced clan and tribe loyalties in Central Asia.  It seems more likely that attempts 

to suppress clans merely added one more factor to the already complex question of 

identity in the region (Anderson 1999; Phillips and James 2001). Amongst the Kazakhs, 

maintaining different levels of identity created a ‘layering’ effect that allowed individuals 

to hold multiple non-exclusive identities (Phillips and James 2001).  

	   	  

The ethno-territorial system inherited by Kazakhstan was largely the creation of 

Soviet ethnographers from the Academy of Sciences in Petrograd. This group was 

responsible for determining the categories for the first All-Union Census, which 

“profoundly shaped the way in which the …state imagined its domain, and the legitimacy 

of its ancestry.” (Anderson 1991, 164). Previously, occupants of the Russian Empire were 

categorized based upon religion and native language (Gellner’s ‘folk’ cultures). In 1926, 

however, citizens began to be categorized according to nationality. Authorities had to 

decide to which nation various tribes, clans, and peoples belonged (Hirsch 1997). Most 

importantly, each person had to be assigned to one, and only one, nationality in order to 

maintain the fiction that each individual had an extremely clear nationality (Anderson 

1991). While the process of establishing nationalities (natsional’nost’) took more than a 

decade, by 1937 the idea of natsional’nost’ was the basis for Soviet identity and was 

firmly embedded in all aspects of the administrative and social structure (Hirsch 1997). 
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The Soviet system of establishing nationalities led to a unique situation when the 

union broke apart in 1991. Not all nationalities had their own unique territory, and 

members of many nationalities lived apart from their titular ‘homeland.’ This situation 

was particularly true of ethnic Russians. According to Rogers Brubaker (2000, 2009), the 

dispersal of nationalities throughout the former Soviet Union resulted in a ‘triadic nexus’ 

of rivalries and interdependence between three categories of nationalities: nationalizing, 

homeland or transborder, and minority nationalism. This first type applies to the titular 

population, which often had been marginalized but now claimed to be the dominant core 

group with control over the state. The second type of nationalism requires states to look 

out for the interests of their “ethnonational kin” living outside their borders and to 

“monitor the condition, promote the welfare, support the activities and institutions, assert 

the rights and protect the interest of ‘their’ ethnonational kin in other states.” (Brubaker 

2000, 4). The last type of nationalism is minority nationalism, in which the needs and 

interests of a minority group with claims to external national homelands can compete with 

the interests of the majority group. (Brubaker 2000, 2009).  

 

The types of nationalism described by Brubaker were readily apparent in 

Kazakhstan during the early years of independence. The government of Kazakhstan 

needed to create a national identity that would give credence to a state based on the idea of 

an ethnic Kazakh homeland without causing conflict with its large Russian population. 

Nationalizing nationalism was thus at odds with minority nationalism. The process was 

further complicated by the need for sub-national groups to be subordinate to one 

overriding identity in order to create a new national identity (Schatz 2003), which forced 
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government officials to find a common basis to unite disparate groups. Development of a 

civic national identity in Kazakhstan was problematic, though. Although the territory 

remained unchanged, perceptions of its independent nature fundamentally changed 

following the collapse of the Soviet Union.  Internal borders suddenly demarcated 

international boundaries and administrative regions became sovereign states.  Within a 

short period of time, popular conceptions of Soviet citizenship needed to be replaced with 

one representative of Kazakhstan. Government officials had to foster a sense of national 

identity and a sense of the country as a distinct political community (Tolz 1999). The 

multi-ethnic nature of Kazakhstan further complicated the situation, as any definition of 

national identity and citizenship required inclusion of over one hundred separate groups 

who self-identified by ethno-cultural features and nationalities (Bradshaw and 

Prendergrast 2005, Newman 1999).  

 

The multiple scales at which conceptions of identity exist also posed a challenge to 

the widespread acceptance of a common civic identity. While not intended to show 

comprehensive dimensions of identity, Figure 4.1 demonstrates that identities within 

Kazakhstan can be supra-state (Islamic, Orthodox, Slavic or Turkic), sub-national 

(clan/tribe affiliation), or regional (Central Asian).  Some of these associations are based 

on ethnicity while others have religious or civic affiliations.  They can spatially and 

conceptually intersect and overlap each other, or completely diverge. Multiple perceptions 

can function simultaneously, although in different contexts, so it is possible to be part of 

the Orta Zhuz, Kazakh, and part of the broader Turkic community.  Furthermore, the 

Islamic component may have more of a cultural than a religious element. As Phillips and 



	   114	  

James (2001) noted, Islam is part of a broader Central Asian identity that is not 

necessarily religious but that is, in some cases, better described as cultural (see Kolpakov 

2001). Creation of a civic identity would have to unite all these disparate elements.   
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Figure	  4.1:	  Dimensions	  of	  Identity	  in	  Kazakhstan	  
 

 

	  

 

Population	  Shifts	  and	  Territorial	  Identity	  
	  

Territorial identity in Kazakhstan was influenced by the changing demographic 

situation within the country. Out-migration, urban/rural shifts, and population growth 

changed the country’s demographic situation substantially, so that over time official 

representations of national identity could move from one that was more inclusive to one 

that was more representative of Brubaker’s nationalizing nationalism as the population as 

a whole became more homogenous over time. This section turns to an examination of 

these changing demographics, looking briefly at the period between 1989 and 1999 

censuses then turning to changes seen between the 1999 and 2009 censuses. 
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Population	  Shifts	  Between	  1989-‐1999	  
Kazakhstan’s population decreased during the decade between 1989 and 1999, 

largely driven by out-migration.  Only three of Kazakhstan’s oblasts experienced 

population growth during the ten year period between official censuses: Atyrau, 

Kyzylorda, and South Kazakhstan.  All three had populations that were mostly ethnically 

Kazakh (who tend to have higher birthrates) and were also among the regions not well 

connected to the overall infrastructure of the USSR. Atyrau was somewhat better off than 

the other areas, due to the existence of its oil industry. Atyrau was also the only portion of 

the highly effective territory in which population increased following the break-up of the 

Soviet Union.  In 1999, ten of Kazakhstan’s 36 rapidly growing urban centers were in 

Atyrau4 (Rowland 1999). This growth was partially the result of in-migration to the 

sparsely populated oil-producing areas of Kazakhstan. Besides requiring skilled workers 

necessary for oil production, the demands of the industry needed laborers to construct new 

roads, housing, and pipelines. The remaining two oblasts that saw total growth between 

1989 and 1999 were in the extreme south of the country.  South Kazakhstan and 

Kyzylorda were both overwhelmingly ethnically Kazakh and were also among the most 

agricultural regions of the ineffective territory. South Kazakhstan became increasingly 

rural between 1989 and 1999, with 13 of 18 urban centers in decline during this period 

(Rowland 1999, 531). While data are not available for average age by ethnicity at the 

oblast level, in 2004 the national average age for ethnic Kazakhs was under 30 (Bissenova 

2004).  Population growth in Atyrau, South Kazakhstan, and Kyzylorda reflected the 

young age of ethnic Kazakhs, as more women were in their childbearing years. Rowland 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Six more of the rapidly growing cities were in Mangistau, which is also part of the highly effective 
territory (Rowland 1999, 531). 
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(1999) noted that these three oblasts experienced the highest rates of natural increase in 

the country in 19975.   

 

Much of the decline in population resulted from out-migration of ethnic Russians. 

The regions that saw the highest levels of this out-migration were either part of the highly 

effective territory (Atyrau, Mangistau, and Almaty) or in the ineffective territory (South 

Kazakhstan and Zhambyl). The above-average rate of out-migration in those areas 

suggests that the ethnic Russians who left Kazakhstan during this time period were those 

who had originally come to the region to work in specific industries or jobs that no longer 

existed following independence, or those who lived in the most traditional and un-

Russified areas of the country. Interestingly, there was below-average out-migration 

among Russians in the effective territory, which had been known for mining and industry 

under Soviet rule. These were the same oblasts the Kazakh government feared would try 

to join in a Slavic union with Russia (for more information on demographic change during 

this period, see Burke 2006).   These patterns suggest that out-migration was less likely to 

occur in areas that were more heavily Russified than in more traditionally Kazakh regions.  

 

  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Rates of natural increase were 9.1 per 1000 in Atyrau; 19.2 per 1000 in South Kazakhstan; and 22.2 per 
1000 in Kyzylorda (Rowland 1999, 531). 
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Population	  Shifts	  between	  1999	  and	  2009	  
Results of the 2009 Census were not available at the time of writing, but it is clear 

that population as a whole increased across Kazakhstan (Table 4.2) The overall population 

change generally mirrors the economic growth of the country, with the greatest amount of 

population growth occurring within the highly effective territory. Mangistau experienced 

nearly 18 percent growth within a four-year period, while Atyrau and South Kazakhstan 

grew by over 8 percent. While this last oblast is not part of the highly effective territory 

(in fact, it is part of the ineffective territory), the regional capital of Shymkent experienced 

a significant economic upturn not reflected in official figures available in 2008 but 

observed during fieldwork during that time. Population growth is also noticeable in areas 

where economic conditions are improving, such as Aktobe and Kyzylorda. Declines 

occurred in the areas that had been mainstays of the Soviet-era economy, but that received 

little attention in the intervening years. Given the infrastructure problems in the ineffective 

territory (discussed in the previous chapter), it is unsurprising that oblasts such as East 

Kazakhstan experienced a decline in overall population.  

 

Examination of the dynamics of population change reveals that factors other than 

economics are at work.  Rather unexpectedly, the population of Kazakhstan is becoming 

more rural as a whole. While both Astana and Almaty experienced strong growth in 

overall population, cities in most oblasts experienced a decline in numbers. Some of the 

highest rates of urban decline were in the highly effective territory, while these same areas 

experienced a significant increase in their rural populations. Mangistau, Atyrau, 

Kyzylorda, and Karaganda all had substantial population increases in their rural 
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settlements. This shift to rural areas is rather startling, given the greater economic 

opportunities and generally higher standard of living in urban areas.  

Table	  4.2:	  Population	  Growth	  2005-‐2009	  

 
Total Population 
Growth 

Urban Growth 
2005-2009 

Rural Growth 
2005-2009 

Kazakhstan 4.7 -2.5 14.3 
Akmola -0.7 -5.3 3.4 
Aktobe 4.9 3.1 7.3 
Almaty Oblast 4.9 -18.0 14.6 
Atyrau 8.2 -6.9 27.8 
West Kazakhstan 2.0 5.3 -0.5 
Zhambyl 3.9 -3.3 9.9 
Karaganda 1.1 -5.8 37.1 
Kostanai -2.0 -12.7 11.1 
Kyzylorda 4.8 -37.7 67.3 
Mangistau 17.7 -16.9 126.7 
South Kazakhstan 8.6 1.6 13.2 
Pavlodar 0.7 1.6 -1.1 
North Kazakhstan -2.7 1.0 -4.6 
East Kazakhstan -1.7 -10.0 10.3 
Astana 20.8 20.8 n/a 
Almaty 12.9 12.9 n/a 

Source: Calculated from Ministry of Statistics 2008 and 2009 

Much of the rural growth in Kazakhstan is driven by the settlement of oralmandar, 

or repatriated Kazakhs, in the territory. These oralmandar are settled in territories 

specified by the government, usually in rural areas with low population density. Many of 

these repatriated Kazakhs opt to return to what might be seen as their ‘ancestral 

homeland’ for perceived economic benefit: the economy in Kazakhstan is significantly 

better than Mongolia, Turkmenistan, or Uzbekistan. All of these countries are main 

sources for returning Kazakhs. Oralmandar are guaranteed housing and living stipends by 

the government, which in part promotes the program as a mechanism to grow its 

population and increase the Kazakh nature of the country (no similar programs are 
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available for other ethnicities). In order to own land, vote, or obtain a government job, 

though, these oralmandar first must give up their government benefits and then wait to 

obtain citizenship.  This process can take months, if not years, as the citizenship decree 

must be authorized by President Nazarbaev himself. Most oralmandar remain 

marginalized in rural settlements without any real access to benefits available to the 

remainder of the population rather than go through the arduous process.  

 

Ethnic dimensions were major factors in demographic change during the period 

between the last Soviet census in 1989 and the first census of independent Kazakhstan in 

1999. It is important to ask, then, whether ethnicity remains a salient factor in the 

changing demographics of the country today. Examination of population change between 

oblasts reveals that the most recent demographic shift once again resulted from changes 

among one major ethnic group. In this case, it was higher birth rates among ethnic 

Kazakhs. Birth rates have been growing every year since 2002 (not surprisingly, this year 

also marked the beginning of improved economic conditions within the country). A 

similar increase is not seen among Russians, as many women are already past their 

childbearing years. Some estimates place the mean age for Russians as high as 60 years 

old (Bissenova 2004), although that figure seems rather high and does not agree with 

observations made during fieldwork.  
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Government officials have promoted this increase in birth rates as part of the 

strategic Kazakhstan 2030 campaign. The country needed a higher birth rate in order to 

increase its Human Development Index (HDI) so that it would achieve its goal of 

becoming one of the 50 most developed countries in the world.  There was an intensive 

media campaign to promote increased numbers of births, with bulletin boards and posters 

placed in highly visible areas throughout both rural and urban areas (Figure 4.2). The 

success of this campaign is unquestionable among ethnic Kazakhs. Kazakh women tend to 

marry younger and have more children than their Russian counterparts. Data collected 

during fieldwork strongly suggest that most Kazakh women wish to be married with 

several children by the time they are 22 or 23 years of age. It is not uncommon for 

university students to be married and expecting a first or second child before graduation.  

 

This cultural aspect leads many to demonstrate curiosity around ‘outsiders’ such as 

myself. In nearly every encounter with ethnic Kazakhs, I was queried as to my marital 

status and number of children. After being asked where I was from, the next two questions 

would be “are you married?” and “do you have children?”. Following these questions, I 

would have to explain that it was not uncommon for American women to have children 

when they are somewhat older.  Eventually it became easier to ‘borrow’ pictures of my 

nephews rather than engage in lengthy discussions of why I needed to have children 

immediately.  
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Figure	  4.2:	  “Children	  are	  the	  Garden	  of	  Life”,	  Almaty	  

 

While there might be a strong desire on the part of Kazakh women to have larger 

families at a younger age, the same cannot be said of their Russian counterparts. Russian 

women tend to wait longer to have children. Anecdotal evidence suggests that many of 

these women are either hesitant to have children in a country where they feel that they 

experience discrimination, or wish to wait to have children until they have attained their 

professional goals. Abortion is still widely used as a method of birth control among these 

women who choose to have children later in life (if at all). During fieldwork, I 

encountered women (ethnically Russian) who had undergone ten or more abortions. Many 

of these abortions are performed at illegal clinics where the costs are significantly lower 

than at a licensed clinic (approximately $40 instead of $300). When asked why there was 

a preference for these illegal clinics, I was told that the regular hospitals might have high-

end equipment and doctors, but that the quality of care was much lower. “It is better to go 

to a clinic such as this unlicensed one unlicensed because they cannot afford for there to 

be any problems. The hospitals don’t care”.  The veracity of the statement could not be 

checked (for obvious legal reasons), but it does point to the fact that women who have 

multiple abortions under less than adequate medical care can have problems maintaining a 
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pregnancy at a later date.  The total fertility rates of women who use abortion as a mean of 

birth control would be expected to be much lower than they would be otherwise. In this 

case, as it is mostly Russian women who use abortion as a means of birth control, it no 

doubt decreases the total population of Russians in Kazakhstan.   

 

When ethnic Russians do have children, many individuals express the desire for 

these children to have opportunities outside of Central Asia. Regardless of region, parents 

expressed the need for their children to study abroad. Kazakh parents often did so with the 

expectation that their children would return home after completing their studies, but most 

Russian parents appeared to want their children to have a future in Europe or the United 

States.  One woman stated emphatically that she did not want her children to even think of 

applying for scholarships or grants that would require them to return to Kazakhstan upon 

completing their studies. She wanted her sons to remain abroad, saying that they had no 

future in the country of their birth.   
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Table	  4.3:	  Percent	  Change	  of	  Major	  Ethnicities	  by	  Oblast,	  1999-‐20096	  

Oblast Kazakh Russian 
Kazakhstan  7.1 -5.5 

Akmola 14.6 -8.8 

Aktobe  7.3 -4 

Almaty 7.3 -6.6 

Atyrau 2.3 -2.1 
East 
Kazakhstan  5.4 -4.4 

Karaganda  6.6 -4 

Kostanai 4.7 -1.4 

Kyzylorda 1.6 -1 

Mangistau 7.3 -5.8 
North 
Kazakhstan  4.1 -1.4 

Pavlodar  7.1 -3.3 
South 
Kazakhstan  2.3 -2.1 

West 
Kazakhstan  6.2 -5.4 

Zhambyl 4.2 -4.2 

Sources: Calculated from Burke 2006; Ministry of Statistics 2009 

This anecdotal evidence is supported by the demographic shift seen in each oblast. 

The percentage of ethnic Russian in all areas continues to decline while the percentage of 

ethnic Kazakhs increases due to higher birth rates and in-migration of oralmandar (Table 

4.3).  Interestingly, the highest rates of decline among the Russian population are in the 

oblasts of Akmola and Almaty, which surround the two largest cities in the country (these 

data group each city with the surrounding oblast). However, the greatest amount of 

population growth within the country also occurred in these urban areas (Table 4.2). These 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Due to differences in data reporting, figures for Astana are included with Akmola Oblast, and those for 
Almaty with Almaty Oblast. 



	   125	  

facts suggest that there was likely a significant movement of ethnic Kazakhs to Astana 

and Almaty, combined with a decline in the number of ethnic Russians due to a 

combination of out-migration, mortality, and low birth rates.  Russians remain 

concentrated in the north and east of the country, with higher numbers in urban areas than 

in rural ones (Figure 4.3) 



	   126	  

 

	  Figure	  3.3:Ethnicity	  
by	  Raion	  

Source:	  Ministry	  of	  Statistics	  2009	  
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State	  Identity	  Formation	  in	  Kazakhstan	  
	  

Kazakhstan never existed as a sovereign entity prior to the collapse of the Soviet 

Union. As discussed previously, Soviet authorities categorized the peoples indigenous to 

the area into republics based upon (supposed) ethno-linguistic variation rather than any 

previously-existing state. This practice created severe challenges for Kazakhstan after the 

collapse of the Soviet Union as independence required that the government establish a 

discourse on the nature of a state identity in order to legitimize its existence. This new 

identity needed to include both titular populations and other significant groups living 

within the state territory, particularly ethnic Russians. No one ethnic group that comprised 

an overwhelming majority of the population and exclusion of one or more minority groups 

could contribute toward political instability. Thus, a country originally created on the 

basis of ethnicity had to foster a popular acceptance of a multi-ethnic, inclusive, civic 

understanding of the state in order to create political cohesion. Different levels of 

economic achievement in Kazakhstan’s regions further complicated the situation, as 

perceptions of favoritism shown toward a region are thought to result in unrest and 

political instability.  

 

It was necessary for the new government to make some accommodation for 

multiple ethnic groups (particularly Russians) due to this complicated demographic 

situation. Early efforts to promote a national identity were organized under the authority 

of the National Committee on State Politics. This agency developed the Concept for the 

Formation of State Identity of the Republic of Kazakhstan, which declared that 

Kazakhstan is the ethnic center of all Kazakhs but recognized that  “the citizens of such a 
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state, regardless of ethnic affiliation, comprise a single people; their belonging to this state 

serves as their main identifying characteristic” (Oka 2002, no page). The initial attempts 

to introduce a new national identity were problematic. Most noticeably, government 

officials had to re-evaluate the decision to name Kazakh as the sole state language. 

Russian eventually became an official language ‘with equal status as Kazakh’ (but not a 

state language).   

 

President Nazarbaev initially endorsed a pan-Eurasian identity that would be 

inclusive of all ethnicities. This new Eurasian identity drew upon the rich tapestry of 

Central Asian history, recalling the mythical past of the Silk Road and recognizing the 

connection with a larger Turkic community.  Eurasianism looked to a future in which 

Kazakhstan would be restored to its position at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, playing 

an important role within a globalized economy.  Cultural centers were established for 

many groups: Russians, Polish, Germans, Hungarians, Uyghurs, among others. The 

government also created the Assembly of Nations to bring these groups together, but 

rarely held meetings (Burke 2006). While the cultural groups and National Assembly were 

widely promoted (including the prominent display of signs with information about the 

centers in Old Square, one of the major gathering places in Almaty), they were often 

poorly staffed and equipped. Repeated attempts to locate these cultural centers during 

fieldwork in 2008 led to no avail: either the centers had moved or were closed (it was not 

possible to ascertain whether these closures were permanent or temporary). The National 

History Museum in Almaty provides some information on disapora groups, but disparities 

exist within the displays. Russians, Ukrainians, Jews (as members of an ethnic religion, 
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they are accorded nationality status), and Koreans are given the greatest amount of display 

space. Chechens, Ingushetians, on the other hand, are tucked away into a corner. The total 

amount of space given to all of these groups, though, pales in comparison with the room 

given to the many displays of Kazakh history and culture that dominate the museum. 

 

It is unsurprising that efforts to promote a common Eurasian identity were 

unsuccessful with many feeling that the government was not truly interested in 

incorporating multiple ethnic groups into the state fabric. Oka (2002) observed that many 

non-Kazakhs felt the government discriminated against them while, in contrast, ethnic 

Kazakhs generally did not recognize that there was a problem.   Due to the sensitivity of 

the subject matter, it was not possible to delve deeply into this topic while undertaking 

fieldwork.  

 

There is strong anecdotal evidence to support the continuing truth of these 

attitudes. Ethnic Kazakhs very often display the country’s flag, hanging one in their car or 

placing government symbols in prominent positions. It is not uncommon to find 

individuals wearing a tracksuit in bright turquoise and gold of the flag (Figure 4.4). 

During the April 2008 Olympic torch relay in Almaty, it was obvious that it was a day of 

celebration for many Kazakhs who were delighting in the attention given to their country. 

Very few Russians were present among the throngs of people lining Old Square. Several 

individuals later stated that they had the day off from work for the event but had no desire 

to go near the city center to see the torch relay. They viewed the torch relay as an event 

for Kazakhs rather than an inclusive and multi-ethnic ceremony. 
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Figure	  4.4:	  Kazakhstan	  Tracksuit	  

 

Photo courtesy of Amelia Paukert 

 

There does appear to be a more recent shift in governmental actions that tend to 

favor ethnic Kazakhs over other ethnic groups. Many governmental ministries began 

providing letters only in Kazakh (and not Russian) in 2008 and 2009. It had been possible 

to obtain official documents in Russian upon request prior to this time. Employees of 

state-run companies are required to take Kazakh language proficiency tests at least once 

every two years, and are subject to losing their position if they do not demonstrate 

linguistic competency regardless of its relevance to their job (in turn, this regulation leads 

many older non-Kazakh speakers to pay for a higher score than they might be able to 

obtain on their own). Interestingly, this requirement can also be problematic for Kazakhs 

in the north and east of the country, who often do not speak that language. Applicants to 

government sponsored educational programs must also pass an increasingly difficult 
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Kazakh language examination in order to demonstrate eligibility. An unofficial message 

given by a government official was that the new regulations were designed to allow 

mostly Kazakhs to enter the program rather than Russians. 

  

Public	  Representations	  of	  Territorial	  Identity	  

Government attempts to establish a Kazakhstani identity can be seen throughout 

public spaces within the country.  As with most post-Soviet states, the public space is 

filled with large monuments to important events, leaders, scholars, and poets. These 

depictions vary across Kazakhstan, from ‘traditional’ Kazakh symbols in Shymkent to 

futuristic monuments in Astana: each location tells a unique story intended to evoke a 

sense of nationalism. This manner of reinforcing identity is not uncommon: the usage of 

monuments in the formation of a national identity is well documented (for example, see 

Athanassopoulou 2002, MacLeod 2010). As Anderson (1983) observed, nationalism (and 

thus identity) are social constructions of reality. Monuments can be important elements in 

this process, as political elites (or wealthy donors) build symbols that evoke a sense of 

national identity that draw upon mythical pasts and common goals (Herb 1999).  

 

Government officials in Kazakhstan adopted a generally inclusive approach 

toward the placement of new monuments that emphasized local histories and major ethnic 

groups in order to foster a sense of a “Kazakhstani” nation. The variations across the 

country are striking, representing not only local demographics but also government 

priorities in expenditure (often reflecting economic performance). Considerable 
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investment is visible throughout the highly effective territory, while monuments in the 

effective territory are relatively unchanged. Significantly, much of the new investment 

appears to be in parts of the ineffective territory dominated by ethnic Kazakhs, indicating 

that there might be a trend toward greater expenditures in these areas.   

 

There is no doubt that the vast majority of monuments in Kazakhstan reflect a shift 

away from Soviet monuments (for instance, most Lenin statues are no longer centrally 

located and can be extremely difficult to find) and instead focus on Kazakh national 

heroes: the poet Abai and his biographer Auezov are popular subjects that can be found in 

every major city.  While these two figures are common throughout the country, other 

monuments reflect the dominant umbrella clan in a particular area. The warriors of the 

Kishi Zhuz can be seen in northwest (Figure 4.5), the thinkers of the Orta Zhuz are well 

represented in Central Kazakhstan, and the leaders of the Ulu Zhuz visible in eastern 

oblasts1.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 These typologies are integral aspects of how the umbrella clans are viewed within the county.  
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Figure	  4.5:	  Warriors	  of	  the	  Kishi	  Zhuz,	  Atyrau	  

	  
 

 

Basing monuments upon localized umbrella clans serves the purpose of reminding 

the citizenry of their unique place in the role of modern Kazakhstan. These monuments 

call to a mythic past that, while not representative of all Kazakhs, seeks to develop a 

unified nation. The monuments are not just representative of ethnic Kazakhs, however. In 

the more Russified north, there was an attempt to unify Russians and Kazakhs through 

symbolic representations. In Petropavlovsk, located along the Russian border, one of the 

largest monuments in the central square shows the Kazakh poet Abai walking alongside 

Pushkin (Figure 4.6). Ust Kamenogorsk, in East Kazakhstan Oblast, celebrates the 

country’s ethnic diversity in its Cossack village museum. A statue of Kirov still stands 

guard over this settlement that depicts life among different ethnic groups in Kazakhstan 

(Russian, Ukrainian, German, Kazakh, and others).  In Almaty, the monument to the 1986 

Alma-Ata riots details the history of the Kazakh people and the repression endured under 

Soviet rule. At the same time the multi-colored, fractured backdrop of the central figure 
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represents the reconciliation between Russians and Kazakhs (Figure 4.7). Just a short 

distance away in “New Square” (where the demonstrations originated), a series of bas- 

relief sculptures illustrate the mythic past of Kazakh history, recognizing the role that 

Russians played in the country’s history. The final display depicts a map of Kazakhstan 

with all of its past leaders lined up behind an image of Nursultan Nazarbaev, 

acknowledging the inexorable march toward independence under his leadership (Figure 

4.8). 

Figure	  4.6:	  Abai	  and	  Pushkin,	  Petropavlovsk	  
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Figure	  4.7:	  Monument	  to	  Alma-‐Ata	  Riots,	  Almaty	  

	  
 

These monuments reflect a general tendency to incorporate multiple groups into an 

overall “Kazakhstani” identity, but there is still significant regional variation with respect 

to monuments throughout the country. Much of this variation appears to be the result of 

differing levels of economic development, as wealthier regions are better able to afford to 

invest in public monuments. These monuments depict a version of Kazakh identity that 

reflects local attitudes and values. Not surprisingly, monuments in the highly effective 

territory are much more grandiose in nature than those in other areas.  
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Figure	  4.8:	  Bas	  Relief	  in	  New	  Square,	  Almaty	  

 

 

In Astana, part of the highly effective territory, monuments portray an extremely 

stylized version of Kazakh history with traditional figures and symbols taking on a 

futuristic appearance. Nomadic warriors are lithe and sinewy, while women are shown as 

graceful and willowy (Figure 4.9). These figures are set against a backdrop of ultra-

modern buildings that challenge traditional architecture. The intended message is clear 

and direct: Kazakhstan is a country with deep historical traditions that is leading the way 

into the future.  Nowhere is this more evident than in the Bayterek Monument, with its 

representation of a mythical tree of life and the magical bird of happiness (Samruk) that 

laid its egg between two branches (Figure 4.10). The structure is the de facto symbol of 

both Astana and the country’s wealth and prosperity, with scale models available for sale 

in museum stores and airports, and prominently displayed on the national currency.  
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Figure	  4.9:	  Stylized	  Kazakh	  Woman,	  Astana	  

	  
 

Figure	  4.10:	  Bayterek	  Monument,	  Astana	  
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Astana is not the only portion of the highly effective territory to see this depiction 

of Kazakhstan as world leader in its monuments: stylized monuments to Kazakh history 

are also visible near the center of Aktau. Much of this port city remains shabby and 

Sovietized, but considerable reconstruction noticeable during fieldwork in both 2008 and 

2009 suggests that more changes to the city’s appearance are planned. The approach is 

more subtle in Atyrau: metal gazebos on either side of the Ural River simply state 

“Europe” or “Asia”, depending upon which side of the river one stands. Not surprisingly 

for a country seeking to become a world leader, the vast majority of development is on the 

European side of the river.  

 

There does not appear to have been much change in monuments in the effective 

territory, perhaps because there are considerably more economic pressures that necessitate 

funds being spent elsewhere. Anecdotal evidence suggests that some areas (particularly 

Karaganda) are proud of their histories and do not wish to dismantle these legacies. 

Within the effective territory, Soviet-era monuments remain visible. Lenin still stands in 

the middle of Karaganda, just a short walk from a monument to the region’s coal miners 

(Figure 4.11), and monuments throughout the center of Aktobe detail Soviet 

accomplishments. While newer monuments are not as visible, though, there have been 

some efforts to erect sculptures that reflect the role of Kazakh accomplishments within the 

national territory. Outside of the history museum in the coal-producing area of Karaganda, 

one notable sculpture depicts a young Kazakh boy holding a lump of coal (Figure 4.12). 

According to legend, he was part of a nomadic group that had stopped to rest for the night. 
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This boy picked up several stones never before seen, rubbed them together, and was 

amazed to find that they combusted. Thus, coal was discovered in Kazakhstan.  

 

An interesting dichotomy exists within the ineffective territory, and in rural areas. 

In the more-Russian north, there is little investment in creating a new depiction of 

Kazakhstani identity. Few monuments are visible in Semey (East Kazakhstan Oblast), and 

those that are have been funded by external sources (such as the “Stronger than Death” 

memorial, commemorating the victims of the region’s nuclear testing). Most monuments 

are from the Soviet era, even in the comparatively wealthier regional capital of Ust 

Kamenogorsk.  While Pushkin and Abai can be seen walking side by side in 

Petropavlovsk (North Kazakhstan), the vast majority of the city’s monuments are from the 

Soviet era, and are in disrepair. Rural areas in the north of Kazakhstan also have few, if 

any, monuments to a new national identity.  
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Figure	  4.11:	  Monument	  to	  Coal	  Mining,	  Karaganda	  

	  

Figure	  4.12:	  Discovery	  of	  Coal,	  Karaganda	  
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Within the southern tier of the ineffective territory, a region that prides itself on 

being the ‘traditional’ Kazakhstan, there is significantly more investment in creating 

monuments to a new national identity. Few Soviet monuments remain in Shymkent, the 

regional capital of South Kazakhstan. The streets instead are lined with traditional Kazakh 

symbols (Figure 4.13). The statue of Lenin is relegated to a park far from the city center 

and the few Soviet remnants that remain are quickly being dismantled. The construction 

of more “Kazakh” symbols is evident even in the rural areas of the southern ineffective 

territory (Figure 4.14). This contrast between north and south suggests that there are likely 

disparities in the levels of investment received by these different locations. It is possible 

that population demographics play a role in this variation, but without additional research 

it is not possible to make a precise determination. 

Figure	  4.13:	  Traditional	  Kazakh	  Symbols,	  Shymkent	  
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Figure	  4.14:	  New	  Construction	  in	  the	  Rural	  South,	  Aralsk	  

	  
	  

	  

	  

Limits	  to	  Territorial	  Identity	  

	  
While on the surface President Nazarbaev promoted a broadly inclusive Eurasian 

identity, he (and his government) also acted to prevent any alternate views of the state 

from emerging. Media and opposition groups that might present opinions other than those 

of the government were repressed, and the clan system was dismantled at the highest state 

level. A 2005 report by the Eurasian Center for Political Research and Epicenter Agency 

for Social Technologies2 suggests that power within Kazakhstan is now held by influential 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 http://www.mizinov.net/articles/10280,  
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groups with close ties to the president, rather than clan politics. These finding suggest that 

clans (while still important) are much less relevant in societal structures than might be 

expected.  

It is not likely that President Nazarbaev will soon leave office. New legislation 

removed term limits in 2007, although it remains unclear who his eventual successor will 

be. Darigha Nazarbaeva was at one time the most likely candidate, but has since lost some 

of her political power resulting from allegations that her (now ex-) husband participated in 

planning the February 2006 murder of opposition leader Altynbek Sarsenbaev.   Timur 

Kulibaev remains a potential successor, but stated that he has no political ambitions.  In 

2008, there was even a rumor that Nazarbaev would remain in office until his illegitimate 

son was old enough to take over the presidency, around 2025. With the succession so 

unclear (and in the absence of any real opposition parties) a power vacuum could lead to 

political instability in the event of a sudden change of power. 

Consolidation of power by Nazarbaev and influence groups limited any real 

opposition from forming. Election laws have prevented political parties other than the pro-

presidential Nur-Otan from obtaining seats in parliament. The human rights situation 

appears to be worsening as well, despite assurances to the international community that 

the country would improve its human rights record prior to its accession to the chair of the 

Organization of Security and Cooperation in Europe. Hare Krishna religious leaders were 

denied access to the country upon arrival in Almaty, media laws now allow for censorship 

of personal blogs, and some political websites are periodically blocked. In 2010, the 

newspaper Respublika was fined the equivalent of 400,000 USD after publishing an article 
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that allegedly resulted in depositors withdrawing funds from the partially state-owned 

BTA Bank. Distribution of the newspaper was prohibited until the fine is paid, and it is 

likely that the newspaper, which often prints articles critical of the government, will be 

forced to close down.  In yet another instance of what international observers call abuse of 

human rights, political activist Evgeny Zhovtis was arrested on what have been called 

spurious charges of manslaughter after openly criticizing the country’s human rights 

record at an international meeting in Finland. He was later convicted in a trial noted for its 

lack of transparency.  

Absence	  of	  Territorial	  Identity	  
 

Notwithstanding initial attempts to create state identities, government officials in 

Kazakhstan instead placed the desires of select groups above those of others. In doing so, 

they did make strides toward one of the goals laid out in the Kazakhstan 2030 strategy: 

they developed a strong sense of patriotism among some of the population. The increasing 

emphasis and perceived favoritism of ethnic Kazakhs, though, continues to drive a wedge 

between the titular group and other nationalities within Kazakhstan. Slavic groups, in 

particular, feel increasingly isolated and separate from the rest of the country. 

 

The uneven emphasis placed upon the titular ethnic group undermines and 

counteracts the other elements of territorial identity laid out in this chapter. Favoring one 

group above others promotes, rather than eliminates, the reasons for ethnic differences. It 

also weakens the necessary mutual respect between groups, promotes social discord rather 
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than settling social problems, and does not guarantee a “uniform civic motivation based 

upon quality of opportunities for all citizens.” (Government of Kazakhstan) 

 

The establishment of an official representation of state identity does not guarantee 

popular acceptance of these ideals as conceptions of identity function at several levels, 

though. The flexibility of identity had the potential to be advantageous in establishing a 

new definition of citizenship, yet ideas put forth were either ill-conceived or promoted for 

short periods of time. While older policies had to be inclusive of multiple ethnic groups, 

but the changing demographic situation within the country seemingly allowed government 

officials to promote an ethnic (rather than civic) Kazakh identity.  

 

The absence of territorial identity in Kazakhstan did not compromise overall 

stability of the state, though.  Since the introduction of a new constitution in 1995, the 

overall trend is to maintain stability by quashing dissenting voices and groups that 

disagree with the vision of the country created by Nazarbaev and his government. 

Identities that develop at levels other than the state do not have the opportunity to develop.   

Dismantling of the clan system at the state level, combined with wealth from oil revenues 

are key aspects of the government’s ability to maintain control over the country.  The 

improved standard of living makes it unlikely that citizens will speak out against the 

government.  In turn, the government is able to portray Kazakhstan on the international 

front as a cosmopolitan country with a thriving economy.  In reality, this conception is far 

from true, and its persistence is due to repression of media and opposition groups that 

might present and promote alternative views of the Kazakh state.   
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These results indicate that the need for territorial identify depends upon 

government leadership.  A strong authoritarian leader can use political power to either 

promote or impede development of increased political cohesion.  As long as the economic 

needs of the population are (mostly) met, the government can maintain stability.  

Territorial identity is more important in the absence of strong leadership.  Without a 

unifying identity, competition between groups for scarce resources and representation can 

result in increased instability and reverse any bonds that had previously developed.  Once 

these connections break down, it becomes more difficult to bring disparate factions 

together.



147	  
	  

	   147	  

	  

	  

Chapter	  4:	  Educational	  Context	  in	  Kazakhstan	  
 

Having examined territorial efficiency, quality, and identity in Kazakhstan, I now 

turn to an examination of the educational system in order to see how these factors might 

have influenced the development of this sector since independence. The educational 

system is important in the context of territorial cohesion as it combines all three elements 

of territorial efficiency, quality, and identity. It is commonly recognized that the success 

of a transition is dependent upon the success of the educational system (see, for instance, 

Alesina et al. 1996; Birzea 1994; Justman and Gradstein 1999). Funding for education 

frequently decreases significantly in the initial years of a country’s independence.  In 

order for long-term growth to occur, however, a government must look to the future and 

invest in the educational system. In situations where government officials are more 

concerned with maximizing short-term rents (such as in Uzbekistan or Turkmenistan), 

little investment is made, and the country’s citizens are unable to achieve their full 

potential. Additionally, scholars of identity agree that the educational system plays a key 

role in the development of a national identity, even while they disagree on how identity is 

formed.  Anderson (1991), in particular, argued that print capitalism and literacy are key 

elements in developing the nation’s imagined community, while Gellner (2009) equated 

education with ‘high culture’ and the formation of the nation. Stalin (1954) used the 
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educational system as a means to create the Soviet nation according to his definition of “a 

historically constituted, stable community of people, formed on the basis of a common 

language, territory, [and] economic life.”  

 

In this section, I first provide an overview of the various levels of the educational 

system in Kazakhstan and identify how the strengths and weaknesses relate to territorial 

cohesion.  I then address government plans to improve the educational sector as a whole. 

These discussions are necessarily discursive: even with access obtained through working 

with UNESCO Kazakhstan, it was not possible to gain access to financial records or 

arrange interviews with many government officials. Instead, this analysis is the result of 

interviews with representatives of non-governmental organizations and sources (many of 

which are unpublished) provided by UNESCO officials. Due to data limitations, it was not 

possible to conduct a comparison of schools in the highly effective, effective, and 

ineffective territories. However, the data do reveal disparities within the country that 

closely parallel other economic, social, and demographic issues discussed in the previous 

chapter. Finally, I discuss the results of university students across Kazakhstan regarding 

the educational system. While these students are not representative of the entire country, 

they are representative of those individuals who were most affected by the within the 

educational system: their thoughts and perceptions can help to build a more complete 

picture of territorial cohesion among this group. 

Educational	  Context	  	  
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The educational system in Kazakhstan developed during the Soviet Union, with 

free access to all citizens of the union, high quality of instruction and learning, and 

opportunities to compete for admission to universities throughout the USSR.  After the 

Soviet Union collapsed in 1991 and newly-independent Kazakhstan was forced to 

transition from a centralized economy to a market economy, the educational system was 

particularly hard hit due to lack of funding.  Education as a percentage of GDP fell from 

3.6% in 1991 to 2.3% from 2002-2005 (Ministry of Statistics 2008). There was little 

investment in education during the transitional period, facilities deteriorated and some 

closed, training materials were difficult to obtain, and teachers received inadequate 

salaries which were often months in arrears. As was the case with other countries in the 

broader Central Asian region, rural schools suffered much more than schools in urban 

areas as what limited funds were available tended to concentrate in the more densely-

populated regions.  

 

Despite significant challenges, Kazakhstan was able to maintain the impressive 

levels of literacy first attained during the Soviet period. In 2008, Kazakhstan still had one 

of the highest literacy rates in the world (99.5%) largely due to the Soviet policy of free 

and mandatory education for all.  There also began to be some improvement in the 

educational system overall beginning in the late 1990s as the country’s economic 

condition began to improve. Additionally, the introduction of the Kazakhstan 2030 

strategy allowed for greater reforms as the country seeks to develop its citizens to be ready 

for the challenges of the 21st century. 
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Current	  Educational	  Structure	  
	  

The highly centralized educational structure inherited from the Soviet Union remains the 

strongest influence on the educational system in Kazakhstan today. Control over the 

educational system is maintained by the Ministry of Education and Science (MoES), and 

is then devolved to the oblast (regional) and raion (district) levels.  Citizens have the right 

to send their children to private schools, which remain under the supervision of the state. 

The government is reforming the educational system, including the addition of an 

additional year to create a 12-year program of schooling.  Higher education institutions 

(HEIs) are being reformed as well, with these changes being implemented to bring the 

country’s university system into alignment with the Bologna process1. In accordance with 

the State Program for Developing Education in Kazakhstan, the government seeks to 

ensure equal access for all students.   

 

Kazakhstan’s constitution provides for free and mandatory schooling through 

grade 11 for all children, with the further right to compete for university placement at no 

charge. The current system encompasses pre-school, primary education, secondary 

education, technical and vocational training, and higher (tertiary) education. Pre-school 

education covers ages 5-6, and students enter primary school at age 7.  There are planned 

changes to expand the educational system to a 12-year program, although the introduction 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The Bologna Process seeks to bring universities into the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) with a 
three-tiered structure of bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees.  Universities operate within a national 
qualification framework with clearly defined outcomes for each level of education, as well as operate within 
the standards and guidelines for EHEA quality assurance.  The process allows greater international 
recognition of foreign degrees and other higher education qualifications. 
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of these changes was delayed until 2010 to allow further time to prepare schools and 

instructors. The current educational structure is shown in Figure 5.1. 
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Sector	  Structure	  

Figure	  5.1:	  Educational	  Structure	  in	  Kazakhstan	  
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Education	  Sub-‐Sectors	  	  

Early	  Childhood	  Education	  (ECE)	  
When Kazakhstan achieved independence in 1991, it had the best pre-school 

system of the Central Asian Republics.  At that time, approximately half of all children 

under 7 years of age were served by the system.  Over half of the 8,743 kindergartens 

were in rural areas. Many of the kindergartens were work-place based and thus closed 

when factories and collective farms closed. These closures affected the rural areas 

particularly hard: 7 out of 8 kindergartens closed, but the majority of closures were in 

rural regions (Penn and Kalashnikova 2004).   By 1998, only 11% of children were able to 

attend pre-school and less than 3% of the total educational budget was allocated to 

preschools (down from 7% in 1991) (Penn and Kalashnikova 2004).  The government is 

seeking to find ways to address this problem, including the introduction of part-time 

nursery classes in schools for children ages 5-62, although there is currently insufficient 

capacity for all children in this age group to be able to attend these free nursery schools. A 

review of the National Oil Fund, commissioned by the Soros Foundation and completed 

by the Public Policy Research Center, stated emphatically that ECE should receive 

priority funding from the oil fund revenues (Soros Foundation 2008).  The total number of 

pre-school establishments increased from 1095 in 2002 to 1327 in 2006, with the vast 

majority in rural areas.  Additionally, the gross enrollment rate for children in pre-school 

programs rose nearly 10% during that same time (from 35% to 44.3%) (Table 5.1). 

Despite these improvements, there is still a widening gap between capacity and demand. 

For every 100 planned seats, there are 105-130 children waiting for a place.  This situation 

can only expect to become more severe as the birth rate continues to rise.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 ECE no longer covers children through the age of 7 



154	  
	  

	   154	  

Table	  5.1:	  Number	  of	  Pre-‐School	  Establishments	  and	  Pre-‐School	  Enrollment	  in	  Kazakhstan,	  
2002-‐2006	  

 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Difference 
2002-
2006 

Total number of pre-school 
establishments 1095 1106 1120 1179 1327 232 

Urban 874 871 866 884 921 47 

Rural 221 235 254 295 406 185 

number of children at 
permanent pre-school 

establishments, thousand 
persons 147.5 156.5 168.8 185.4 207.8 60.3 

Urban 134.1 141.7 150.7 164.1 180 45.9 

Rural 13.4 14.8 18.1 21.3 27.8 14.4 

number of children involved 
in pre-school training 154383 161403 174809 179357 192402 38019 

at pre-school organizations 18760 32903 37142 41987 45904 27144 

at pre-school classes of 
daytime general education 

schools 135623 128500 137667 137370 146498 10875 

gross enrollment rate for 
children at pre-school 

training 35 37.3 40.6 43.1 44.3 9.3 

Agency on Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan. 2007. Statistical Yearbook of 
Kazakhstan. Astana. Various pages. 

 

Although Kazakhstan has a provision for early childhood education for children 

ages 3 to 6, school-based programs are only available for children aged 5-6 and the 
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majority of ECE programs are in the more urban areas.  There is also higher demand for 

the more comprehensive kindergarten classes instead of nursery classes.  Kindergartens 

offered a full range of services during the Soviet period, and expectations continue to be 

high with regards to the services available to families and children.  These services 

include comprehensive health and child care, nutrition, specialist teachers, gymnasiums, 

swimming pools, and aftercare. The demands for these services places increased strain on 

already tight budgets and often require that parents contribute towards expenses. One 

study found that the average charge a family can expect to pay for kindergarten was 

4,000-5,000 KZ tenge per month (UNESCO 2008).  The high cost, as well as the relative 

inaccessibility of kindergartens to those in rural areas, effectively excludes a large portion 

of the population.  Demand continues to rise, however. Statistics do not indicate whether 

those enrolled in kindergartens are Russian or Kazakh, but given that the majority of 

Russians live in urban areas, it is very possible that there is an imbalance between 

ethnicity and access to kindergartens.  

 

A 2006 study reveals that three times as many children in urban areas have access 

to ECE facilities (Table 5.2). Interestingly, the areas with the greatest access to ECE are in 

Karaganda, Pavlodar, North Kazakhstan, and West Kazakhstan.  The mining industries in 

these areas were of importance during the Soviet era, and were the mainstay of the 

economy in the years following independence.  Kindergartens were often associated with 

local industries during the Soviet period which suggests that the kindergartens in these 

areas are in aging facilities and possibly in states of disrepair. The government of 

Kazakhstan is working to provide greater access to ECE, particularly in rural areas of 
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Kazakhstan and the majority of new facilities being constructed are in rural areas (Table 

5.1).  However, many of the new facilities are nursery schools rather than kindergartens.  

These facilities do not provide the same level of care as kindergartens, and do not offer the 

full-day programs desired by many working parents.  Furthermore, the budget for these 

centers is unprotected and is often under-funded.  There is also a lack of transparency in 

the budget, and it is not easily monitored. 

Table	  5.2:	  Percentage	  of	  children	  aged	  36-‐59	  months	  in	  ECE	  programs,	  2006	  
Oblast Percentage of children 
Akmola 8.8 

Aktobe   12.0 

Almaty Oblast  7.1 

Atyrau 11.1 

West Kazakhstan  23.2 

Zhambyl 15.7 

Karaganda  33.4 

Kostanai 16.2 

Kyzylorda 8.2 

Mangistau 17.4 

South Kazakhstan  8.1 

Pavlodar 26.8 

North Kazakhstan  20.2 

East Kazakhstan  15.6 

Astana City 47.0 

Almaty City 29.7 

Residence  

Urban 24.1 

Rural 7.0 

Agency of the Republic of Kazakhstan for Statistics. 2006. Multi Indicator Cluster Survey 
(MICS), Kazakhstan. 
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Primary	  Schools	  
Overall, the territory of Kazakhstan is well covered by primary schools. In 2003, 

only 554 villages had no primary schools (Konysvaev and Davidson, 2004).  A 2006 

survey of households reveals that 92.9% of all children of primary school age were 

enrolled in grade 1 (Table 5.4). There is a trend to reduce the number of primary schools 

since the 2002/03 school year as total enrollment declined. The number of schools 

reduced by 12.8%, from 1292 schools in 2002/03 to 1127 in 2006/07, with the greatest 

percentage decreases in urban areas3. Primary school enrollment declined by 16% in this 

same period. At the same time, there is a corresponding increase in the number of 

comprehensive (all grade) schools that can be a more efficient use of resources 

particularly in the poorer rural areas (where 47% of all primary school children were 

enrolled during the 2006/07 school year) (Table 5.3). 

 

Table	  5.3:	  Percentage	  of	  all	  Students	  Enrolled	  in	  Urban	  and	  Rural	  Schools	  

	  

 
2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 

Urban 52.7% 52.8% 52.6% 53.0% 53.0% 
Rural 47.2% 47.2% 47.4% 47.0% 47.0% 

Agency on Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan. 2007. Statistical Yearbook of 
Kazakhstan. Astana. Various pages. 

 

While there is not as much variation in secondary education enrollment in those 

oblasts for which data were available, there appears to be an increase in the number of 

children attending school in the highly effective territory. As I discussed in the preceding 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Primary schools in urban areas have seen a 32.9% decrease during this time period, while rural schools 
have declined by 11.6%.  However, there have been considerably more school closures in rural areas, where 
the number of institutions declined from 1222 to 1080 between 2002/03-2006/07.   
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chapter, these areas have experienced increased population growth largely due to the 

settlement of oralmandar, who often have higher birth rates.  The more rural areas of the 

ineffective and effective territories, such as Zhambyl, Kostanai, and Akmola have lower 

percentages of children enrolled in grade 1 (Ministry of Statistics 2007). While it is 

unclear why this situation is occurring in the northern areas, Zhambyl has a significant 

problem with child labour which might account for the lower rates of school enrollment. 

The Multi-Indicator Cluster Survey data  (Ministry of Statistics 2006) suggests lower 

enrollment rates are also based upon ethnicity, with Russian children having lower 

enrollment rates in grade 1 (83%) than Kazakh children (100%) (Table 5.4).   

Secondary	  and	  Comprehensive	  Schools	  
Overall, secondary school enrollment in Kazakhstan is high, with 95.3% of 

secondary school age children enrolled in schools.  In 2003, only 625 villages had no 

secondary schools (Ministry of Statistics 2006).  This age group accounts for over half of 

all students in Kazakhstan (52%), with just under half (46.2%) living in rural areas 

(Ministry of Statistics 2006). As with primary schools, there is a reduction in the overall 

number of secondary schools. 
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Table	  5.4:	  Percentage	  of	  children	  of	  primary	  school	  entry	  age	  attending	  grade	  1,	  Kazakhstan,	  
2006	  
Akmola 90.1 
Aktobe 95.7 
Almaty City 96.2 
Almaty Oblast 91.9 
Astana City n/a 
Atyrau 97.9 
East Kazakhstan 80.4 
Karaganda 94 
Kostanai 90.3 
Kyzylorda n/a 
Mangistau n/a 
North Kazakhstan 90.9 
Pavlodar n/a 
South Kazakhstan n/a 
West Kazakhstan 97.2 
Zhambyl 89.3 
Residence 

 Urban 97 
Rural n/a 
Ethnicity 

 Kazakh 100 
Russian 83.2 
Other 92.3 
Total 92.9 
 
 

  

Secondary school children comprised over two-thirds (64.8%) of all school 

children in 2006/07, with half of all these children living in rural areas. While the total 

number of children enrolled in secondary school declined largely due to the drop in birth 

rates in the mid 1990s, this trend is expected to reverse in the coming years given the 

sharp increase in number of births beginning in 2002. Of some concern, however, is the 

gender disparity that is beginning to appear when compared with primary school 

enrollment. Kazakhstan has compulsory education requirements for those under the age of 

16, resulting in high overall enrollment rates. While there is a slightly larger percentage of 
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girls enrolled in secondary schools (95.4% of girls, 95.1% of boys), the situation is 

reversed in primary schools.  The 2006 survey shows 90.4% of girls enrolled in grade 1, 

while 95.1% of all boys were enrolled in school. If this situation develops into a trend, it 

will be of great concern in the future as it would contribute toward increased gender 

inequality by preventing girls from receiving the free education to which they are entitled 

under state law. 

College	  and	  University	  Education	  
In 2006/07, there were 176 universities and 442 colleges in Kazakhstan. While the 

number of universities remained fairly constant since at least the 2002/03 academic year, 

the number of colleges (which provide secondary vocational training) increased nearly 

25% (Ministry of Statistics 2007). Overall enrollment increased unilaterally and, while 

data are not available on the graduation rates for the incoming students, the number of 

graduates rose as well.  

 

In addition to the increased demand reflected by the increased enrollment rates, 

several trends with respect to higher education have become evident. (i) Higher 

educational institutions (HEIs) have trained an increasing number of specialists (ii) More 

students are being trained in humanities and economics and (iii) pedagogical and technical 

institutes have merged into universities and academies in order to make more effective use 

of resources and staff.  Despite these changes and areas of growth, public expenditure 

remained constant as a percent of GDP (0.31% in 2000 and 0.32% in 2003) (Thomas and 

K. Zhakenova, 2004), and internal management of state HEIs remains subject to 

government control (including the appointment of rectors).  



161	  
	  

	   161	  

Government control over universities often prevents professional development on the part 

of professors, who must receive permission from their rector and the Ministry of 

Education should they need to cancel a class in order to attend a conference. In fact, 

during a training workshop that I led at a top university in Almaty, faculty members were 

astounded that not only was I able to cancel a class for professional reasons, but that I also 

wrote and designed my own syllabus. Those are academic freedoms that they are not 

allowed.  Rectors, who are often political appointees, can further hinder academic 

progress. In at least one state university, the rector dictates that students who pay for 

classes (as opposed to having a government grant or loan) should expect to receive a good 

grade. As a result, grade inflation is rampant. Students additionally often pay for grades, 

with the rate paid for a “5” (the equivalent of an “A”) being about 5000 tenge4. 

 

As part of its efforts to develop a strong labor force, the government of Kazakhstan 

introduced a program (Boloshak) to send 3,000 students per year to study at HEIs in the 

United States and Great Britain in order to receive their baccalaureate degree.  Students 

can also continue on to graduate programs before returning to Kazakhstan for a minimum 

period of five years.  The program recently expanded to allow students who have already 

received their baccalaureate or masters degree to apply for graduate programs in the US 

and UK. The Boloshak program is not without problems, however. Although the program 

is ostensibly designed to allow all students an opportunity to compete for the award, there 

is a very real perception within Kazakhstan that this program is designed only for ethnic 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 This figure is based on anecdotal information provided by students. Faculty members often discuss 
bribery, but in the context of knowing someone who takes bribes and stating that they would never do so. 
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Kazakhs. In the initial years of the program, when it was administered by British Councils 

on behalf of the Kazakh government, many of the award recipients were ethnic Russians. 

This fact is not surprising, since students who study in the Russian language groups (and 

are mostly ethnic Russians), tend to score higher on exams than their Kazakh counterparts. 

Beginning around 2007 (exact years were not available), the government of Kazakhstan 

took over the administration of the Boloshak program and implemented stricter Kazakh 

language requirements for eligibility. As a result, few Russians were able to pass the 

required exams. Anecdotal evidence suggests that in recent years, many Russians do not 

even attempt to apply for the fellowship as they feel the program is biased against them. 

These perceptions are supported by a meeting with government officials, in which it was 

informally relayed that they did not wish Russians to receive this award and designed 

eligibility rules accordingly. 

Territorial	  Cohesion	  and	  Education	  
	  

The challenges faced by primary, secondary, and tertiary schools in Kazakhstan 

are much the same regardless of level. While there is some overlap in how these 

challenges might be categorized, issues faced by schools can be grouped according to 

territorial efficiency, quality, and identity.   Below are the most significant issues that 

schools faced in 2008. 

Territorial	  Efficiency	  

Highly	  Centralized	  System	  
The Ministry of Education and Science (MoES) is the central education authority 

in Kazakhstan.  The role of the ministry within the realm of education is to (i) develop a 

legal framework for education (ii) regulate activities of educational institutions (iii) 
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organize national educational standards for grades 1-11 (iv) enforce regulations and (v) 

provide accreditation and attestation to educational institutions. While MoES is the 

centralized authority for education, implementation of policy is left to local executive 

bodies (akimats) and local education management offices (at the oblast, Almaty City, 

Astana City, and raion levels).  

 

This highly centralized system of administration leaves little autonomy to school 

officials, teachers, and professors. Course syllabi and curriculum development must be 

approved by the MoES, preventing faculty and staff from developing classes that are 

designed to meet the needs of their students.  Such a system does not cultivate an 

environment of academic freedom and recognize the qualifications of its professional 

staff.  Furthermore, the significant amount of lecture time required by approved programs 

prevents instructors and professors from undertaking additional research projects that add 

depth and breadth to any academic department. 

 

Soviet	  legacy	  
The government of Kazakhstan is working to reform its educational system to 

meet with international standards.  The existing system evolved from the Soviet system of 

education and is not designed to develop the skills needed in a global environment. 

Subject curricula are not designed to develop critical thinking skills (rather, it depends on 

memorization of facts).  Students are not able to apply their knowledge, and it is difficult 

to measure how well students have understood their lessons.  There is no system of 



164	  
	  

	   164	  

standardized testing to judge learning and student progress.  Lessons are also inflexible, 

forcing teachers to teach to the syllabus rather than having the ability to spend more or 

less time on a subject depending upon student needs.  Students also have too many 

subjects to study leading to insufficient time to study the most important subjects and 

resulting in too much homework.  

Lack	  of	  funding	  and	  low	  salaries	  for	  teachers/professors	  
Lack of school funding continues to be a problem in Kazakhstan. Facilities are 

aging, and teachers are often faced with providing their own school supplies. Parents are 

frequently asked to assist with school repairs and equipment. Each oblast contributes 1% 

of the total educational budget to the Education for All Fund (EFAF) in order to provide 

support to at risk children; this percentage is of the total local budget.  Richer regions are 

thus better able to afford greater funding levels, while poorer regions struggle to provide 

these necessities. The poorer regions also tend to have larger, younger populations so that 

there are more people competing for a smaller amount of assistance. 

 

Teaching salaries remain low, and are often insufficient to live areas such as 

Almaty and Astana.  In most regions, the majority of the school budget is used for teacher 

salaries, leaving little money for needed classroom supplies or repairs. As a result, 

teachers often use their own funds to provide teaching supplies and materials. There are 

also reports that teachers in rural areas, who should receive additional pay for teaching in 

these areas, do not receive the monies to which they are entitled. At the university level, 

faculty members often have second jobs outside of the university, or accept money from 

students in return for grades.  Faculty members with whom the consultant discussed this 
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topic stated that while they personally do not accept money, they know others who do so.  

They also stated that while they feel that faculty members should not accept money, low 

salaries and high costs of living can make it necessary. The need to work a second job, 

combined with a high number of contact hours with students, can also prevent faculty 

members from engaging in research activities. 

 

Teacher	  Training	  
There is a need to increase and enhance the quality of training available for 

teachers, both at the university level and after graduation.  In 2008, student teachers still 

receive little training on teaching methodologies and have little opportunity for practical 

experience in the classroom.  Often this experience is limited to a 4-6 week period of 

during their final year of school.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that many of the student 

teachers are teaching at levels not suitable for the jobs that they will eventually have (i.e. 

teaching more advanced students rather than introductory classes).  Additionally, teachers 

often are unable to attend the additional training classes which are required, or must attend 

these sessions at their own expense.  There remains a need to train teachers on new 

teaching methodologies, particularly given planned changes to the educational system. 

These training sessions are often desired and requested by teachers and teaching 

organizations, but it is not always possible to organize such sessions due to the relative 

lack of methodological experts.  This problem is particularly severe outside of Almaty and 

Astana, and in rural areas.   
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Territorial	  Quality	  

Geographical	  divide	  
There is a significant urban/rural divide between schools. Because of the ethnic 

distribution of the country, this is also a Russian/Kazakh divide.  The problem of aging or 

insufficient facilities is exacerbated in the poorer rural areas where there is not enough 

money to provide for repairs or reconstruction.  It is also difficult to attract quality 

teachers to remote areas, despite the promise of additional pay.  As demand for consumer 

goods increases, it will be increasingly difficult to attract these teachers to more remote 

areas where these goods are often not available. Children in rural areas are also more 

likely to miss school because of lack of adequate clothing or the need to work in the fields 

during the harvest season.  Not surprisingly, then, students in rural areas consistently test 

lower on exams than their urban counterparts.   

 

The urban/rural divide within primary and secondary education also continues 

through to the tertiary level and can be a significant barrier to admission to an institute of 

higher learning. Students from rural areas are most often those who study in Kazakh in 

school, and as was discussed earlier, these students tend to score lower on exams.  As a 

result, admission to university can be more difficult.  These students are more likely to 

depend upon financial assistance from the government, yet due to lower test scores are 

less likely to receive the needed aid. A 2004 survey revealed that over 66% of people in 

rural areas believed that high costs prohibited access to higher vocational education, while 

8% stated that they did not have the necessary connections to receive a free higher 

education (Konysvaev and Davidson. 2004).  
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Table	  5.5:	  Number	  of	  State	  Educational	  Schools	  in	  Kazakhstan	  

 2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 

Percent 
Change 
2002/03-
2006/07 

Total Number of Schools 8160 8092 8069 8017 7928 -2.8 

Urban 2016 1985 1992 2003 1981 -1.7 

Rural 6144 6107 6077 6014 5947 -3.2 

Primary Schools (grades 1-4) 1292 1228 1217 1187 1127 -12.8 

Urban 70 54 60 54 47 -32.9 

Rural 1222 1174 1157 1133 1080 -11.6 

Basic Schools (grades 5-9) 1327 1285 1246 1214 1188 -10.5 

Urban 109 98 92 95 87 -20.2 

Rural 1218 1187 1154 1119 1101 -9.6 

Comprehensive Secondary 
Schools (all grades) 5356 5393 5411 5416 5403 0.9 

Urban 1680 1676 1672 1685 1685 0.3 

Rural 3676 3717 3739 3731 3718 1.1 

 

Budget	  imbalances	  
During the initial years of independence, educational funding fell considerably in 

Kazakhstan.  In 1991, educational expenditures were 19.1% of total expenditures but only 

12.1% in 2002-2005.  Even given the improved economic situation in 2008, education 

expenditures still have not achieved the same level as 1991. The most recent data for 2008 

indicate that these expenditures as a percentage of the budget are only 16.9% (Ministry of 

Statistics 2008).  While more recent data are not currently available, in 2003 the shares of 

expenditure on education reveal an imbalance between levels.  These shares are as 
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follows: ECCE 3.0%, General Education 66.2%, Primary TVET 3.6%, Secondary TVET 

2.8%, Higher Education 8.5%, other educational programmes including training and 

student grants 16.4%. In general, there was little change in these values between 1999 and 

2003 (Mercer and Khalikova 2004).  The government reduced some public expenditure on 

higher education through involving the private sector and through the introduction of a 

system of grants and loans. However, the government will need to increase private sector 

involvement and/or increase overall expenditures at all levels of education if they are to 

meet the needs of the educational system. Areas that are particularly vulnerable to lack of 

funding are pre-school education, rural schools, addition of a 12th year of education, and 

improving overall educational quality. 

 

Budgets for schools in Kazakhstan are based upon recurrent expenditures and 

capital expenditures.  Recurrent expenditures include teacher salaries, food, utilities, 

heating, maintenance, and the Education for All (EFA) fund5, while capital expenditures 

are for items such as equipment and materials, acquisition of facilities and construction, 

and major repairs.  Current budgets are barely adequate to cover ‘protected’ items such as 

salaries, leaving little left to provide building maintenance, teaching materials, and 

equipment. Furthermore, while the budgets cover teacher salaries, teaching remains a 

significantly underpaid profession. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 The EFA fund should comprise 1% of the local educational budget and sponsorship, with funds being used 
to support vulnerable families through provision of school materials, clothes, footwear, and other items 
needed for education. As available monies are dependent upon local budgets, poorer areas have fewer 
resources available to support the fund. 
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Table	  5.6:	  Dynamics	  of	  expenses,	  allocated	  to	  education,	  by	  organizations	  of	  Ministry	  of	  
Education	  and	  Science	  (with	  the	  account	  of	  ADB	  loans),	  (in	  million	  tenge)	  

Educational Level 
2001      2002             2003              2004                     2005                     

2006                    
(planned) 

Pre-school education 3 322 3 880 4 553 6 542 9 589 12 700 

as % to GDP 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Secondary general education 67 224 81 744 98 906 127 432 157 369 195 465 

as % to GDP 2.0 2.2 2.2 2.3 2.1 2.0 

Primary vocational education 3 018 3 910 5 299 6 714 9 076 10 421 

as % to GDP 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Secondary vocational 
education 

2 528 2 989 3 502 5 160 7 351 10 158 

as % to GDP 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Higher education 9 344 11 783 12 763 15 423 24 956 37 800 

as % to GDP 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 

Other educational programs                17 640 14 671 24 526 34 303 53 395 66 140 

as % to GDP 0.5 0.4 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.7 

Total  103 076 118 977 149 549 195 574 261 736 332 684 

as % to GDP 3.1 3.2 3.4 3.5 3.5 3.4 

  Source: Statistical data of MES RK 

Each oblast is responsible for devising its own budget, the process for which is 

lacking in transparency. There is overlap of budgetary authority at both the republican and 

local levels, as well as a clear delineation of allocation authority between these levels.  

This situation leads to difficulties in establishing which authority is responsible for 

funding programs implemented by the MoES. Furthermore, it remains unclear to what 

extent public schools, local authorities, and local governments might be involved in the 
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development of the budget.  There are also insufficient legislative safeguards to ensure 

needs-based financing of schools as well as inadequate funding for pre-school education. 

There is also a significant imbalance in education budgets across oblasts, with some being 

‘donor’ regions (providing funds for poorer areas).  In 2007, the average expenditure was 

25.3% of the total oblast budget (UNESCO).  However, these figures can exceed 40% of 

overall expenditures in some (mostly rural) regions while those areas which produce the 

greatest wealth for the country have expenditures considerably lower than the national 

average6. Lacking data on school finances or per capita expenditures, it was not possible 

to conduct a comparative analysis between the highly effective, effective, and ineffective 

territories.  

Cost	  of	  attendance	  
While the majority of children in Kazakhstan are enrolled in schools at both 

primary and secondary levels, there still remain nearly 10% not in attendance.  The costs 

of sending a child to school can deter parents from sending their children to school or 

cause them to withdraw their children from school. A 2003 survey of students in Kazygurt 

Raion, South Kazakhstan Oblast and Mai Raion in Pavlodar Oblast reveals that students 

from low-income families (who are at greatest risk) do not attend school on a regular basis 

due to poor clothing, lack of winter clothing, lack of school materials, bad weather, and 

difficulties with members of their peer group.   More students from the poorer South 

Kazakhstan Oblast were likely to cite these reasons for missing school than their peers in 

the north. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 In 2007, percentage of total expenditure on education was 13.4% in Atyrau, 19.1% in Mangistau, 11.1% in 
Almaty City, and 7.4% in Astana City. 
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Textbooks	  
The most recent textbooks released in Kazakhstan are designed to meet 

educational standards of 2003.  However, these standards were updated in 2004, leaving 

the newest generation of textbooks already outdated.  Students must also buy their own 

textbooks which places a financial strain on families.  There is also insufficient funding to 

provide free textbooks to those with the greatest financial need. Additionally, students 

take a large number of classes, each of which requires its own textbook. These textbooks 

are mostly written by a small group of individuals which allows a small group of people to 

have a disproportionate share in how course materials are presented to students. As 

mentioned above, there are also few textbooks in minority languages that have been 

written in Kazakhstan.  Thus, these books often reflect the values, cultures, and history of 

other countries.  

Changing	  schedules	  and	  multiple	  sessions	  
Students in Kazakhstan are required to attend classes six days a week.  Students 

can have classes in the morning, or in the afternoon. For those students in the afternoon 

sessions, classes often end at 7pm or later.  Arriving home later in the evening can result 

in students working on often-considerable homework loads late into the night in order to 

complete their assignments for the following day.  Children in the same household do not 

necessarily have the same schedules (which can change daily), which can be difficult in 

households where the adults need to work. 
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Table	  5.7:	  Shifts	  of	  Students	  in	  Day-‐Time	  General	  Education	  Schools	  
 2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 

number of schools      

1 shift 2886 2834 2816 2735 2652 

2-3 shifts 5328 5215 5198 5210 5179 

4 shifts 11 10 1 2 3 

enrollment in schools, thousand persons      

1 shift 1979.6 1911.9 1843.3 1774.6 1698.3 

2-3 shifts 1111 1082.3 1049.6 1008.4 974 

4 shifts 1.4 1.4 0.1 0.2 0.4 

as percent of total number of pupils      

1 shift 64 63.8 63.7 63.8 63.6 

2-3 shifts 36 36.1 36.3 36.2 36.4 

4 shifts 0 0.1 0 0 0 

Agency on Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan. 2007. Statistical Yearbook of Kazakhstan. Astana. 
Various pages. 

 

Territorial	  Identity	  

Language	  
Kazakhstan’s educational system allows for students to study in their native 

language.  During the 2006/07 academic year, 44% of schools taught in Kazakh, while 

26.1% of schools taught in Kazakh and Russian.  However, students studying only in 

Kazakh tend to have lower overall test scores than those studying in Russian.  The number 

of students studying in Kazakh language programs declined since at least academic year 
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2003/04, although the percentage of total students studying in these programs increased 

from 55.3% in that year to 58.1% of all students in 2006/07. The decline in numbers is 

due to the overall decline in number of students rather than fewer families opting to 

educate their children in Kazakh language programs. Although there are more students 

studying in Kazakh language, a significant number of students still study in Russian.  In 

2003/04 41.1% of all students were enrolled in Russian programs, although this number 

dropped to 38.1% in 2006/07. Other languages of instruction are Uzbek, Uyghur, and 

Tajik, with considerably more students studying in Uzbek than the other two languages.  

Although there are no data to confirm where these students study, the relatively high 

concentration of ethnic Uzbeks in southern Kazakhstan suggests that the majority of 

students study in this region. However, teaching in minority languages can present a 

challenge as textbooks published in those languages are most often imported.  These 

books usually reflect the history, culture, and values of another country, leaving students 

less informed about the country in which they live.  

Table	  5.8:	  Number	  of	  Pupils	  in	  General	  Education	  Schools	  by	  Language	  of	  Instruction,	  
Percent	  

 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 

Kazakh 55.3% 56.0% 57.0% 58.1% 

Russian 41.1% 40.3% 39.3% 38.1% 

Uzbek 2.9% 2.9% 3.0% 3.0% 

Uyghur 0.7% 0.7% 0.6% 0.6% 

Tajik 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 

Calculated from: Agency on Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan. 2007. Statistical Yearbook of 
Kazakhstan. Astana. Various pages. 
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Table	  5.9:	  Number	  of	  Pupils	  in	  General	  Education	  Schools	  by	  Language	  of	  Instruction,	  
thousand	  pupils	  
	  

 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 

Kazakh 1671.8 1633.8 1600.2 1567.3 

Russian 1243.3 1175.1 1102.2 1029.1 

Uzbek 86.4 84.7 83 81 

Uyghur 20.2 19.1 17.5 16.4 

Tajik 2.9 3.1 3.2 3.3 

Turkish 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 

German 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.3 

Ukrainian 0.2 n/a n/a 0.2 

English 0.3 0.9 0.3 0.5 

Agency on Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan. 2007. Statistical Yearbook of Kazakhstan. Astana. 
Various pages. 
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Vulnerable	  and	  Excluded	  Groups	  
Children with disabilities still face significant challenges within the educational 

system.  During the 2006/07 academic year, there were only 100 schools for children with 

physical and/or developmental disabilities, only 12 of which were in rural areas.  These 

numbers have remained constant since at least the 2002/03 academic year (Ministry of 

Statistics 2007).  Most children in these schools are required to board at the school as the 

distance from their homes is too far to travel on a regular basis.  Inclusive education can 

provide educational opportunities closer to home, yet most schools are not equipped to 

address the physical needs of students with disabilities.  For instance, doorways are 

narrow, stairways are difficult to navigate and there often are no elevators, and restrooms 

are not accessible. 

 

Other vulnerable groups within the educational system include children of 

oralmandar (repatriated Kazakhs), particularly girls, who often stop attending school once 

they are 15-16 years of age. While they might have completed the compulsory education 

required under Kazakhstani law, lack of participation in the final years of schooling 

contributes toward increased gender disparities. Children of migrant workers are also at 

risk, as many of the families are either unaware of the availability of educational programs 

or do not take advantage of them.  In South Kazakhstan Oblast and in Almaty Oblast, 

child laborers working in the cotton or tobacco fields are at risk.  Families are often 

financially dependent upon their income, resulting in children working long hours and 

unable to attend school.    
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Gender is also a major issue, within both society and the educational system. There is a 

clear gender divide in the country, with women being excluded from societal, and thus 

political, structures. As a women represented 52% of the population in 2009 (Ministry of 

Statistics), they represent the most significant excluded group within the country. Data 

were not available on the ethnic dimensions of the gender divide, so this discussion 

necessarily focuses on the situation of women in general.  

 

While there may be some emerging gender disparities in primary and secondary 

schools, they are not as significant as the gender divide that is readily apparent in higher 

education.  The vast majority of university students are women, as possession of an 

advanced degree provides greater economic advantages in a country where women have 

considerably less earning power than men. Women tend to attend university in larger 

numbers than their male counterparts.  However, that is largely because their access to 

higher paying jobs is dependent upon obtaining a more advanced degree.  Despite the 

larger numbers of women attending university, horizontal segregation remains 

problematic. Horizontal segregation occurs when jobs remain divided between genders, 

with women working in fields that often have significantly lower salaries. There is also 

significant segregation within vocational education, with more girls studying feminized 

professions.  According to a 2006 report, 76.4% of those studying pedagogy, 71% in 

economics, and 66.7% of those in medical fields as part of their vocational training are 

women.  These percentages are even higher within universities, where 78% of those 

studying educational fields and 82.1% of those in medicine are women (UN 2006). With 

more people paying for education than in the past, and with men receiving significantly 



177	  
	  

	   177	  

higher salaries upon graduation, women are seeing a lower return on their investment. On 

average, women receive only 61.9% of the average monthly salary of men, with long-term 

unemployment is 1.7 times higher than their male counterparts. Gender stereotypes play a 

large role in recruitment and promotion of women, and women dominate in economic 

sectors with salaries lower than the national average (health, education, and trade) (UN 

2006).  The concentration of women in these lower paying positions is increasing, which 

can lead to severe gender imbalances in the future. Sexual harassment in the workplace 

remains a serious issue, and lack of childcare (particularly in rural areas where there often 

less access to pre-school facilities) makes it difficult for women to be able to balance work 

and family life.  

 

Education	  and	  Territorial	  Cohesion	  
The problems seen in developing the educational sector are reflective of issues 

with overall territorial cohesion throughout the country. While it was not possible to 

conduct an examination of budgets for the highly effective, effective, and ineffective 

territories, other data support the finding that there is significant imbalance in funding 

between regions. Those areas that produce more of the country’s wealth are able to invest 

more in their schools. Likewise, regions with lower revenue streams are dependent upon 

remittances from the central budget. Regardless of region, there are vulnerable and 

minority groups who are currently excluded from full participation in the educational 

system. In particular, these are disabled children, ethnic minorities, and oralmandar. The 

educational sector also highlights gender issues: although women represent a significant 

proportion of university students, they do so as a means of at least partially leveling the 



178	  
	  

	   178	  

playing field in the economic arena. Children attending schools in rural areas are also 

prevented from reaching their full potential due to poor infrastructure and fewer 

opportunities.  

 

Increasing	  Territorial	  Cohesion	  within	  the	  Educational	  System	  
	  

There are clearly significant challenges to be made to the educational structure, 

and will doubtless take time to implement successfully.  As with its economic 

development, though, the government of Kazakhstan outlined a series of goals. These are 

to (i) change the focus from knowledge-centred education to competence-based education 

(ii) improve student learning with for children with respect to information technologies, 

ecology, economy, and languages (iii) establish programs special needs (iv) provide more 

information for parents for the upbringing and education of children (v) develop a career 

counselling system to assist students in identifying their goals and desired career direction 

(vi) place increased emphasis on vocational programs in order to train qualified staff and 

specialists (vii) develop mechanisms for job-placement of vocational programs. 

 

The government of Kazakhstan is working to bring its educational system in line 

with the Bologna process and develop a citizenry equipped to deal with the challenges of 

an increasingly globalized society.  The key document informing these reforms is the 

Concept of Education Development in the Republic of Kazakhstan up to 2015, while the 

steps to be taken are outlined in the State Program of Development of Education in the 

Republic of Kazakhstan for 2005-2010.    
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Pre-‐School	  
The government seeks to provide continued and expanded opportunities to 

children by increasing the number of preschool programs All 5-year-old children are to be 

covered irrespective of family status or residence (urban or rural).  The content of 

preschool training is to be revised to provide activities specifically designed for this age 

group, and allow for a combination of educational approaches.  Additionally, these 

programs will coordinate with primary educational programs to provide optimal learning 

conditions for children, as well as provide conditions designed to improve children’s 

overall health.  Inclusive educational programs will be designed for children with special 

needs.   

Secondary	  Education	  
The aim of secondary educational reforms is to develop a citizenry with critical 

thinking skills required in a rapidly changing world.   A fundamental element to promote 

these needed skills is to change the role of student from a passive recipient to an active 

participant in the learning process. In order to achieve this goal, greater training will be 

needed for teachers in order to introduce new pedagogical techniques. The educational 

plans also include provision for improvements and expansion of vocational skills.  

Post-‐secondary	  and	  higher	  education	  
The government of Kazakhstan is seeking reforms in higher education to bring 

universities in line with the Bologna Process so that graduates receive degrees recognized 

to be on par with universities throughout the world. The goal of these reforms is to 

provide the country with a highly trained and qualified cadre of specialists able to conduct 

research and provide innovative approaches toward the development of industry and the 

economy. In order to achieve these goals, the government outlined 6 goals: (i) improving 
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HEI management through increased public, rather than state, control (ii) training 

professional staff (iii) adopting the credit system of classes (iv) establishing greater 

budgetary transparency to improve public trust (v) holding HEI leaders accountable for 

providing quality education (vi) encouraging the development of management systems to 

evaluate the quality of education and accreditation of programs.  

 

In emphasizing the role of quality vocational education, the government of 

Kazakhstan hopes to provide industries with qualified individuals and specialists.  The 

goal is to have a cadre of highly trained medium management and service specialists to fill 

the growing economic demands of the country. To achieve this goal, the government plans 

to develop the necessary regulations and context for post-secondary vocational education. 

These include enhancing the accessibility and image of vocational training.  New 

textbooks and teaching methodology books will also be developed, and the system of 

education will switch to the credit system. It will also be necessary to create a list of post-

secondary education specialities for which people could be trained, and job-placement 

mechanisms will be introduced.  

 

Overall, the proposed changes to the education system would better prepare 

students for the demands of a rapidly developing economic climate.  There needs to be a 

mechanism for the implementation of the reforms and to provide the necessary training so 

that teachers and administrators understand the changes being made, though.  A frequent 

comment among university professors is that the system is being changed to a ‘western 
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credit system’ yet there is no understanding of what that means precisely.  There should 

be training provided so that educators are better familiar with what will be expected of 

them.  Additionally, these are not changes that can be made overnight.  Introduction of a 

fundamentally new approach towards education will require considerable re-training of 

existing staff, as well as new teaching materials.  Despite the increased costs associated 

with these aspects, there is no indication that increased funding will be made available. 

 

Although there is a clear plan and path to achieve educational reform, the 

government of Kazakhstan has not yet been able to achieve its intended targets during the 

time allotted.  There are still substantial changes that must be implemented to achieve the 

goals, including developing a performance-oriented secondary education, increasing 

coverage of disabled children, establishing a unified record-keeping system, integrating 

disabled children into schools, providing opportunities for students to become involved in 

clubs and other activities, and assisting in career placement for graduating students.   

Given the time allotted to implement such a large number of dramatic changes, however, 

there is progress towards achieving these goals.  Full attainment of these objectives will 

require more time, particularly in the absence of significant funding increases. 

	  

	  

Territorial	  Cohesion	  and	  University	  Students	  
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Much of the time I spent in Kazakhstan involved working with university students, 

both as an instructor at Ablai Khan University of World Languages and Literature, and 

working with the American Corners to travel around the country and speak with university 

students about educational opportunities in the US. This access was crucial to my 

research, as gaining any sort of access to Kazakh society was difficult. As discussed 

earlier, Kazakh society can be very ‘closed’, even while considering itself to be a very 

warm and hospitable culture. Engaging with a wide range of students from myriad ethnic 

backgrounds allowed me to delve into questions of territorial efficiency, quality, and 

identity. The results of this study are not intended to be representative of all of 

Kazakhstan. However, they do provide insight into an important sub-sector of the country: 

young adults who were most affected by the many changes within the educational system 

in the years since the country gained independence. These students were mostly between 

the ages of 18 and 20, and entered the educational system shortly after Kazakhstan 

became an independent state. They are thus among those most intimately acquainted with 

the educational system, and provide a case study to examine territorial cohesion within 

this realm.  

During Fall 2008, I surveyed 255 university students in eight different locations 

across the country.7   The ethnic distribution of the sample was representative of the 

country as a whole: 62% Kazakh, 27% Russian, and 11% other nationalities (Table 4.6). 

While the sample did reflect the overall ethnic makeup of Kazakhstan, there is a gender 

bias in the data. The majority of university students in Kazakhstan are female, so that 

there are a disproportionate number of female respondents. Official statistics on the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Astana, Karaganda, Atyrau, Shymkent, Aktobe, Pavlodar, Ust Kamenogorsk, and Semey. Attempts to 
arrange surveys in Petropavlosk and Almaty were unsuccessful due to time constraints.  
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proportion of women to men at university are unreliable at best, as they reflect the total 

number of enrolled students, so it is not possible comment on whether this data sample 

corresponds with the makeup of university students as a whole. Many students enroll in 

classes which they never attend. Instead, they pay a ‘fee’ to the professor at the end of the 

term in order to receive a high grade in the class. Firsthand experience teaching at a 

university in Kazakhstan strongly suggests that male students are far more likely not to 

attend classes than their female counterparts. As a result, there were far fewer 

opportunities to speak with male students and ask them to complete the survey 

questionnaire. Out of 255 respondents, only 40 were men. Despite this bias in the data, the 

sample is representative of opinions expressed by university students in general, and can 

indicate overall trends and attitudes among this group.  Minority ethnic groups are not 

included in this discussion as a separate entity, as the overall number of respondents was 

not statistically significant to place any level of certainty upon survey results for this 

group.  

	  

Table	  5.10:	  Ethnicity	  and	  Gender	  of	  Survey	  Respondents	  
 Kazakh Russian Other Total 

Female 129 62 23 215 

Male 28 6 5 40 

 

The survey itself was administered in Russian. Questions were originally written in 

English, and then given to a professional translator to provide a high quality Russian-

language translation, recognizing that while my linguistic abilities were sufficient to 
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navigate everyday life and carry on conversations, there were subtleties to the language 

that were above my ability. I then re-translated the Russian text back into English to check 

for accuracy before administering the survey.  

Territorial	  Efficiency	  
In order to gauge territorial efficiency, I asked students their perceptions of the 

country’s growth and progress and where they thought the country would go in the future. 

This was an open-ended question and allowed the respondent to answer in any way they 

wished.  Seventeen Kazakh students and fourteen Russian students chose to respond. No 

students from other ethnic groups wished to reply to the question. There were two key 

findings from this line of questioning: all of the Kazakh students and half of the Russian 

students felt that the country was headed toward greater economic success under the 

leadership of President Nazarbaev. The remaining half of the Russians believed that there 

were limited opportunities for non-Kazakhs. There was no noticeable variation according 

to gender or residence within the highly effective, effective, and ineffective territories.  

 

Interestingly, all of the Kazakh students who chose to respond to the query about the 

country’s economic condition responded positively. Many of these responses closely 

mirrored one another, and reflected what students had told me informally throughout my 

association with universities in Kazakhstan: the country was economically strong and 

would soon be a world leader. These responses were also strikingly similar to the 

responses given by students to whom I taught geopolitics and US Studies, as well as many 

applicants interviewed for a US government fellowship (i.e. Muskie, Humphrey, 

Fulbright). The most frequent response given when asked what they would want people to 

know about Kazakhstan was that “we are a country of over 120 nationalities living 
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together in peace and harmony. We are a great and powerful nation.” These responses 

reveal a strong sense of country and pride in its accomplishments. It is notable that there is 

not a geographic divide among these responses: Kazakh students from all parts of the 

country indicated that they felt the country was moving in a positive direction. 

 
I think that finally we'll achieve the prosperity, because we're trying to develop our 
infrastructure and economy. Thank to our president. He is a very good leader! 

—19 year-old female, Karaganda 
 
 

I think it would be changed to better side, because in 17 years we became a well-
developed country 

—19 year-old Kazakh male, Pavlodar 
 

From my point of view the social and economical situation will grow up great in 
Kazakhstan. I think apparently that Kazakhstan increases in all spheres of doings.  

—20 year-old Kazakh female, South Kazakhstan 
 
To my mind our country has a great future, we are just in the beginning of our 
way. Generally the level of life in KZ is much higher than in other countries (I 
mean FSU). We have great resources and I do believe that our people are capable, 
creative and hard-working, and mainly open-indeed and tolerant. Also we have [a] 
very good beneficial geographic situation, Kazakhstan borders with Russia, 
China... 

—20 year-old Kazakh female, South Kazakhstan 
 
I think the social and economical situation in KZ are getting better and better now. 
I hope it will continue in the future…because our president keeps the right 
strategy. 

—19 year-old Kazakh female, East Kazakhstan  
 
Russian students were not as unanimous in their beliefs regarding the future 

direction of the country. Half of all Russian students who responded to the question felt 

that the situation would improve, and half felt that it would not. Interestingly, though, the 

only Russian students to respond to the question were from Pavlodar and Karaganda. Both 

of these areas had been among the highest producing regions during the Soviet era, but are 
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now part of the ineffective (Pavlodar) and effective (Karaganda) territories.  With one 

exception, the positive comments were mostly tepid.   

I think that our president will do everything for our development and will succeed 
in economic and social directions.  

—20 year-old Russian female, Karaganda 

Yes, [it will] change. It will be better. Things depending on global dependencies 
will change. —20 year old Russian male, Karaganda 

 

Negative comments, though, tended to be couched much more strongly and 

focused on the economic condition in the country. Given the economic realities in 

Karaganda and Pavlodar, discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2, these attitudes were not 

particularly surprising. The economic conditions in these two areas are poor, with few job 

opportunities outside of the coal industry. Unemployment and underemployment is high, 

and social problems such as drug use and alcoholism are rampant. 

I don't think it will be changed much. Economics of our country is not very 
developed. Social situation is little bit difficult as well. First we need to develop 
education, only then everything else will be great! 
—20 year-old Russian female, Karaganda 

We anticipate [a] financial crisis. 
—20 year-old Russian female, Karaganda 

Talking about economical situation, I would say that not much will be changed. 
The prices will grow and the salary will grow too, but in different proportions. For 
example, prices go 20% up and salary just 10%  

  —19 year-old Russian female, Pavlodar 
 

In Pavlodar, student comments also revealed attitudes regarding how Russians 

were treated within the country, and particularly the frustration with the language status of 
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Kazakh versus Russian.  Several of these students revealed a desire to leave Kazakhstan 

and immigrate to locations where Russians would have a higher status. These comments 

were similar to those expressed by the Russian parents (discussed in Chapter 3) to have 

their children leave the country and find greater opportunities outside of Kazakhstan due 

to their perceived belief in the decline of Russian influence and the ascendant nature of 

Kazakh nationalism.  

 
I think that in 5 years, people who don't know the Kazakh language will try to 
leave the country and go to Russia or other countries where the Russian language 
is the 1st language, because everybody will be required to know Kazakh language 
in order to find a well-paid job. 
—20 year-old Russian female, Pavlodar 

I think citizens with the Russian background will immigrate to other countries 
where Russian language has a 'state' status. Citizens of KZ will mostly speak 
Kazakh language; it will be obligatory for everyone. This is because government is 
now working on this, Kazakh language is required everywhere but there is no good 
teaching program. Even though most of us learned the language for 11 years in 
school, we don't speak it.  

—20 year-old Russian female, Pavlodar 
 

 

Territorial	  Quality	  

Geographic	  Divide	  
There was a notable rural/urban divide among survey participants in this study. 

Nearly two-thirds (65.2%) of students attended primary and secondary schooling in urban 

areas. Only one-third (32.4%) were from rural schools. However, the percentage 

proportion of students who attended schools in urban areas (65.2%) in this study was 

slightly higher than the national average (53%) (Table 5.11). The reason for this variance 

is unclear: reasons could range from potentially better preparedness among urban students 
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to ease of access to universities for students from urban areas. More research would be 

needed to determine the cause of this difference. It does suggest, though, that urban 

students are slightly more advantaged with respect to attending university than their rural 

counterparts.  

Table	  5.11:	  Percentage	  of	  Students	  from	  Urban	  and	  Rural	  Schools,	  by	  ethnicity	  

 
Urban Rural DKN 

All 65.2% 32.4% 2.3% 
Kazakh 55.1% 41.8% 3.2% 
Russian 85.3% 13.2% 1.5% 
Other 78.6% 21.4% 0.0% 

	  

Table	  5.12:	  Percentage	  of	  Students	  Enrolled	  in	  Urban	  and	  Rural	  Schools	  

 
2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 

Urban 52.7% 52.8% 52.6% 53.0% 53.0% 
Rural 47.2% 47.2% 47.4% 47.0% 47.0% 

Agency on Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan. 2007. Statistical Yearbook of Kazakhstan. Astana. 
Various pages. 

The urban/rural split among university students is even more pronounced when 

broken down by ethnicity. Nearly all Russians (85.3%) attended urban schools, while 

Kazakhs were more evenly split between attendance at urban (55.1%) and rural (41.8%) 

schools. Students who self-identified as neither Russian nor Kazakh were more likely to 

attend urban (78.6%) schools. These findings cannot show a causative relationship 

between urban schools, ethnicity, and university attendance. More data would be needed 

to establish any sort of relationship between these elements. However, the findings do 

support anecdotal evidence from fieldwork. Ethnic Russian parents were far more likely to 

discuss their hopes and desires for their children to attend a good university. Several 

Kazakh women addressed the issue with me directly. In one instance, a university 
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instructor stated that Russians would always be the business leaders within the country 

because they valued education and pushed their students to do better in school.  

School	  Funding	  

Table	  5.13:	  Assistance	  Provided	  by	  Families	  to	  Schools	  

Ethnicity 

my family did 
not have to 
purchase 
school supplies 
or provide for 
repairs to the 
school building 

my family 
provided some 
school supplies 
such as chalk, 
notebooks, etc. 

my family 
provided some 
financial 
assistance for 
repairs to the 
school building 

the school 
relied upon 
financial 
assistance from 
families to 
provide school 
supplies and 
repairs to the 
school building Did not know 

 Urban 8.4% 7.6% 30.8% 19.6% 0.4% 66.8% 
Rural 5.2% 2.4% 14.8% 10.0% 0.8% 33.2% 
All 13.6% 10.0% 45.6% 29.6% 1.2% 100.0% 

 

Most students, regardless of ethnicity, indicated that their families provided some 

sort of financial assistance to their respective schools. Only a relatively small percentage 

(13.6%) stated that their families did not need to purchase schools supplies or provide 

repairs to school buildings. Nearly half (45.6%) of all students replied that their families 

had to provide financial assistance in order to repair school facilities. These findings were 

consistent with the earlier discussion of parents needing to provide financial assistance to 

schools. Interestingly, though, students from urban schools were twice as likely to report 

that their families needed to provide additional assistance to schools. This finding was 

interesting, particularly in light of the fact the number of urban schools declined at a faster 

rate than rural schools overall. There could be a number of reasons for this disparity: 

urban schools might receive fewer funds and/or resources from the MoES, leaving parents 

to make up for budgetary shortfalls; families from rural areas might not have the financial 

ability to supplement the educational budget; or families in urban areas might place a 
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higher premium upon education.  This disparity could also result from any combination of 

these elements, or from other unknown factors.  

	  

Territorial	  Identity	  	  

Language	  
Students in Kazakhstan study in a designated language, usually Kazakh or 

Russian. The decision to study in a particular language is most often determined by their 

parents’ preference, although availability of languages is also a factor.  According to the 

results of this survey (Table 5.14), most students (59.2%) studied in the Russian track at 

their respective schools. A significant number also studied in Kazakh (39.6%). Only a 

very small percentage (1.6%) studied in another language.  

Table	  5.14:	  Language	  of	  Instruction	  
All schools 

  Language Kazakh Russian Other 
Ethnicity 

   Kazakh 39.2% 24.7% 0.4% 
Russian 0.4% 25.9% 0.4% 
Other 0.0% 8.6% 0.8% 

 
39.6% 59.2% 1.6% 

 

While these results suggest that most students in Kazakhstan study in Russian 

rather than Kazakh, a closer examination of the data reveals that there is a clear 

demographic divide among the students studying in the various language tracks.  Kazakh 

students were likely to study in either Kazakh (39.2% of all students) or Russian (24.7% 

of all students). However, Russian students were extremely unlikely to study in Kazakh. 

Only one Russian student out of the entire study (0.4% of all students) went to a Kazakh 
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language school. Students who were neither Kazakh nor Russian also tended to study in a 

Russian language program (8.6% of all students). 

 

There is a noticeable urban/rural split among language of study. Students from rural areas 

were more likely to study in Kazakh than in Russian. Nearly one-third of students from urban 

areas studied in Kazakh (29.2%), versus two-thirds of students from rural schools (67.5%). In 

urban areas, Kazakh students were evenly split between Kazakh (29.2%) and Russian (22.6%) as 

the language of instruction.  

Table	  5.15:	  Language	  of	  Instruction	  in	  Urban	  Schools	  
Urban schools 

  
 

Kazakh Russian Other 
Kazakh 29.2% 22.6% 0.0% 
Russian 0.0% 33.9% 0.6% 
Other 0.0% 12.5% 1.2% 
n=168 29.2% 69.0% 1.8% 

 

The divide between Russian and Kazakh language tracks was much greater in rural areas, with 

most students studying in their native language.  In rural locations, over two-thirds (67.5%) of 

students studied in Kazakh and only one-third (31.3%) of students studied in Russian. Kazakh 

students overwhelmingly studied in Kazakh (63.8% of all students), while only one Russian 

student studied in that language. The remainder of Russian students attending rural schools studied 

in Russian.  

Table	  5.16:	  Language	  of	  Instruction	  in	  Rural	  Schools	  
Rural schools 

  
 

Kazakh Russian Other 
Kazakh 63.8% 18.8% 1.3% 
Russian 1.3% 11.3% 0.0% 
Other 2.5% 1.3% 0.0% 

 
67.5% 31.3% 1.3% 
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	   Regardless of whether students studied in Kazakh and Russian, all students surveyed felt 

that both languages would be important for them in the future (Tables 4.17 and 4.18). An 

interesting finding, though, was that while 95.5% of Kazakhs and 83.9% of Russians believed that 

using Kazakh would be important in their futures, the reverse was true for Russian. The survey 

indicated that 85.3% of Kazakhs and 94.1% of Russians felt that Russian would be important in 

their future (note: respondents were not asked which language would be most important, but were 

instead asked how important they felt each language would be). Urban respondents were slightly 

more likely to indicate that they felt that Kazakh would be important in the future than their rural 

counterparts. Respondents from rural areas, though, were considerably more likely to indicate that 

Kazakh, rather than Russian would be more important in the future.  

Table	  5.17:	  Importance	  of	  Language	  in	  the	  Future	  among	  Kazakhs	  
Kazakhs Kazakh Russian 
Important 95.5% 83.9% 
Urban 54.8% 49.7% 
Rural 40.6% 34.2% 
Neutral 1.3% 5.8% 
Urban 0.6% 2.6% 
Rural 0.6% 3.2% 
Not Important 3.2% 7.7% 
Urban 1.3% 3.2% 
Rural 1.9% 4.5% 
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Table	  5.18:	  Importance	  of	  Language	  in	  the	  Future	  among	  Russians	  
Russians Kazakh Russian 
Important 85.3% 94.1% 
Urban 73.5% 80.9% 
Rural 11.8% 13.2% 
Neutral 7.4% 1.5% 
Urban 5.9% 1.5% 
Rural 1.5% 0.0% 
Not 
Important 7.4% 4.4% 
Urban 7.4% 4.4% 
Rural 0.0% 0.0% 

	  

Clans	  
With the population of the country being predominantly Kazakh in 2009, territorial 

identity also cannot be examined without discussing the role of clan politics. Kazakh 

social structure historically was divided into three umbrella clans, or zhuz (the word zhuz 

literally means “one hundred”, and each umbrella clan supposedly contained one hundred 

sub-clans).   When asked of the salience of clans in everyday life, Kazakh students 

(44.3%) were significantly more likely to state that clans were important in their daily 

lives than their Russian counterparts (5.9%). While Kazakh students were more likely to 

say that clans were important, 23% stated that they were not sure, and nearly 30% did not 

believe that 

Table	  5.19:	  Importance	  of	  Clans	  in	  Everyday	  Life	  

 Important Neutral 
Not 
Important 

Don't 
Know 

Kazakh 44.3% 23.4% 29.7% 2.5% 

Russian 5.9% 30.9% 33.8% 29.4% 
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clans were important in their everyday life at all.  These figures change when gender is 

included as a factor. The results for women remain nearly the same, but almost 65% of 

Kazakh men felt that clans were important and over 28% stated that they were not. 

Interestingly, very few men were neutral on the subject, as opposed to close to one-third 

of women. This difference suggests that men are very aware of the salience, or lack 

thereof, of clans, while women are more likely to operate within different social 

structures.  

Table	  5.20:	  Importance	  of	  Clans	  by	  Ethnicity	  

  Important Neutral 
Not 
Important 

Don't 
know 

Kazakh female 39.5% 27.1% 30.2% 3.1% 

 male 64.3% 7.1% 28.6% 0.0% 

Russian Female 4.8% 32.3% 32.3% 30.6% 

 male 16.7% 16.7% 50.0% 16.7% 

 

Table	  5.21:	  Importance	  of	  Clans	  within	  City	  or	  Town	  

 Gender Important Neutral 
Not 
Important 

Don’t 
Know 

Kazakh female 26.4% 25.6% 45.0% 3.1% 

 male 46.4% 10.7% 39.3% 3.6% 

 Total 29.7% 22.8% 44.3% 3.2% 

Russian female 8.1% 35.5% 30.6% 25.8% 

 Total 7.4% 33.8% 33.8% 25.0% 
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Respondents were more likely to say that clans were important in their everyday lives, 

they were less likely to say that clans were important in their cities or towns. It might be 

that, as university students, these individuals were as yet unaware of social structures that 

operate at a higher level. Without further study, it is not possible to do more than 

speculate on why fewer individuals felt that clans were important within local political 

structures.  It is noticeable, though, that once again far fewer Kazakh women than men 

responded positively to this question.  Not surprisingly, Russians were more likely to be 

neutral or feel that clans were not important. 

The same general division between Russians and Kazakhs existed when asked about the 

importance of clans in the future of the country. Far more Kazakhs felt that clans would 

continue to be important into the future than did their Russian counterparts. In fact, nearly 

half of all Kazakhs believed that clans would continue to be salient. In contrast, almost 

40% of Russians stated that they would no longer be an important factor.  Examination of 

responses by ethnic Kazakhs reveals that, once again, women were less likely to respond 

affirmatively to the question of clan salience. Men, in contrast, replied strongly in favor of 

the continued importance of clans, and far fewer stated that they were either neutral or that 

clans would not be important. 

Table	  5.22:	  Importance	  of	  Clans	  in	  the	  Future	  of	  Kazakhstan	  

 Important Neutral 
Not 
Important 

Don't 
Know 

Kazakh 46.8% 24.7% 26.6% 1.9% 

Russian 2.9% 2.9% 38.2% 19.1% 

Other 7.1% 10.7% 28.6% 25.0% 
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Table	  5.23:	  Importance	  of	  Clans	  in	  the	  Future	  of	  Kazakhstan	  by	  Gender	  and	  Ethnicity	  

Kazakh  Important Neutral 
Not 
Important 

Don't 
Know 

 female 42.6% 25.6% 29.5% 2.3% 

 male 67.9% 17.9% 14.3% 0.0% 

 

The results of this survey (of which only salient questions are included in this portion of 

the discussion) indicate that ethnic Kazakhs are far more likely to feel that clans are 

important and will remain so in the future. There is a noticeable division in attitudes 

according to gender, though. Kazakh women appear to be knowledgeable of clans, but at 

the same time are not incorporated into the societal structures in the same manner as men. 

This difference in attitudes corresponds with fieldwork observations in which gender 

imbalances were conspicuous in much of everyday life.  

Education	  ,	  Territorial	  Cohesion,	  and	  the	  Future	  of	  Kazakhstan	  
 

Earlier in this dissertation I discussed the growing imbalances within Kazakhstan, 

particularly with respect to the north/south divide. While significant governmental 

expenditures are being spent in the rural south and in the highly effective territories that 

are creating the greatest amount of wealth for the country, there is much less investment in 

the  northern (more Russified) areas. If opinions among university students are reflective 

of the national patterns, then we would expect the survey to show similar results. This 

situation is in fact the case: analysis of the survey results of university students across the 

country reflects similar patterns. Due to the small sample size of some of the groups 

(particularly Russian and Kazakh males), more research would be needed to confirm the 
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statistical significance of the findings. However, these results do indicate that perceptions 

among university students tend to confirm earlier conclusions.  

 

Taken as a whole, the results support the finding that territorial cohesion, at least 

among university students, faces considerable challenges. In particular, the growing ethnic 

divide between Kazakhs (especially rural Kazakhs) and Russians demonstrates that there 

is little cohesion with respect to territorial identity. Kazakh students were more likely to 

see clans and the use of the Kazakh language as important or enduring elements of the 

country. They were also more likely to support wholeheartedly the future direction of the 

country, under the leadership of President Nazarbaev. Russians, on the other hand, 

expressed frustration with their economic status and the status of their language. They also 

felt apart from ‘traditional’ elements of Kazakh culture and thus were not part of the 

national portrait being painted by the government.  

 

Territorial identity and quality are also challenged by differences in opinion 

regarding clans within the country. The survey results indicate that while Kazakh 

university students tend to feel that clans are important within society and will remain so 

into the future, ethnic Russians either do not believe that clans play a role in their 

everyday life or that clans will be important in the future. Male Kazakh university students 

were more likely to feel that clans were important than were female university students, 

suggesting that Kazakh women have differing social structures than Kazakh men.  The 

apparent gender divide between male and female university students is concerning, as it 
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tends to corroborate earlier findings that there is a growing gender divide among Kazakh 

society. While the research on this topic is not conclusive, it suggests that there is growth 

in the number of disadvantaged groups.   

 

Territorial efficiency is also problematic among university students. Although 

budgetary information was not available for comparison, the survey found that twice as 

many Russian families contributed toward the upkeep and maintenance of their children’s 

schools. While the reasons are unclear, this finding seems to support the earlier finding 

that there is greater investment in the more rural south than in the northern (more heavily 

Russian) areas. Student perceptions of the future of the country also indicate that the 

students who were from those areas that had produced the greatest amount for the country, 

particularly the northern areas of the highly effective territory, feel that the government is 

creating conditions that generally provide poor conditions for ethnic Russians and lead to 

out-migration. 

 

What this survey could not do, though, is uncover the respective situations of 

Kazakh and Russian students. It is very possible that the pride in country and traditions 

espoused by the Kazakh students reflects substantial progress made by a group 

disadvantaged during the Soviet period. It is also possible that the negative attitudes seen 

among some Russian students results from a decline in opportunities and standard of 

living among a group privileged above others during the Soviet period. In fact, conditions 

and opportunities for Russian students might be better than those for Kazakh students. 



199	  
	  

	   199	  

Even so, Russian students perceive that they are disadvantaged, and that adds to the 

growing divide between the groups.  

 

Clearly the government of Kazakhstan did  not create conditions that promote 

overall territorial cohesion within the country. There are a number of disadvantaged 

groups and groups who do not feel that the government is either representative of them or 

their needs. There is an imbalance among expenditures between regions, compounded by 

the highly centralized educational (and budgetary) system. While areas within the 

ineffective territory clearly have greater needs in terms of investment and rebuilding, so 

do the areas among the effective territory that once produced the greatest amount of 

wealth for the country but now are plagued with failing infrastructure and  high 

unemployment. In order for overall stability to be maintained in the absence of greater 

territorial cohesion, the government needs to address these imbalances and have a more 

inclusive approach toward its citizenry. Otherwise, greater favoritism of one group (or 

region above others) or increased economic inequality could easily result in the heretofore 

peaceful conditions within the country dissolving. There are no indications that there 

might be an uprising along the lines of those seen in Kyrgyzstan with the removal of 

Askar Akaev and Kurmenbek Bakiev from the presidency, but any sort of unrest with the 

government can create nervousness among international companies and investors and 

negatively affect the economic conditions that have allowed the government of 

Kazakhstan to remain the most successful in the broader Central Asian region.  
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Chapter	  5:	  Variation	  in	  Territorial	  Cohesion	  in	  Kazakhstan	  
 

 When Mackinder first described his “Heartland”, he did so in a binary world 

system in which the state was conceptualized as the fundamental unit of analysis.  His 

world was organized into a Westphalian system of nation-states vying for hegemony. His 

was not a world in which alternative voices could be heard or that recognized that drawing 

boundaries across a map did not neatly contain homogenous masses of people. Gradually, 

though, core elements of his theories began to be drawn into newer theories and 

geopolitical approaches. While these approaches still considered the state to be the core 

unit, they did consider what happened within the state to be important aspects of analysis. 

From Hartshorne, we learn that there are forces that can pull states apart or help to solidify 

their status, and from Hooson we learn how to identify the effective national territories of 

a state. Both of these approaches require an understanding of what is inside of the state 

container, even as they continue in the realm of the “great men” of geography. 

 

 Territorial cohesion represents a newer means of conceptualizing states, 

pragmatically acknowledging that state system is unlikely to dissolve and that there 

should be some means of examining the dynamic factors that occur within a given 

territory.   This concept moves beyond the binary worldview espoused by Mackinder and 

others, and asks where and how spatial inequalities occur and what might be done about 

them. It provides us with us a conceptual framework that allows us to delve more deeply 
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into the dynamic forces that act within and upon states to help foster stability or 

instability. Territorial cohesion studies examine for whom the state is intended, querying 

for whom the state is intended and whether any groups are excluded from being able to 

participate fully.  This approach allows us to identify where, why, and how rifts can occur, 

hopefully identifying those areas in time to address them before they become impassable 

chasms.  

 

One of the major drawbacks to using territorial cohesion, though, is that the 

European Union does not define a set of metrics by which to measure or evaluate 

territorial cohesion other than to say that territorial cohesion has economic, social, and 

demographic elements. This study represents an attempt to move beyond the EU’s overly 

broad definition of cohesion as an attempt to reduce “disparities between the levels of 

development of the various regions and the backwardness of the least favoured (sic) 

regions” (Commission of European Communities 2005, 6). Drawing from earlier studies 

of geopolitics, we know that the  scale of contribution to the national economy, population 

growth (particularly in cities), importance of accessible resources, economic 

specialization, historical associations, and ethnic dimensions in those regions where they 

played a large role are all key elements of effective national territory. Furthermore, 

Hartshorne informs us that we should also look at differences in education, living 

standards, racial and class distinctions, language, religion, economic attitudes, and a 

state’s raison d’être to understand how a state can fall apart or pull together. Finally, 

scholars of national identity inform us that this identity is the result of economic, social, 

and political processes that promote a common language, national symbols, and a shared 
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history. Combining these elements, then, we can arrive at key factors to study when 

evaluating territorial cohesion within a country. In short, these are: 

• Contribution to national economy 
• Location of resources 
• Population growth 
• Ethnic dimensions 
• Language 
• National symbols 
• Education 

 

The degree to which a state achieves territorial cohesion is largely dependent upon 

how well the government manages its national territory with respect to territorial 

efficiency, quality, and identity. Polycentric economic development, a unifying civic 

identity, and balanced demographic growth are key elements in achieving this overall 

cohesion.  In its ideal form, territorial cohesion can be viewed as an equilibrium that exists 

between these three factors (Figure 6.1). All states, and particularly newly independent 

states, though, must contend with factors that can influence the ease with the country can 

move toward increased cohesion. Physical geography, extractive resources, inherited 

infrastructure, and the presence of significant minority groups are elements over which 

governments have no control.  Governments can affect the use of state resources and work 

to integrate ethic groups into a common civic identity.  

	  

Territorial	  Cohesion	  in	  Kazakhstan	  
 

Territorial cohesion in Kazakhstan increased during past two decades.  However, 

in many respects the situation is relatively unchanged from the Soviet era. The economy 
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of the Kazakh SSR was largely dependent upon extractive resources when the Soviet 

Union collapsed in 1991.  The northern area of the country (the only part of Central Asia 

to be included in Hooson’s Volga-Baikal zone) produced coal, metallurgical products, and  

 

Figure	  6.1:	  Territorial	  Cohesion	  in	  its	  Idealized	  State	  

 

 

minerals for the Soviet economy. The role that this area played as part of the expanding 

portion of the Soviet Union’s effective national territory meant that it was well-poised to 

take a dominant role in the emerging economy of newly independent Kazakhstan.   

 

The government of Kazakhstan continued to rely heavily upon revenues from 

extractive resources during the early years of independence. The highly effective territory 
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shifted westward from the coal- and metallurgy-dominated northern and eastern oblasts to 

reflect development in the oil-producing areas bordering the Caspian Sea, however. The 

original core area of the economy became part of the effective territory, while the more 

agricultural southern tier oblasts continued to dominate the ineffective territory (along 

with the two northern oblasts of North Kazakhstan and Akmola). Agriculture remained the 

primary source of employment among the ineffective territory, which was relatively 

unconnected to the country’s overall infrastructure 

 

Oil revenues still to dominate the economy in the second decade of independence. 

The regions that comprise the highly effective territory are all closely connected to the oil 

industry, as are the highest producing regions of the effective territory. The significant 

shift seen in this period was the change in emphasis from sector development (as in the 

first decade of independence) to the implementation of programs to reduce poverty and 

improve the country’s international standing through development programs governed by 

the Kazakhstan 2030 strategy. The initial results of these government policies were 

impressive, particularly with respect to the anti poverty campaign that ran from 2002-

2005.  Economic inequality decreased dramatically in the highly effective territory, which 

had the highest levels of inequity in the country in 2001. Within very few years, the oil 

producing areas of Mangistau and Atyrau saw marked reductions in economic inequality 

and the proportion of citizens living below the food basket minimum. These oblasts had 

the lowest overall inequality in 2007. The areas that had once produced the greatest 

amount of wealth for the country did not fare as well during the same time period, though. 

Regions in the north and east of the country saw increased numbers of people living below 
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the food basket minimum. It would appear that those regions, having served their initial 

purpose, are being disregarded by the central government.   One can only speculate why 

this change occurred, but it seems likely that there could be an ethnic bias as these regions 

have the highest concentrations of ethnic Russians in the country.  

 

Improvements in infrastructure largely reflect the economic situation in the highly 

effective territory. The regions that produce the greatest amount of wealth saw substantial 

improvements in infrastructure—particularly in the area with significant numbers of 

foreign workers. There is still rather significant variation within these areas, though, with 

communities of expensive homes being constructed alongside crumbling Soviet era 

apartment complexes. Increased development in the ineffective territory, particularly in 

the rural south, hints once again at possible favoritism shown to Kazakhs above other 

ethnic groups. While infrastructure in the north and east is crumbling and there appear to 

be no attempts to improve the situation, there is clearly significant investment in the 

southern areas of the ineffective territory. New roads, bridges, and railroad lines are under 

construction. Existing roads are being repaved, and considerable construction is visible in 

many areas of this territory. Polycentric economic development has increased in 

Kazakhstan, but is clear that there is not even development across the country.  

 

Territorial identity also changed between the first and second decades of 

independence, as the country became somewhat more homogenous. Numbers of ethnic 

Russians (and other groups) declined in both periods, but the decline in the first decade 
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resulted from out-migration of Russians while that seen in the second decade was the 

result of higher birth rates among ethnic Kazakhs.  The proportion of ethnic Russians 

continues to fall, from nearly 40% of the population in 1989 to only 25% at the beginning 

of 2009. It seems likely that this figure will continue to decline into the future, as many 

Russians seek to find opportunities for their children outside of the country or delay 

having children (thus having a shorter reproductive window than their Kazakh 

counterparts). The majority of Russians are also still concentrated in the urban areas in the 

north and east, the regions in which overall infrastructure deteriorated to the greatest 

extent. Kazakhstan is still a multi-ethnic state, but it is less of one than it was ten years 

ago.   

 

Another factor that continues to contribute to the overall increase in numbers of 

Kazakhs throughout the country is the government program to resettle ethnic Kazakhs in 

their ethnic ‘homeland’. These oralmandar come to Kazakhstan to take advantage of 

greater economic opportunities than those that exist in the countries where they previously 

lived. Most oralmandar are settled in rural communities in regions where population 

densities are already low. This settlement, combined with higher birth rates among 

oralmandar, results in tilting the ethnic makeup of the country toward a more uniform 

Kazakh population (although there are still considerable variances within this group as a 

whole).  
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A troubling shift that is visible between the first and second decades of 

independence is the increasingly rural nature of the country. The most recent figures 

indicate that rural population increased by 4.7 percent, while the urban population shrank 

2.5 percent just within the last five years. Much of this rural growth results from 

resettlement of oralmandar and points to a growing divide within the country. Rural areas 

are generally underdeveloped in terms of infrastructure, quality of schools, economic 

opportunities, and general services. The government did implement policies to reduce 

these inequalities (with considerable success) but funding ceased in 2005 when the 

National Poverty Reduction Programme expired. The growing division between rural and 

urban areas (where the standard of living and available opportunities are considerably 

higher) indicates the (re)emergence of an under-represented group that exists apart from 

categorizations of effective territory. 

 

The shift toward a more ethnically Kazakh country is not reflected in the overall 

territorial identity. There is still not a broadly-based civic identity that is accepted across 

the country, even after two decades of independence. A significant cleavage can be seen 

between Russians and Kazakhs in terms of their acceptance and understanding of a 

“Kazakhstani” identity. Anecdotal evidence strongly suggests that the representation of 

official state identity appeals much more strongly to Kazakhs than to other ethnic groups. 

There is a strong sense of national pride apparent among Kazakhs (particularly in the 

south), and this group tends to place state symbols on prominent display. The same cannot 

be said of ethnic minorities within the country.  
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The number of ethnic Russians and their relative concentration away from the 

center of power (Astana) is not sufficient to allow this group to mobilize the political 

influence necessary to lobby for greater inclusion within the country. Instead, many 

Russians seek to find ways to emigrate or to allow their children to leave Kazakhstan. The 

somewhat more homogenous Kazakh population allows the government to implement 

policies (official or not) that seemingly favor Kazakhs. More importantly, there is a 

perception that these policies are designed to favor Kazakhs above other ethnic groups. It 

would seem that the increased demographic cohesion contributes toward decreased 

political cohesion.  

 

While there is an increased sense of an ethnic Kazakh identity, this identity is not 

based upon the clan structures that might be expected to predominate. Survey results 

instead indicate that although clans retain salience, they do not have the significance that 

one might expect among a group in which historically clans were the basis for social 

structures. Less than half of all Kazakhs responded that clans are important in their 

everyday life. This figure was lower when accounting for gender, with only 40% of 

women but 65% of men indicating that clans remain salient in their lives. These results 

indicate that there is an emerging gender divide, in which women are excluded from 

important social structures and do not have the same access as their male counterparts. 
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The decreased salience of clans is apparent at the highest echelons of power as 

well. Nazarbaev diffused the power of the umbrella clans that had been part of Kazakh 

identity for centuries and replaced them with influence groups consisting of his family 

members and associates.  Influence groups, rather than clans, surround the President and 

allow his government to suppress any grass-roots or opposition movements that might 

provide any views of the state other than the official depiction.  The continued stability in 

Kazakhstan suggests that political cohesion might not be as necessary under authoritarian 

leadership, as long as the economic needs of the majority of the population are being met.  

 

The situation in the educational system reflects the general trends seen in territorial 

efficiency, quality, and identity. Data were not available to compare schools within the 

highly effective, effective, and ineffective territory, but there is evidence that schools 

within wealthier areas tend to perform better than schools in regions that are dependent 

upon financial support from the central budget. Existing infrastructure plays an important 

role in determining which students have access to programs such as early childhood 

education. These programs have the highest enrollment in the effective territory and the 

northern areas of the ineffective territory, largely due to the existence of Soviet-era 

facilities. Many of these older facilities are in disrepair, which is unsurprising given the 

comparative lack of investment in these regions (as discussed earlier). Government 

policies were instituted to improve the quality of schools and bring them into alignment 

with European standards, but the program design is poorly implemented and educators 

received little or no training on how to make the required changes. 
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Under-represented groups within the educational system mirror the groups that 

were found to be under-represented across the country through analysis of demographic 

and political cohesion. Children in rural areas score lower on exams than do those in 

urban settings and are thus provided with fewer opportunities later in life. Curriculum is 

not adapted to allow for multi-cultural learning opportunities and instead favor Kazakh 

histories and traditions. An apparent bias in government policies prevents many from 

attempting to apply for the prestigious Boloshak university fellowship as it is widely felt 

that the program is only for ethnic Kazakhs. University enrollment reflects the widening 

vertical and horizontal segregation within the country with female students (in gendered 

disciplines such as teaching and medicine) far outnumbering their male counterparts.  

Incomplete	  Territorial	  Cohesion	  and	  Stability	  
	  

The patterns of changing territorial cohesion explored in Kazakhstan reveal that 

territorial efficiency, quality, and identity are not all required to maintain stability (or 

prevent instability). The government generally moved away from developing a more 

inclusive society, a situation which does not appear likely to change in the near future 

(Figure 6.2). Instead, economic growth combined with government policies designed to 

address social disparities appear to be of the greatest importance.  These finding suggest 

that territorial identity is not a crucial element in maintaining stability, as long as living 

standards continue to improve for most people. Kazakhstan succeeded in improving its 

economic cohesion through policies designed to increase polycentric development and 

reduce overall economic inequality. The areas in which there appears to be an increase in 
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economic inequality generally tend to be those areas which are not ethnically Kazakh 

from Kazakhstan. Russians and oralmandar are relatively marginalized groups, either 

through bias in official policies (in the case of Russians) or geographic location 

(oralmandar settlements in rural areas).  

 

Increased economic cohesion allows governments to reduce the need to promote 

political cohesion. A broadly-accepted, inclusive, civic identity is not as necessary when 

the physical needs of the citizenry are being met. Stability is more likely to be maintained 

as long as most people tend to be better off than they were before and feel that they are 

benefiting from the overall improved economic situation. Balanced growth is an important 

element in maintaining this stability in order to prevent economic disparities from 

developing to the extent that citizens feel they are not benefiting to the same extent as  

Figure	  6.2:	  	  Incomplete	  Cohesion	  in	  Kazakhstan	  
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other. An increasingly homogenous society can actually threaten territorial identity, as it 

can allow for a more ethnic view of the state to emerge, while underrepresented groups 

lack the political influence to push for more inclusive policies. In Kazakhstan, this 

situation is reflected by lower birth rates (suggesting that at least some individuals do not 

wish to have children in that country) and the desire for many to have their children leave 

the country.  

 

The relationship between the three elements of territorial cohesion is fluid and 

changes over time. In Kazakhstan, there appears to be a move away from territorial 

identity cohesion and toward an ethnic view of the state. Focusing on territorial efficiency 

during the early years of a country’s independence allows government officials to develop 

the capital necessary for polycentric development and introduce policies that can increase 

(or reduce) territorial quality. These latter two elements are heavily influenced by 

government policies, and can reveal government bias or growth in under-represented 

groups. These elements are just as important in maintaining stability in the long-term as is 

territorial efficiency.  

 

In fact, in the time since this analysis of territorial cohesion in Kazakhstan was 

first written, the situation within the country deteriorated. In December 2011, strikes in 

Zhanaozen, one of the major oil-producing areas within the highly effective territory, left 

at least 16 dead. Since that time, there have been other indications of increasing instability 
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within the country as people grow more and more frustrated with the widening gap 

between rich and poor. In April 2013, President Nazarbaev addressed this issue, charging 

his government with developing policies to lessen economic inequality. It remains to be 

seen though, whether these policies will have any effect or if it is simply too little, too 

late. For the new policies to have any effect at all, though, they should consider balancing 

territorial efficiency, quality, and identity across all sectors and regions of the country.  

Territorial	  Cohesion:	  Lessons	  Learned	  
 

While territorial cohesion in Kazakhstan is not perfect, the lessons learned from 

how the country navigated the path from independence to the most economically 

successful country in Central Asia can help inform policies for other countries that face 

similar challenges. One needs to look no further than neighboring Kyrgyzstan to see how 

the absence of any semblance of territorial cohesion can cause a country to implode.  

 

President Askar Akaev entered the political arena much later than Nazarbaev and 

lacked his experience and training as a politician.  Rather than increasing cohesion 

through his decisions, Akaev contributed to an increasingly stable situation in Kyrgyzstan. 

Government expenditures remained concentrated around Bishkek, and the few resources 

available were co-opted by Akaev, his family, and his clan members.   Meanwhile, the 

economic situation in the rural areas, particularly in the south, continued to decline.  

Akaev’s mismanagement of the economy resulted in deepening cleavages between clans, 

north and south, and ethnic groups.  Efforts to promote a common identity also focused 
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primarily on an ethnic view of the state, effectively disenfranchising the large Russian and 

Uzbek minorities. The volatile situation exploded when it did not appear that there would 

be changes in leadership that might benefit the areas excluded from the effective national 

territory.  Even after the Tulip Revolution, the situation in Kyrgyzstan did not improve. 

Massive corruption, favoritism, and the failure to address ethnic grievances were major 

problems for Kurmenbek Bakiev’s administration.  Ethnic issues, in particular, 

contributed toward instability.  Uzbeks had even less standing than they did under 

Akaev’s administration and agitated for more equal status, culminating in the bloody and 

violent Osh riots in 2010.  Bakiev fled the country the following year, but current 

President Almazbek Altambaev and the newly created parliamentary system have not 

taken significant steps to improve conditions for the country’s citizens. 

 

There are myriad other examples of countries whose leaders failed to adopt a 

multi-pronged development strategy such as territorial cohesion, and instead adopted 

practices that led to the collapse of their government.  It is far easier for to instead adopt a 

short-sighted strategy that allows political leaders to maximize rents while they are in 

power, rather than follow the Kazakh example that creates greater overall stability and 

allows government officials to collect fewer rents but for a longer period of time (there is 

no doubt that considerable corruption exists within Kazakhstan: in the most well-known 

instance, American businessman James Giffen was arrested and charged with violation of 

the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act for paying bribes to Nazarbaev in return for tenders for 

the Tengiz oil fields).  Territorial cohesion practices, though, can also be adopted by 

foreign donors and NGOs seeking to improve conditions in other areas or states. 
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A multi-pronged territorial cohesion approach could have resulted in a far different 

outcome in countries such as Afghanistan. The country is somewhat similar to 

Kazakhstan: both are ethnically diverse, each has a largely rural population that speaks 

several different languages (Pashtu and Dari being the two primary languages in 

Afghanistan), boundaries that resulted from Russian and Soviet-era agreements, and a clan 

structure that was destroyed and rebuilt by the Soviet experience. When the US and 

Coalition Forces entered Afghanistan in 2001, though, they largely treated the country as 

both a homogenous entity and a patchwork of small areas in which they provided targeted 

without considering the larger picture. 

 

One of the major ‘tools’ adopted by the counterinsurgency tactics was the 

Commander’s Emergency Response Program (CERP). This program allowed 

commanders to identify issues in their area of operation and to expend funds on targeted 

programs designed to win the ‘hearts and minds’ of the local population. Millions of 

dollars were spent on projects such as wells, vehicles for local leaders, schools, roads, and 

other similar projects that should have increased territorial quality and efficiency. 

However, the targeted nature of these projects resulted in criticism and allegations of 

favoritism among the population, as people wanted to know why a well was placed near 

the house of an important leader rather closer to their homes, or why the road built was 

not the most convenient for the greatest number of citizens, but instead connected a local 

commander to a main road. Even when these projects were built where they would do the 

greatest amount of benefit, some people still complained that they did not receive 
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anything. Competition between villages also increased, with residents of one village being 

upset because they perceived a neighboring village received more than they did. Since 

these projects were undertaken on behalf of individual US commanders, though, the result 

was a patchwork of projects that left some people feeling excluded and disgruntled with 

US forces—a far cry from winning the ‘hearts and minds’ of the people.  

 

The situation in Afghanistan was worsened by the failure to consider territorial 

identity.  The Northern Alliance, consisting of Tajik, Uzbek, and other commanders who 

loosely cooperated with each other against the Pashtun-dominated Taliban, were not 

representative of the entire country. Rather, each commander represented a particular 

group that had its own agenda. The allegiances between the members of the Northern 

Alliance were temporary and not a solid basis to create a modern ‘Afghan’ identity. The 

selection of several of these leaders, such as Rashid Dostum (Uzbek) and Ismael Khan 

(Tajik), to hold national office was perceived negatively by Pashtuns and Hazara, as each 

group suffered tremendous losses at the hands of the militias led by Northern Alliance 

leaders (just as Pashtuns killed and tortured many members of other ethnic groups—no 

one side was completely innocent). Ethnic cleavages were already a significant factor 

within the country: policies and practices enacted soon after the Taliban collapsed in Fall 

2001 exacerbated the problem.  

 

 The different experiences in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Afghanistan  

Is there an overall plan informing program/policy implementation? 
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Do these policies/programs disproportionately affect one region of the country more than 

another? 

What are the areas of greatest need 

Do these policies/programs disproportionately affect one group more than another? 

Could these policies inadvertently promote increased ethnic tensions? 

Do these policies/programs promote a particular view of the state? Does this view exclude 

any portion of the populatin? 

Are the areas producing the greatest amounts of revenue also receiving adequate attention 

in return? 

 

Are programs concentrated in one area of the country or dispersed throughout the territory 

Is there adequate education on the goal of the programs so that people are informed of the 

overall plan 

 

 

 

 

A territorial cohesion approach will not necessarily solve all the problems faced 

within a country. However, taking a multi-pronged approach designed to simultaneously 

develop territorial efficiency, quality, and identity can assist in smoothing a transitional 

process. It requires a well-thought out policy design that addresses the needs of a broad 

swath of the citizenry. It is impractical to assume that complete territorial cohesion is 

possible—countries change and evolve over time—but it is possible to work toward the 
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goal of creating greater stability and maintaining, if not improving, conditions for the 

population over the long term. 
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