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Restano, forse, ad un terzo livello, quello più propriamente visivo 
e architettonico, le meno condivisibili esaltazioni della confusione, 
visiva e strutturale, intesa come ampliamento del campo delle pos-
sibilità che viene da un esponente del gruppo OMA.38 Rem Koolhas, 
che del gruppo OMA è teorico e leader, propone proprio Singapore 
come prototipo di questa condizione urbana della tarda modernità 
fatta di configurazioni provvisorie:

Singapore rappresenta il punto in cui il volume del nuovo, che ha 
soverchiato quello del vecchio, è diventato troppo grande per es-
sere animato da quest’ultimo ma non ha ancora sviluppato la pro-
pria vitalità. (Koolhaas 2010, 85)

Sarebbe forse un paradosso se l’equiparazione forse ingenua ope-
rata da Saakashvili tra Tbilisi e Singapore si rivelasse una profezia 
proprio dal punto di vista di uno sviluppo urbano atopico e generico.
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1	 The Background

This contribution is an ideal sequel of my book about the Circassian 
ordeal (Grassi 2014, 2017, 2018).1 The 21st of May is the day when 
the Circassians of Turkish nationality, who are the greatest Circas-
sian community in the World and form the ‘golden share’ of the Cau-
casian diaspora in Turkey, mobilize and publicly commemorate the 
extermination and expulsion their ancestors suffered in 1862-4 due 
to the expansionist policy of the Tsarist Empire. And generally the 
other Caucasian-origined communities join them. But recently I have 
noticed a secondary mobilization around the 2nd of May. On 2 May 
1923, eight months after the successful military conclusion of the In-
dependence War, the Kemalist government deported Eastwards many 
Circassian villages located in Western Anatolia. The communities of 
these villages were accused to have collaborated with the Greek oc-
cupants, because they had been in contact with the most famous and 
ill-famed guerrilla leader of the war, Ethem the Circassian.2 Merg-
ing Islam and bolshevism, this brave and skilled chieftain wanted the 
resistance of the Muslim communities of Western Anatolia against 
Greeks and Allies to evolve in a socialist revolution. In Ankara he had 
realized that the leading pashas had far different ideas, so at the end 
he rebelled against Mustafa Kemal’s superior authority and escaped 
to the Greek-occupied area, living in exile the rest of his life (Gras-
si 2020, 197, 206, 211, 214). Hence, he is the only famous personali-
ty of contemporary Turkey whose nickname is directly associated to 
a non-Turkish community and at the same time the villain par excel-
lence in the official history of Contemporary Turkey. Naturally, the 
Circassians of Turkey are very sensitive about this issue. They try to 
contrast this deprecative association in two ways. The first one is to 
recall the many Circassian-born Turkish military and civilian per-
sonalities who well served the Turkish state and the Turkish nation; 

1  Grassi 2014, 2017 (shortened Turkish translation), 2018 (shortened English transla-
tion). Here I refer to the English version. To tackle once and for all an annoying yet un-
avoidable question and go ahead with the topic of this paper, my personal opinion is as 
follows: the war of extermination led by the Tsarist Empire against the native popula-
tions of the North-Western Caucasus and the expulsion of nearly all the survivors are 
one of most terrible misdeeds of 19th century; the ferocious elimination of the Armeni-
ans from Anatolia in 1915 was one of the most terrible misdeeds of 20th century; how-
ever, let them be labelled or not ‘genocide’, it is wrong to match them with the shoah 
and more in general with mass murders having a decisive ideological root.
2  See for example Yelbaşı 2018. Çerkes Ethem obviously was Circassian, but in this 
case Çerkes had an onomastic function, to distinguish him from other Ethems in a soci-
ety where regular Western-type family names were absent (Republican Turkey adopted 
them in 1934-5). In some documents and works he can be mentioned as Çerkez Ethem. 
Actually, even today the Turkish word for ‘Circassian’ swings between the forms Çerkes 
(prevailing) and Çerkez. To be unquestionably Circassian are the Adiges (sometimes tran-
scribed as Adıge). They accept and use the word Çerkes but prefer to be known as Adige.
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the second one is to challenge the official history in order to par-
tially excuse Ethem’s shocking choice. This latter is a risky way, be-
cause Atatürk’s assertions against Ethem, especially the assertions 
included in the 36-hours speech he delivered in six days in 1927, are 
the cornerstone of the official history. It means that it is hard to be-
lie official history without belying the Great Leader himself. Moreo-
ver, the apology of Ethem has been for long time a matter of far-left 
intellectuals, a quite embarassing aspect for conservative Circas-
sians. The situation has changed in the last two decades, when a wid-
er range of intellectuals, including some religious and conservative 
ones, have begun to openly challenge the official history. The crucial 
issue in this quarrel is the battle (more exactly the battles) of Gediz, 
in Western Anatolia (24 October-12 November 1920). In the above-
mentioned megaspeech Atatürk shortly and plainly stated that the 
Turkish forces, including Ethem’s warriors and units of the regular 
army under the command of Ali Fuat Cebesoy, had been defeated by 
the Greeks, whereas a growing number of authors argue that around 
Gediz the Turkish forces scored a victory.3

I have already recently observed that Atatürk imposed silence not 
only on the Armenian question but on almost everything that had hap-
pened before 1923 and that Kemalist regime was concrete poured 
over an exploded volcano (Grassi 2018, 132). Like the other non-Turk-
ish Muslim communities, along the single-party era the Circassians 
and the other Caucasus-origined communities experienced a com-
plete denial of their identity – with the unpleasant exception of the 
public deprecative memory of a Circassian who officially had com-
mitted betrayal – and could start their struggle for positive visibili-
ty and their quest for self-consciousness in the multiparty era, with 
a strong acceleration in the AKP-era. At the same time, a formerly 
concealed debate came to the surface: which ones, among the Cau-
casian population who suffered Russian conquest, are to be consid-
ered Circassian, which ones are not? A never-ending debate, I am in-
clined to argue.

Another misfortune of the Caucasian diaspora in Turkey is that in 
the last twenty years the fight for the acknowledgement of the Arme-
nian genocide has become an identity flag of the Turkish democratic 
intelligencija. The historians and the intellectuals forming this cul-
tural-political milieu does not like the policies of massacre and ex-
pulsion suffered by Muslim communities such as the Caucasians and 

3  See for example Armağan 2018, 74-9. The meaningful title of the chapter is “Tar-
ih açılımı Refet Paşa ve Çerkez Ethem’i de kapsayacak?” (Will the Revisionist Wave in 
Turkish Historiography Include Refet Pasha and Ethem the Circassian?). Refet pasha 
was one of the first companions of Mustafa Kemal in the adventure of the war of inde-
pendence. Like the others, he was quickly dropped out in favour of more acquiescent 
executors like İsmet İnönü.
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the Balkan Muslims to be recalled, because they are afraid that the 
nationalists use these events as an excuse for the decision taken by 
the Unionist government to eradicate the Armenians from Anatolia. 
Indeed, too many times the cold-blooded goal to understand what 
happened before 1915, during 1915 and after 1915, and why – i.e. 
what must be the single goal of a historian – has been sacrificed to 
the tactical needs of a (surely well-meaning) political-cultural fight. 
Thus Turkish revisionist historiography, just like the Western, looks 
as much ideologically biased as the Turkish official nationalist his-
toriography, with – as far as I know – one bright exception: Fikret 
Adanır (Grassi 2019, 157-67).

2	 Jıneps

Circassian and, broadly speaking, Caucasian organizations and so-
cial media in Turkey and in the other countries where a more or less 
relevant diaspora is present (websites, social media etc.) are a very 
complex archipelago.4 All the organizations and organs of this kind in 
the world, from the organizations of the native Americans to the Sze-
kely communities of Romania, run the risk to be very narrow-sight-
ed, to remain confined in dealing with the life of the community and 
in cherishing the memory of the (generally tragic) turning point of 
their own history. They are generally stuffed with news of conferenc-
es, marriages, obituaries, calls to action in occasion of the key-dates, 
and show widespread deference to general and local political powers. 
An additional feature of the Caucasian diaspora are the above-men-
tioned taxonomical discussions: who is Adıge? Who is Circassian but 
not Adıge? Who is not Circassian? But some years ago a share of the 
Caucasian diaspora in Turkey realized that the particular identities 
in Turkey are a great national matter of democracy, that the preser-
vation of the Caucasian identities, the opening of university chairs of 
Circassian language and culture, the opening of TV and radio broad-
casts in Circassian, a wider knowledge of the Circassian genocide 
must go beyond the fences of the communitarian claims to become 
a way for a general democratization of Turkey and decided to issue a 
politically-oriented monthly magazine. Its name is Jıneps (‘resin drop’ 
in Circassian). It was founded in December 2005, when Turkey was 
experiencing a positive wave of democratization. This monthly mag-
azine is also a tipically bilingual ‘bulletin of the community’ (the pag-
es in adige are written in Cyrillic characters); it is also a house or-
gan, but its cover pages are the ones of a militant leftist democratic 

4  A brave, uncommon, useful attempt to draw a map of Circassian/Caucasian associ-
ationism in Turkey, Germany, Jordan and USA is Mattei 2019.
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magazine. Above the name of the magazine one can read the follow-
ing slogan words: “Bağımsızlık demokrasi özgürlük ve birlik” (Inde-
pendence, Democracy, Freedom and Unity). Under the name one can 
read “Çerkeslerin özgür sesi” (The Free voice of the Circassians). As 
a prominent and combative Circassian intellectual, Yalçın Karadaş, 
personally confirmed to me, intellectuals, militants and journalists 
who founded Jıneps consciously followed an admirable model, that of 
Agos (‘furrow’ in Armenian).5 Agos is the bilingual weekly newspa-
per of the Armenian community of Turkey. Its founder, the great in-
tellectual and journalist Hrant Dink, wanted it to be an authoritative 
voice of the whole of democratic Turkey. After Hrant Dink’s shameful 
murdering (19 January 2007) Agos has remained faithful to Dink’s 
ideals. For example, it regularly hosts the articles of a well-known 
great Turkish democratic intellectuals as Baskın Oran, who is not an 
Armenian-origined Turkish citizen like Dink but a ‘standard Turk’ 
(I refrain from writing ‘ethnically Turk’, being the word ‘ethnically’ 
pure nonsense in the giant melting pot that is Turkey). Shortly, Agos 
is still a common ground of common fights for all those Turkish cit-
izens who challenge the ‘official ideology’ and discriminatory poli-
cies. Jıneps looks as Agos’ younger brother. Here, however, we must 
add that the core of the Armenian community in Turkey prefers low 
profile, just like the Jew... and the Circassian. Indeed, Jıneps is the 
most important and interesting voice of this community, but it is all 
but universally beloved inside the community itself.

Let’s take as example of the inspiration of Jıneps three recent is-
sues, starting from March 2019. Nearly the whole of the cover page 
is dedicated not to a whatsoever Circassian/Caucasian internal issue 
but to the Women’s Day, which is not addressed in a rhetorical and 
innocuous way. On the contrary, the full-page title is on the brave 
resistance of the democratic women of Istanbul who had organized 
a ‘feminist night stroll’ against the ferocious assaults of the police 
who had tried to stop them, as their demonstration had been forbid-
den. Such a title makes us understand that Jıneps, just like Agos, has 
remained bravely faithful to its original mission even in these last 
years, when the level of freedom and democracy in Turkey has dra-
matically dropped.

The cover of April 2019 issue (clearly ‘closed’ before 31 March) is 
far more multifaceted. On the top two titles: the first one, on the left, 
is about how had been celebrated the Newroz, the great celebration 
of the Spring equinox: “Newroz’da binler buluştu” (For the Newroz 

5  Yalçın Karadaş, while enquiring the complex identity of his community, has been 
calling for a common democratic struggle of all the ethnical and religious communi-
ties of Turkey against the structural ‘monist’ and repressive attitude of all the regimes 
who have taken place the Republican age (Karadaş 2009).
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thousands of people gathered). As the readers know, the celebration 
of the Spring equinox is particularly important and historically has 
taken a mass and solemn form first of all among the Iranian peoples, 
being later adopted by several neighbouring peoples. It was for a long 
time forbidden and repressed in Turkey, insofar it was a symbol of 
Kurdish identity. The ‘W’ character was long time forbidden as well, 
because it was not part of the alphabet adopted in 1928. This title is 
in itself a sign of solidarity towards the Kurds and a sign of dislike 
of the ‘official ideology’ which has dominated Turkey since the foun-
dation of the Republic. The second title, on the right, is a “let’s start 
the engine” for the coming anniversary of the tsitsekun, the word Cir-
cassians adopted as equivalent of the Armenian metz yeghérn.6 In-
deed, under the word tsitsekun lies in smaller characters the Turk-
ish translation: “Çerkes soykırımı” (Circassian Genocide). The main 
title this time is about the local elections that were about to be held. 
Again, no routine: “Daha fazla demokrasi Daha az nefret dili” (More 
Democracy. Less Hate Speech).

This time, however, the main title does not stretch from edge to 
edge of the page, as it leaves two columns to the mass shootings of 
Muslims committed on 15 March 2019 in New Zealand by a ‘white 
supremacist’. But what the title, the photo and the subsequent arti-
cle emphasize is the strong solidarity towards the Muslim communi-
ty expressed by New Zealand’s Prime Minister. Less important news 
is given space towards the bottom of the page. A piece of news re-
fers to the “Çoğulcu Demokrasi Partisi” (Pluralist Democracy Par-
ty), a recently-funded party born inside the Circassian community. 
As its name shows, this party claims to be an enlightened and lib-
eral organization, but many liberal and leftist Circassians are quite 
sceptical about it, arguing that a new little party can only cause a 
dangerous fragmentation of the democratic forces. This concern was 
particularly high about the aforementioned local elections. The deci-
sion of this party to present its own candidates in Ankara and Istan-
bul, where a head-to-head race between the candidate of the govern-
ment and the candidate of the opposition was expected, encountered 
harsh criticism and arose suspects of being a calculated service in 
favour of the AKP regime.7

6  It is interesting that the word tsitsekun does not belong to the alive adige language, 
the language spoken by the better part of those who feel themselves Circassian, but 
to ubıh language, a dead language we know mainly thanks to the researches of great 
scholars like Georges Dumézil and Hans Vogt and thanks to Tevfik Esenç, the last ubıh 
speaking human being, dead in 1992, who accepted to be recorded ( Jıneps, May 2019, 
1; Grassi 2018, 22-3). Thus, a dead word of a dead language has been willingly chosen to 
symbolize the demographic and cultural destruction committed by the Tsarist policies.
7  Indeed, in the local elections held on 31 March, 2019, a head-to-head race oc-
curred in Istanbul, where the common candidate of the main opposition parties, Ekrem 
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Let’s come to the number of May 2019. Obviously, the first and 
many of the following pages are full with the commemoration of the 
tsitsekun. The first page, in particular, contains the translation of 
Russian sources (dispatches and souvenirs) proving the genocidal 
policy of the Tsarist state. But this first page is not monopolized by 
the Genocide Day: two ‘windows’ are devoted to other issues: the first 
one to the Workers’ Day (1st of May); the second one to the three far-
left militants hanged on 6 May 1972, in the frame of the turn of the 
screw imposed by the Army with the ‘coup d’état by communiqué’ of 
12 March 1971. Especially the leader of the group, Deniz Gezmiş, is 
the sorrowful icon of Turkish left. Other sides of this first page are 
devoted to the visit to Turkey of the President of the Russian Repub-
lic of Adygeia (23-26 April) and to the results of the local elections. 
This number includes (page 17) a short article on the metz yeghé-
rn, that Armenians commemorate on 24 April. The article records 
the demonstration held in Istanbul to commemorate the Armenian 
genocide day. The beautiful title is “Birlikte yaşama kültürüne han-
çer” (A Stab to the Coexistence Culture). Just before delivering the 
final version of this paper I can record with pleasure that the num-
ber of May 2020 devotes larger space, more exactly the better part 
of page 23, to the Armenian genocide with a long article titled “Er-
meni soykırımı’nın 105. yılı – ‘Artık yüzleşin’” (105th Anniversary of 
the Armenian Genocide – ‘Face It, Time Has Come’).

I have personally and/or publicly asked to some Circassians – all 
people fiercely claiming what the Tsarist Empire committed was a 
genocide – if they acknowledged the metz yeghérn as a genocide, and 
all of them replied they did. The ground for a sincere reciprocal and 
even common recognition and remembrance is ready. Yet, once again 
the situation of the Circassians is ambiguous. Like the Kurds, they 
were part of the winning side, the Muslims of Anatolia who during the 
Armageddon of 1914-22 wiped out almost all the Christians; then Cau-
casian identity was repressed or – for the Circassians – unpleasant-
ly quoted in reference to Ethem. However the Caucasian-born com-
munities had more than the Kurds a debt of gratitude towards Turks, 
they did not rebel, they were not subject to terrible repressions like 
the Kurds, in a higher rate compared to Kurds they were accepted as 
‘brothers’ of the Turks and individually admitted in the cadres of the 
state. In sum, Circassians are different from the Armenians and the 
Kurds. For them, putting at the centre of their identity the cult of the 
genocide means shadowing their being part of the winning Muslim 

İmamoğlu, defeated the candidate of the government, the former Prime Minister Bi-
nali Yıldırım, for a handful of votes. The losing side obtained, with specious reasons, 
the repetition of the elections. In this second round (23 June) İmamoğlu won again, this 
time with a consistent gap.
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side. For the defeated and wiped-out Armenians there is no alterna-
tive. For the Circassians there is. Consequently, even a broad-mind-
ed magazine like Jıneps refrains from openly tackling the Armeni-
an file. As for the psychological relations with the Kurds, they were 
much more victimized than the Circassians but later, in the years of 
the democratization process, were given a TV channel and other op-
portunities of free expression in their native languages. In spite of the 
recent developments, they still enjoy what they obtained about ten 
years ago. As a consequence, Circassians are inclined to think Kurds 
as the community who has obtained what they have not obtained yet. 
This feeling can be a drawback on the road of harmony and solidari-
ty among Turkey’s ‘minorities’. Indeed, the last time I went to Istan-
bul I was invited to attend an event in the frame of the International 
Day of the Native Languages. I listened to the speeches of represent-
atives of Circassians, Hemshins, Zazas, Abazas, Lazes and Pomaks 
(all of them frequently switched from their native language to Turk-
ish) and enjoyed their songs. And these representatives more or less 
openly expressed the desire to see their native language gaining 
the same position as the Kurdish language. The Kurds were absent.

Jıneps is a monthly 24-page magazine printed in 900 copies. All the 
people who work for Jıneps are voluntary. True, it is read along one 
month in many circles by more than 900 people. Moreover, it reach-
es a broader audience with its digital edition. Its likeness is not the 
one of an amateur bulletin; on the contrary, its graphic is accurate, 
professional and elegant. But it does not regularly host contributions 
of prominent opinion makers. Jıneps is a first step, and if you do not 
take the first step you cannot arrive anywhere. But it is still far from 
having reached the importance of the weekly Agos. The Armenian 
model is all but a popular review. It is a niche organ just like Jıneps. 
However, Agos has got a firm place in relevant intellectual circles 
and an authoritative voice in Turkish political debate. The positions of 
these two publications symbolize the huge gap still existing between 
the Armenians of Turkey and the far more numerous Caucasians of 
Turkey on the way of becoming permanent subjects and participants 
of the public discourse (let’s add that at the moment this gap is even 
greater if the two out-of-Turkey diasporas are compared). In the Re-
publican era the surviving Armenians of Turkey struggled on as a de 
facto discriminated, half-tolerated, half-bullied millet. Caucasians 
were denied public recognition and remembrance of their sufferings, 
however they could feel part and were actually allowed to be part 
of the dominant community, on the condition to dismiss whatsoever 
public extra-Turkish identity. A man like Hrant Dink knew what to do 
once the slightest chance to raise publicly the question of ‘the 1915’ 
would rise in Turkey, being aware of how dangerous such a task was. 
Moreover, Dink was in contact – not always in full harmony – with a 
powerful diaspora, who had raised awareness about the Armenian 
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tragedy among historians, men of culture, parliaments. Instead, on 
the one hand no Circassian fighting for the acknowledgement of the 
Circassian genocide runs the risk to be murdered for this reason; 
on the other hand, the voice of the Circassians abroad is very feeble 
and until now unable to influence the international public opinion. 
This ambiguous position is one of the reasons – maybe the most im-
portant – of a persistent incertitude and weakness in the ‘political-
cultural platform’ of the organized Caucasian diaspora.

3	 The Abkhazians

In the Caucasian diaspora archipelago the Abkhazians occupy a spe-
cial place for several reasons. Firstly, despite having ties with the Cir-
cassians, they lived in the Southern side of the Caucasus, much closer 
to the Russian-Ottoman boundary. Secondly, their forced migration, 
occurred mostly in 1865-7, was a classic migration by land which pro-
duced a far lesser rate of casualties than the extermination/expulsion 
of the stricto sensu Circassians. Thirdly, a self-proclaimed independ-
ent Abkhaz state, backed by Russian Federation but not recognized 
by the ‘international community’ (just like the self-proclaimed South-
Ossetian state), has seceded from Georgia. Therefore the consistent 
Abkhaz diaspora in Turkey does not share the generally anti-Russian 
mood of the Caucasian diaspora. On the contrary, it must cope with 
the pro-Georgia stance of the Turkish state.

Turkey records important relations with Georgia, which is a cru-
cial partner in the distribution of Azerbaijani oil and gas. Conse-
quently, the official position of Ankara is quite clear:

Turkey strongly supports territorial integrity of Georgia and does 
not recognize the so-called independence of Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia. Turkey hopes that these conflicts will be resolved with-
in Georgia’s territorial integrity and sovereignty through peace-
ful means. Turkey also supports Georgia’s efforts for integration 
with Euro-Atlantic organizations.8

Under the surface, however, the situation is not that simple. Togeth-
er with the Mesketian Turks, Abkhazians are a thorny issue in Turk-
ish-Georgian relations. The pure descendants of the Abkhaz refu-
gees in Turkey are some 100,000. They are the core of a much wider 
‘Abkhaz-participated familiar area’. This core has got direct family 

8  Republic of Turkey. Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2011). “Political Relations between 
Turkey and Georgia”. http://www.mfa.gov.tr/relations-between-turkey-and-geor-
gia.en.mfa.

http://www.mfa.gov.tr/relations-between-turkey-and-georgia.en.mfa
http://www.mfa.gov.tr/relations-between-turkey-and-georgia.en.mfa
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links with the Abkhazians living in Abkhazia and forms a powerful 
lobby. While Ankara should abide by the rule of economic embargo 
to the self-proclaimed independent Abkhazia, in practice an intense 
direct trade is run between Turkey and Abkhazia, tolerated by Turk-
ish authorities. Moreover, many Turkish citizens go to Abkhazia pass-
ing through Russia (Göksel 2013, 4-5).9 Naturally Abkhaz authorities

view the diaspora as an important political ally, as well as an eco-
nomic and demographic resource, and have encouraged Turkish 
Abkhaz to resettle in Abkhazia [...]. As residence in Abkhazia is not 
a requirement for Abkhaz citizenship (which is open to all ethnic 
Abkhaz worldwide), the number of diaspora representatives hold-
ing Abkhaz passports is much larger. (Weiss, Zabanova 2016, 2)

In sum, Circassians and Chechens want the Republic of Turkey to put 
in its political agenda the defence of their rights in the international 
arena and the recognition of 1862-4 facts as a genocide. They know 
that if Turkey opened these two files serious consequences in Turk-
ish-Russian relations would occur, but they desire it and are covertly 
disappointed when Moscow-Ankara relations look good. On the con-
trary, the Abkhazians are sad when Moscow-Ankara relations are 
tense and are happy when they are – or look – good:

The Federation of Abkhaz Associations (Abhaz Dernekleri Feder-
asyonu, or Abhazfed), which is the leading diaspora organisation, 
established in 2010, has been known for its generally pro-Russian 
stance. In the wake of the rift between Russia and Turkey, Ab-
hazfed publicly stated its loyalty to the Turkish government, yet 
refrained from criticising Russia directly. Shortly after Turkey’s 
downing of a Russian military jet on the Syrian border, Abhazfed 
representatives visited the Russian Ambassador in Ankara to dis-
cuss future relations and promote dialogue. In April 2016, diaspora 
activists and Turkish think-tank analysts took part in a round ta-
ble in Sukhum(i) with the participation of Abkhaz officials, as well 
as Russian MPs, businesspeople, and pro-government experts, to 
discuss options for improving Russian-Turkish relations. It is likely 

9  ‘Militant’ Abkhazians affirm that the descendants of the Abkhaz refugees are some 
500,000, i.e. much more than the some 125,000 Abkhazians living in the self-proclaimed 
independent Republic of Abkhazia. As modern Turkey is a giant melting pot, it is abso-
lutely realistic to esteem up to 500,000 the number of Turkish citizens who have also 
Abkhaz ascendants, but this does not mean that the main identity of all of them is Ab-
khaz (they may have got either a plain Turkish identity or the identity of another par-
ticular group). Therefore it looks realistic that the correct figure of people feeling them-
selves mainly Abkhazian is 300,000 ca., of which no more than 25,000 are native or flu-
ent Abkhazian-speakers.
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that the Abkhaz diaspora’s conciliatory stance towards Russia pro-
tected it from harsher repercussions. (Weiss, Zabanova 2016, 4-5)

Correspondently, Circassians love Georgia, until now the only state 
officially recognizing tsitsekun as a genocide, and look grimly at the 
‘opportunistic’ choice of the Abkhazians. We can notice that back-
ing the secessions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia Vladimir Putin has 
succeeded not only in punishing Georgia and in reaffirming Russian 
presence, if not hegemony, in ‘Transcaucasia’, but also in dividing 
the Caucasian diaspora.
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1	 Introduction

The aim of this article is to provide a brief overview of how Central 
Asia is represented in Russian literature, with a close look on con-
temporary authors. This research does not pretend to be exhaustive; 
single literary works will be taken as samples of general tendencies; 
analysing the literary production of all contemporary Russian writ-
ers linked in some way to Central Asia is beyond my objectives. I will 
talk about those contemporary novels which are present in the Rus-
sian book market and are available to an average (or mass) Russian 
reader, so marginal literary activities, if such exist, are beyond this 
research. In an attempt to understand the main factors which led 
contemporary Russian writers to choose a certain way of represent-
ing Central Asia, I will necessarily speak about facts from History as 
to better understand their impact on culture and literature, though 
one should be aware that here History serves for merely illustrative 
purposes, as well as data from Sociology and Culture Studies: mine 
is a study in Literature.1

The image of Central Asia in Russian culture and literature 
through the last 150 years has undergone changes, defined by polit-
ical events: the Russian conquest of Central Asia, its status as part 
of the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union and then the creation of 
independent states. After a preliminary analysis of the most impor-
tant theoretical issues of this research (such as the notion of Cen-
tral Asia, Orientalism, the applicability of postcolonial theory, the 
idea of the internal colonization and the question of post-Soviet iden-
tities) I will show that chronologically the first and most persistent 
discourse in depicting Central Asia is Orientalism, dominating, for 
example, in the ‘Caucasus text’ in Russian literature of that epoch.2 
I will speak also briefly on differences in the representation of the 
Caucasus and Central Asia in 19th-century Russia. Then the article 
will proceed to the shift in Central Asia representation during the So-
viet times, when literature reflects a gradual turn from Orientalism 
to Assimilation; a turn favoured by multinational nature of the so-
called Soviet literature. Finally I will concentrate on the characteris-
tics of the post-Soviet Russian literature look on Central Asia, which 
clearly falls into two trends. For one of them I’m proposing the term 
‘Nostalgia discourse’, as I see it akin to a more generic post-Soviet 
nostalgia for the Soviet utopia and harmony lost; I will try to trace 

1  Those interested in the Post-Soviet space in historical, cultural and sociological di-
mensions, among other sources, can find a lot of interesting materials in a specialized 
scientific review, Ab imperio, available at the following link: https://abimperio.net.
2  The long tradition of the Caucasus text in Russian literature is analysed in a great 
number of studies, to name a few: Shul’zhenko 2017; Grimberg 2000; Gadzhiev 1982; 
Dudareva 2019; Helle 2009; Dudareva 2019; Helle 2009. 
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down its features through the analysis of Dina Rubina’s and Suhbat 
Aflatuni’s prose. Then I will focus on the second trend, for which I’m 
proposing the name of ‘New Orientalism’. I will show that it results 
from the recent political transformations and their traumatic expe-
rience. As a sample I will analyse Andrey Volos’, Yevgeny Chizhov’s, 
Lyudmila Basova’s, and Vladimir Medvedev’s works.

2	 Notion of Central Asia, Orientalism and New Orientalism, 
Postcolonial Studies and Internal Colonization. Nostalgia 
and Post-Soviet Identities

The borders of the area understood as Central Asia vary depending 
on its application for geographical, cultural or geopolitical purposes,3 
and can include territories from the Caspian Sea to as far as Lake 
Baikal and Mongolia, from the Southern Siberia to the northern bor-
ders of Pakistan and India. In this article I will use the term ‘Central 
Asia’ as an equivalent to the Russian term Srednyaya Aziya Средняя 
Азия (Middle Asia), thus embracing contemporary Turkmenistan, Ta-
jikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Central/Southern Kazakhstan. 
Having much in common since their early history due to geographi-
cal affinity, these territories later on have experienced similar polit-
ical and cultural events: after a series of wars in the middle of 19th 
century, they were either included directly into the Russian Empire 
or became its protectorates (as the Khiva Khanate and the Bukhara 
Emirate), thus marking the start of Russian domination in the region. 
Then for almost 70 years, from early 1920s to 1991, they made an in-
tegral part of the Soviet Union, which exposed them to social and cul-
tural processes, unknown, for example, to Afghanistan or Western 
China; Central Asia in this meaning still exists in Russian collective 
mentality as a certain whole, domesticated in the past. Till 1920s this 
region in Russian was also called Туркестан (Turkestan), so in Liter-
ature Studies a peculiar ‘Turkestan text’ is sometimes distinguished.

To describe the Russian vision of Central Asia I will use the term 
‘Orientalism’ which, after the famous book Orientalism first published 
in 1978 by Edward W. Said, for almost half a century has provoked in-
finite discussions: the interpretation of Orientalism varies from the 
positions of Said (though the scholar himself gives, at least, three 
possible meanings of the term) to that of his ardent adversaries; the 
truth is that Said did not speak much of Russia, and the question is 
if his idea of Orientalism as a way to exercise the power of the West 

3  For a detailed analysis of this problem see, for example Lolaeva 2009.
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over the East is applicable to Russian realities.4 While all interested 
readers can find materials on the theoretical debate over the Said’s 
positions elsewhere, in this article ‘Orientalism’ is taken in a broad 
meaning of ‘an interest towards Eastern cultures from the positions 
of the Other’.5 Understood in this way, the interest towards the East is 
a specific case of the interest towards a collective Other, which takes 
form in a binary opposition: ‘We’ (European civilization) vs ‘the Other’ 
(non-European civilizations located in Asia); as Said notes, “Oriental-
ism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemologi-
cal distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the 
Occident’” (Said 1980, 10). In my opinion, this interest may (or may 
not) include civilizing, imperial, ethnographic or other intentions. Of 
course, the self-imposed distinction between Europeans and non-Eu-
ropeans defines a specific European way of describing non-Europe-
an Eastern cultures. I can’t but agree with Hassan Hanafi, who, fol-
lowing Said’s ideas, states that Orientalism “expresses the searching 
subject more than it describes the object of research” (Hanafi 2010, 
15). In an attempt to understand the mood of some works of Post-So-
viet Russian literature dedicated to Central Asia, I’m also propos-
ing another term, ‘New Orientalism’, which retains the main char-
acteristics of the classic Orientalism with one significant difference: 
the cultures described in this way (namely those of the former Sovi-
et Central Asia republics) returned to the status of the Other after a 
seemingly successful assimilation with Russian culture (in this case, 
deemed European), so this New Orientalism is a reaction to the con-
scious choice of the cultures to dissent from the West and to regain 
their original heritage and forms of existence.

The ideas of Orientalism inevitably recall the rise and the success 
of the Postcolonial theory. The input of this theory in describing cul-
tural situations in the former British and French colonies is difficult 
to negate, but its applicability to the post-Soviet reality is not free of 
controversies:6 while European and American scholars use it extensive-
ly to understand various dynamics of the post-Soviet countries, in Rus-
sia itself this theory has not had much success.7 Ilya Kukulin notes that

4  A very interesting analysis of Edward Said’s ideas applicability to the ‘Caucasus 
text’ in Russian literature can be found in Zakharov 2014.
5 Vladimir Medvedev, whose novel Zahhok I will analyse, says: “Edward Said damaged 
the reputation of this term. It would be worth restituting its original meaning: Orien-
talism is a narration about the East, a study of the East, love to the East” (Medvedev 
2018). Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are by the Author. 
6  The literature on the subject is vast and easily available; just to name a few, see Ad-
ams 2008; Chioni 2001; Kukulin 2013; Morozov 2015. Among the recent works of par-
ticular interest is Smola, Uffelmann 2016.
7  Eleonora Shafranskaya cites an interesting document: an explicitly negative reac-
tion of some Moscow-based scientists against a Seminar in Colonial and Postcolonial 
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[a]ny attempt to interpret the contemporary cultural situation of 
Russia, post-Soviet republics and Eastern Europe as postcolonial 
is regularly rejected by Russian scientists. (Kukulin 2008, 126)8

The refusal to apply the postcolonial approach to, say, Central Asian 
literatures is easy to understand: accepting it would mean to quali-
fy the former Soviet republics as colonies; it is absolutely contrary to 
the idea of a specific Soviet nation, based on the concept of ‘friend-
ship of nations’. That is why in Russia “the postcolonial discourse [...] 
is not assimilated; it is considered improper and not adopted [to Rus-
sian realities]” (Berg 2005, 119-20).9 Vladimir Medvedev holds that 
contemporary Russian novels about Central Asia have nothing to do 
with Postcolonialism:

I’m convinced that these novels can’t be qualified as postcoloni-
al, because you won’t find even a trace of postcolonial issues in 
any of them. Compare Khurramabad by Andrey Volos, Tashkent 
Novel by Suhbat Aflatuni or Interlinear Crib Translation by Yevg-
eny Chizhov with a classic postcolonial novel like, say, Time for 
a Tiger by Anthony Burgess, and you will see crucial differences. 
(Medvedev 2018)

It is evident that in the case of the former USSR the problem is the no-
tion of colony which undermines postcolonial discourse. An attempt 
to resolve it and to underline the difference in the modes of interac-
tion between the centre and the periphery in the British or French 
colonial empires, on the one hand, and in the Russian Empire and the 
Soviet Union, on the other, is the theory of internal colonization (or 
self-colonization), proposed by Alexander Etkind.10 Dragan Kujundzic, 
sharing the ideas of Etkind, agrees that this is the way “by means of 
which Russia acquires its history” (Kujundzic 2000, 896). The inter-
nal colonization, in fact, tries to adapt the Postcolonial Theory to the 
realities of the Russian and Soviet history, where the absence of great 
geographical distances between the centre and the periphery made 
the application of British-African or French-Asian relations model 
impossible. In case of the mainland Russia and, for example, Central 

Studies, see Shafranskaya 2016, 39-40.
8  In an obvious attempt to overcome this prejudice, a leading Russian scientific jour-
nal Новое литературное обозрение dedicated one of its latest issues to the problem, 
see: “Постсоветское как постколониальное. Специальный выпуск. Часть 1” (Post-
Soviet as Postcolonial. Special Issue. Part I) (2020). Новое литературное обозрение 
(New Literary Review), 161(1).
9  A discussion between Ekaterina Dyogot and Margaret Dikovitskaya on the pages 
of Ab Imperio journal seems very symptomatic; see Dyogot 2002; Dikovitskaya 2002.
10  See Etkind 2010, 2011a, 2011b.
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Asia, due to assimilation processes, hybrid Russian-local identities 
were often formed. In the Soviet times they were comprised by the 
Soviet identity reflected in Soviet multinational literature. The con-
cept of internal colonization, in fact, describes perfectly not only the 
mechanisms of the assimilation in the Soviet Central Asia, but also 
the effects the collapse of the Soviet Union produced on these hybrid 
identities. As “after 1991 the Soviet identity gave place to new na-
tional identities” (Puleri 2016, 14), it is comprehensible why the sec-
ond predominant discourse of the Central Asia representation in con-
temporary Russian literature is Nostalgia: more than nostalgia for 
the territories lost (as would be in case of classic colonialism), this is 
a nostalgia for the identities lost when the new ones have still to be 
found. Alexandra Kazimirchuk describes the problem:

After the collapse of the USSR, its former republics saw the birth 
and a subsequent growth of a nostalgia for community, for a cer-
tain commitment to the metropole; there began a search for their 
own identity. (Kazimirchuk 2017, 163)11

Gradually, this ‘local’ nostalgia merged with a much more ponder-
ous discourse in Russian culture: nostalgia about the Soviet Union, 
provoked by a complex social phenomenon known as ‘post-Soviet 
trauma’. The number of studies dedicated to the essence and to the 
effects of post-Soviet trauma is high, and an interested reader will 
easily find them. I will just note that it is generally considered that 
the lack of clear strategies for the future development of Russia, de-
fected economy, recent challenges in security and welfare push Rus-
sian collective mentality to the image of the Soviet Union as a sort of 
past utopia opposed to the instability of the present-day world, where 
“variables include Russia’s image of itself” (Bowring 2000, 240). Rus-
sia is also seeking for a national identity, and nostalgia for the Sovi-
et Union is one of the ways to regain it.12

Finally, another problem related to the question of identity is what 
the borders of Russian literature are. As Nina Friess notes,

[t]hanks to the spread of the Russian language with the expansion of 
the Russian Empire and later the Soviet Union, as well as large waves 
of migration from Russian-speaking areas during the twentieth cen-
tury, Russian or Russian language literature no longer originates 

11  The very search for identity, peculiar for the Post-Soviet space, is sometimes seen 
as a serious proof that Postcolonial theory can be applied to post-Soviet realities, see, 
e.g. Puleri 2018.
12  This problem is studied, for example, in Bassin 2003. See also a volume, dedicat-
ed to the relation of Eurasianism and contemporary Russian national identity: Friess, 
Kaminskij 2019.
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only from the territory of the Russian Federation. (Friess 2019, 149)

In other words, the problem is the following: what Russian literature 
is and what is not. For example, Tamara Ivanova says:

It’s difficult to consider certain texts, written in Russian, a part 
of Russian literature. The problem is not only the writer’s vocabu-
lary, Oriental realities or the content of the book, but more a spe-
cific syntax, mentality, cultural values, literary strategies charac-
teristic for the Eastern tradition. (Ivanova 2019, 46)

When the postcolonial approach has not found much enthusiasm on 
the Russian ground, a number of terms are used to characterize 
contemporary Russian-speaking literature written abroad, such as 
‘frontier literature’ (Madina Tlostanova), ‘hybrid literature’ (Sergey 
Tolkachev), ‘multicultural literature’ (Tlostanova, Tolkachev, Elena 
Tckhaidze), ‘cross-cultural literature’ (Zhanna Burtseva), even ‘post-
Russian literature’ (Diana Ziyatdinova); recently the term ‘transcul-
tural literature’ has been used extensively. All these definitions 
underline a specific situation when a work of verbal art belongs si-
multaneously to more than one culture, without making choice in fa-
vour of only one national literature. Tatyana Kolmogorova, trying 
to resolve this controversy, marks all post-Soviet authors writing in 
Russian as “Russians by profession, because the Russian language 
is the only language they use in their works” (Kolmogorova 2015, 
261). Here I would add that often it is the author himself to label his 
works as Russian literature (for example, Suhbat Aflatuni from Uz-
bekistan) or national literature written in Russian (Russian-speaking 
Andrey Kurkov from Kiev who declares that he’s a Ukrainian writ-
er): the choice depends on the personal national self-identification.

3	 Birth of Central Asian Orientalism in Russian Literature

The birth of Orientalism in classic Russian literature is related to 
the cultural discovery of the Caucasus. As Vladimir Zakharov notes,

in the 19th century the Caucasus for Europe and for Russia was as-
sociated with the Orient […]. Orientalist topics became traditional 
in Russian literature already in the first quarter of the 19th cen-
tury. (Zakharov 2014, 41)

‘Meeting’ the Caucasus happens in the epoch of Romanticism, thus 
provoking a certain romantic Orientalist mood (see A Hero of Our 
Time by Lermontov or The Prisoner of the Caucasus by Puškin) in 
Russian literature. As Pavel Alekseev sustains, the main sources of 
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Romantic Orientalism in Russia are “Arabian fairy-tales, Sufi poetry 
and the Quran” (Alekseev 2013, 21). The idea of Central Asia is ty-
pologically close to the Caucasus (as another exotic part of the Rus-
sian Empire), but it entered Russian collective imagery later, after 
the Russian-Kokand war in 1850s. In general,

the perception of Central Asia by Russian, ‘Russian-Soviet’ and 
contemporary Russian mentality changed according to the polit-
ical and state evolution of Russia itself. (Lolaeva, Ryabov 2009)

The conquest of Central Asia falls in the epoch of Realism, which 
put the accent away from the Romantic, enchanted narrations and 
was little if no interested in ‘romancing’ and, therefore, romanticiz-
ing the region: 

When the Russian troops were conquering Tashkent and subduing 
the Khanate of Bukhara, the Romanticism had already been burnt 
out. This exotic periphery was of little use for the Realism, known 
for its capacity to discover new worlds in the most mundane and 
routine things. (Abdullaev 2011)

Consequently, the amount of literary works dedicated to Central Asia 
in the pre-revolutionary Russia is scarce; from a long row of Rus-
sian classics of the 1850-1900s only Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin re-
curs to the Central Asian topic in his Gospoda tashkentsy Господа 
ташкентцы (Misters from Tashkent, 1869-73), a satire on Russian 
bureaucrats, sent to Tashkent to ‘civilize’ the local population.

It is the discourse of civilizing Orientalism that characterizes the 
initial attitude of Russian culture towards Central Asia. As in the case 
of the Caucasus discourse, Russian culture is seen more progressive 
and modern, while Central Asian local culture(s) are deemed under-
developed and wild. The first professional Russian writer, who dedi-
cated the majority of his production to Central Asia, is Nikolay Kara-
zin (1842-1908).13 His orientalist novels, short stories, travel diaries 
opened the region to a Russian mass readership. In his works the 
local population is savage, wild, uncontrolled – it is the same ‘child 
of nature’, as in Romanticistic depictions of the Caucasus, but Kara-
zin’s Central Asia lacks that magic enchantment typical of the Cau-
casus. What he describes is the territory of the Other, and Karazin 
meticulously provides the reader with various data about life habits, 
national character, religion and beliefs of the local population, their 
clothes and typical food – all that definitely strange for a European 
Russian reader. As Eleonora Shafranskaya notes, “Karazin gave a 

13  For a detailed analysis of Karazin’s poetics and legacy, see: Shafranskaya 2016.
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start for a lot of those stereotypes which afterwards became clichés 
of the Turkestan East” (Shafranskaya 2016, 37). His works follow the 
usual strategy of the European writers, depicting the Other from the 
East: “The description of a singular case is represented as a descrip-
tion of typical features of a given culture” (Repina 2012, 16). Let’s 
mention the fact that Karazin’s works (over 20 volumes, as his com-
plete works edition of 1904-5 counts) were not published in the Sovi-
et Union; they were marked as the expression of the colonial expan-
sion of the Russian Empire, and Karazin’s name was nearly forgotten.

Immediately after Karazin, the Orientalist perception of the region 
is obvious, for example, in Nikolay Gumilev’s famous poem Turke-
stanskie generaly Туркестанские генералы (Turkestan Generals, 
1912) – a sort of ode to the brave conquerors of the wild East, mes-
sengers of the illuminated Russia. Tashkent in the pre-revolutionary 
Russia was a peripheral centre of Russian poetry from Central Asia, 
which, at least, initially, was perceived as “typical literature written 
abroad” (Asanova et al. 2016; Ivanova 2000). A number of local news-
papers (Turkestanskiy kuryer Туркестанский курьер, Yezhemesy-
achny zhurnal Ежемесячный журнал, etc.) regularly published the 
poems of local Russian-speaking authors,14 but in the collective Rus-
sian imagery Central Asia remained a sort of terra incognita.

4	 Rise and Fall of the Assimilation Discourse

First Russian civil colonists arrived in Central Asia just after the 
conquest of the Khanate of Kokand, and the more was the region 
consolidated with the Empire, the higher was the number of inter-
nal migrants. The flows of Russian-speaking immigrants continued 
throughout Soviet times. This process was reinforced by political and 
social events: the industrialization (1920-1950s) brought a great num-
ber of Russian-speaking specialists to Central Asian cities; the region 
served as a destination for political exiles and refugees, who escaped 
from the persecutions of the Regime. Wartime evacuation (1941-45), 
the Ashkhabad (1948) and the Tashkent (1966) earthquakes contrib-
uted to the change of the ethnic balance in the area. The Russian-
speaking population quite rapidly gave birth to new generations who 
acquired life habits and a mentality peculiar for the place and un-
known to the Russian mainland, and who considered themselves lo-
cals. The assimilation processes couldn’t be unilateral (Russian cul-
ture towards Central Asia), and, effectively, gradual russification of 
Central Asia, more evident with the local intelligentsia, lead to a typi-

14  For a detailed analysis of the 20th-century Russian poetry in Central Asia see As-
anova et al. 2016; Ivanova 2000.
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cally Soviet situation where many Uzbeks, Tajiks, Turkmens etc. were 
bilingual; these was the internal colonization in action.

The Soviet Union adopted the civilizing discourse to its own ideo-
logical needs; literature was seen as a conductor of communist ideas, 
and it corresponded perfectly to the project of Central Asia domes-
tication and helped eliminate the idea of the Other; thus Oriental-
ism gives place to Assimilation discourse. In 1924 Tashkentskaya 
organizatsiya proletarskikh pisateley Ташкентская организация 
пролетарских писателей (Tashkent Organization of Proletarian 
Writers) was founded; it united writers of local and Russian origin. 
The Union of Soviet Writers organized regular tours to Central Asia. 
Central Asia was still perceived as an exotic and uncivilized, definite-
ly a non-Russian place, but much closer to an average Russian read-
er than it was earlier. For instance, materials collected in 1930 were 
used for a number of short stories and essays, let’s name P. Pavlen-
ko’s Pustyni Пустыни (Deserts), Vs. Ivanov’s Rasskaz brigadira Sin-
itsina Рассказ бригадира Синицына (The Story of Brigadier Sinit-
sin), N. Tikhonov’s Kochevniki Кочевники (Nomades) and others. The 
most famous example is that of Andrey Platonov, who visited Central 
Asia twice, in 1930 and 1934, to leave such brilliant short stories as 
Dzhan Джан (1934) or Takyr Такыр (1934).

In 1920-30s Central Asia faced the process of national delimita-
tion between the newly created republics:

The process of drawing national boundaries in a region where 
these borders had never existed before, where bilingualism and 
multi-layered identities were common, and where divisions of lan-
guage and ethnicity often fell along the rural/urban divide, creat-
ed many anomalies. (Morrison 2017)

At the same time, the project of creating a peculiar Soviet nation, 
which would include all the nations of the USSR, began. These events 
favoured the leading role of the Russian language (‘the language of 
communication between nations’) and Russian culture, and accelerat-
ed the assimilation processes. The Soviet nation, a melting pot of all 
nations in the Soviet Union, was served by Soviet literature, meant 
as a sum of all national literatures. As Susanne Frank notes, this lit-
erature was characterized by several features, namely,

the dominance of Russian as lingua franca and the language into 
which all (relevant) literary texts had to be translated was only one 
feature, others being dogmatism of one aesthetic doctrine – So-
cialist Realism – and universalism. (Frank 2016, 193)

As a result of these policies, since 1940-1950s Central Asia in the Rus-
sian cultural space is represented by writers who split into two cat-
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egories. On the one hand, there are ethnic Russians, mostly living in 
Central Asia, often born and bred there, therefore assimilating the 
local mixture of cultures from their childhood. On the other hand, a 
lot of Uzbeks, Tajiks and other ethnically non-Russian authors write 
their texts in Russian. The idea of Soviet literature eliminated at the 
moment any possible discussion whether the works of these writers 
belonged to Russian literature or to their national literature, though 
written in Russian; Soviet literature was automatically transcultural: 
“the mixture of the Russian language and other culture’s paradigms 
resulted in hybrid texts” (Tolkachev 2017, 194). Some of these writ-
ers (representing both streams) gained all-Soviet fame, just to name 
Chingiz Aytmatov (an ethnic Kyrgyz), who wrote both in Russian and 
Kyrgyz, with his notorious novels I dol’she veka dlitsja den’ И дольше 
века длится день (A Day Lasts more than a Hundred Years, 1980) or 
Plakha Плаха (The Place of the Skull, 1987). We can find a vast vari-
ety of genres in the Central Asian prose written by ethnic Russians, 
from philosophical novel to detective stories and science fiction, but 
the most prolific was the historical novel, which gained wide, all-So-
viet popularity. There are, at least, three subgenres in Soviet Cen-
tral Asian historical novel: novels illustrating the life after the Rus-
sian conquest and the subsequent establishment of the Soviet power; 
novels about the ancient history of the region (these two subgenres 
are often documental, or tend to be such); and, finally, novels about 
legendary events and personalities; this third subgenre is close to a 
fairy tale as if taken from Arabian nights.

Among the most prominent novels dedicated to the victory of the 
revolutionary forces in Central Asia let’s name Po volchiemu sledu 
По волчьему следу (Tracing the Wolf, 1958) and Dzheihun Джейхун 
(1983) by Mikhail Sheverdin, Gnyot Гнет (The Yoke, three volumes 
published in 1957-60) by Anna Almatinskaya. Quite predictably, these 
works implement the principles of Socialist Realism in the most con-
secutive way. Among those depicting the ancient Central Asia I’d 
mention Zvezdy nad Samarkandom Звезды над Самаркандом (Stars 
over Samarkand, 1955-73), a history novel in three volumes by Ser-
gey Borodin; or Sozvezdie Oriona. Avitsenna Созвездие Ориона. 
Авиценна (Orion Constellation. Avicenna, 1978) by Lyudmila Sal-
dadze. An absolute bestseller is a novel written by Leonid Solovyev 
and dedicated to the adventures of Nasreddin Hodja, a folklore trick-
ster from Central Asian tradition. The first part, Vozmutitel’ spoko-
jstviya Возмутитель спокойствия (The Mutineer), was published 
in 1940, the second – Ocharovannyj princ Очарованный принц (The 
Enchanted Prince), in 1956. It is re-edited regularly in the ‘mainland’ 
Russia after the collapse of the Soviet Union; the latest (by now) Mos-
cow edition dates back to 2016. The popularity of the historical novel 
may be considered as a testimony of the continuity of the Oriental-
ism discourse: Central Asia is still a mysterious, unknown place, the 
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territory of the Other; though, unlike the initial period, this Other is 
not an enemy but more an object of interest and curiosity.

In December 1991, though, the Soviet era officially came to its 
end, and Central Asian republics gained their independence. A dif-
ficult economic situation and national policies adopted by the local 
governments provoked a mass migration of Russians and Russian-
speaking population since the 1990s. These drastic changes seriously 
questioned the Soviet idea of the ‘friendship of nations’ and the suc-
cess of the assimilation processes; the role of the Russian language 
significantly diminished.15

Two main discourses characterize post-Soviet Russian literature 
focussed on Central Asia: on the one hand, its Nostalgia discourse, 
which manifest itself in the images of the idyllic Soviet past, with the 
locals and Russians living happily together, as we see, for example, in 
the novels of Dina Rubina. On the other hand, there is New Oriental-
ism, whose essence coincides with the Karazin’s mood in the epoch of 
the Central Asia conquest: we see a hostile, mysterious, definitely al-
ien region, where Russians are invaders and outsiders, despite many 
years of cohabitation with the native population. It often reveals a 
trauma of the generations of ethnic Russians in Central Asia, whose 
usual life pattern is “terra incognita – a new place to live – Mother-
land – crush of the habitual world – saying the last farewell – a new 
(strange / alien) place” (Remizova 2000). Thus the concept of the Oth-
er came back to the description and representation of Central Asia. 
This discourse is represented by the novels of Andrey Volos, Vladimir 
Medvedev, Lyudmila Basova, and Yevgeny Chizhov.

5	 Nostalgic Utopia and Tashkent Text

Tashkent in the second half of the 20th century became one of the 
centres of hybridization processes in Central Asia, which led to the 
formation and further development of a peculiar Tashkent text in Rus-
sian literature, “it’s a city text born on a cultural frontier” (Shafran-
skaya 2010, 6). As it happens to the majority of post-Soviet places, 
their link with the Russian collective imagery is weakening, and this 
process brings to life a tendency

to preserve the image of this city in scientific studies and liter-
ary texts, […] to ‘preserve’ that cultural layer of the city, which is 
physically no more recoverable, but will exist in literature and re-

15  A peculiar case is the so-called ‘Fergana School of Poetry’ in Uzbekistan, formed 
in early 1990s. Though Russian-speaking, their poetry was clearly oriented on West-
ern avanguard traditions. See Кorchagin 2017.
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search as a document of the epoch. (Shafranskaya 2010, 9)

The Tashkent text now is mostly a Nostalgia text, located in the past 
and in memories; it is clearly retrospective and extremely personal: 
the author shares his memories with the reader, accompanying him 
to a secret, utopian place.

The most prolific and renowned author representing this literary 
vein is Dina Rubina (b. 1953 in Tashkent), who left Tashkent for Mos-
cow in the 1980s and then moved to Israel. As a consequence, in Ru-
bina’s works there are two possible depictions of the East: the do-
mesticated East, which “is formed, primarily, through the discourse 
of everyday life” (Ziyatdinova 2015, 192) – Tashkent and Jewish Is-
rael, and the East of the Other, realized through the Orientalist dis-
course, as in the case of the Arabs. The Tashkent text is recurrent in 
Rubina’s autobiographical works: it is often the city where her pro-
tagonists were born or have spent their childhood. In Ich bin nervo-
so, a collection of essays, Rubina says:

I understand now that Tashkent was a microscopic model of that 
melting pot which American and Israeli sociologists are craving 
for […]. Under the Tashkent sun, I was – all we, children, were – a 
sort of a homogeneous mixture, a sort of clay used to sculpture a 
man… I’d say a ‘colonial man’. (Rubina 2007)

Rubina’s novel Na solnechnoy storone ulitsy На солнечной стороне 
улицы (On the Sunny Side of the Street, 2006) is a sample text imple-
menting Nostalgia for Central Asia. It’s a sort of remembrance, as Ru-
bina explicitly says several times through the text: the Tashkent she 
is showing does not exist anymore, and this literary text is a tribute 
to the past, to an illusory territory of peace and happiness. The struc-
ture of the novel is complex; Tashkent itself is the main protagonist of 
the book, which the author populates with various characters: Rus-
sians, Jews, Uzbeks, whose lives make up the history of the city. The 
formal protagonist, an artist named Vera Shcheglova, is the alter ego 
of Rubina, who keeps also a place for herself among the heroes of the 
novel, sometimes describing the same event from the point of view 
of Vera and then from the point of view of an imaginary ‘little Dina’. 
The novel exists in several time layers: the city during the Great Pa-
triotic War (1941-45), when the future mother of Vera is evacuated to 
Tashkent from Leningrad; the 1950s-60s, when Vera’s mother is grow-
ing and becomes a criminal; the 1960s-90s, Vera’s personal and pro-
fessional growth; all these periods are accompanied by the author’s 
personal recollections and comments on the peculiarities of Tashkent 
life. These time layers are interlaced and non-chronological; in fact, 
it is a sort of game with reality, where the only real space is a utopian 
city disappeared forever with the Soviet Union. The people of Rubina’s 
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imaginary Tashkent all live but in memories, and the novel, formally 
following the belles-lettres trend, seems a postmodern docufiction.

The Tashkent text reveals itself also in the works of Suhbat Aflatuni, 
alias of the Tashkent-based writer Evgeny Abdullaev. ‘Suhbat Aflatuni’ 
in Uzbek literally means ‘Plato’s Dialogues’, and, actually, Aflatuni’s 
prose follows a philosophical trend and goes much beyond Rubina’s 
everyday life descriptions. His Tashkentskiy roman Ташкентский 
роман (A Tashkent Novel), Muravyiny tsar’ Муравьиный царь (The 
Ants’ King), Dikiy plyazh Дикий пляж (Wild Beach) deal with mem-
ories, but these are not personal memories, for Aflatuni tries to re-
construct the historical memory of the region – from the present-day 
independent Uzbekistan back to the ancient history, to the times of 
Alexander the Great, Buddhist expansion and the epoch of Zoroaster. 
“Tashkent in Aflatuni’s prose is the main ghost, a sacred mystery, a 
city of dreams” (Kazimirchuk 2017, 163), but here we deal not with Ru-
bina’s explicit nostalgia for the forever lost Soviet Tashkent, but with 
a much more complicated feeling: a strong wish to understand one-
self and realize one’s own place in the universe through the cultural 
history of the region. All people, all nationalities, all religions rooted 
in Central Asia throughout history, are equal and homogeneous. Us-
ing postmodern composition techniques, Aflatuni often refers to the 
Buddhist idea of reincarnation and makes the same hero live simul-
taneously in different epochs and in various cultural environments. 
In a certain sense, Aflatuni continues the tradition of Soviet-time hy-
bridization strategies; he declares that “Central Asia is very scarce-
ly ‘inhabited’ by Russian literature […] and my task, one of my tasks 
is to continue this process” (Aflatuni 2016, 6), but if the Soviet case 
was inspired by State ideology and limited to the synchronic dimen-
sion of happy Soviet peoples united in one Soviet nation;

Aflatuni’s personal style is characterized by interference of the 
past into the present: myth and history in his novels merge to-
gether to create a peculiar kind of reality where the author tries 
to ponder over eternal global problems. (Emelina 2019, 80)

Political, cultural and temporal borders disappear, and Central Asia 
constitutes an organic part of the Universe, as well as Russia or any 
other place in the world. Therefore it seems that Aflatuni’s novels 
eliminate the concept of the Other.

6	 New Orientalism. Tajikistan Text, Trauma 
and Return of the Other

A discourse, opposite to Rubina’s or Aflatuni’s works, is the discourse 
of a failed assimilation: it shows Central Asia as an unfriendly or ex-
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plicitly hostile territory, where traditional habits and a peculiar way 
of life turned out much stronger and more persistent than the civi-
lizing attempts of Russians. These ideas seem to represent a come-
back to Nikolay Karazin’s Orientalist positions which marked the in-
troduction of Central Asia into Russian literature 150 years ago. This 
New Orientalism, though, has lost its initial innocence: local inhabit-
ants are savage not because the Western world has not arrived (and 
the Russian in this model is a Western, or at least, a non-Oriental cul-
ture) but because this is their conscious choice, a kind of rebellion 
against the West. The most evident example (but not the only one) of 
this discourse is the Tajikistan text. Created mostly by writers born 
and long-lived in Tajikistan, it is a reaction to the Civil War (1992-
6) and to the social and demographical changes caused by this war. 
Therefore, the nostalgia, widely present in the Tajikistan text, also 
cries for the times lost, but the past is not the happy ‘melting-pot’ uto-
pia of Rubina; here Russians all of a sudden discover that “one of the 
Soviet ideologemes, ‘the friendship of nations’, is just a simulacrum, 
there is nothing like this ‘friendship’ in the real life” (Shafranskaya 
2019, 127). Thus the question which torments the authors is ‘why?’: 
why it happened at all and why Russians, living for years back to back 
with the locals, became the Other in their own Motherland? The most 
famous and renowned representative of the Tajikistan text is Andrey 
Volos (b. in 1955 in Stalinabad, now Dushanbe) with his notorious 
novel Khurramabad Хуррамабад (2000); let’s also name Sinie zvezdy 
Evropy, zelenye zvezdy Azii Синие звезды Европы, зеленые звезды 
Азии (Blue Stars of Europe, Green Stars of Asia, 2006) by Lyudmila 
Basova and Zahhok Заххок (2013) by Vladimir Medvedev.

Khurramabad by Andrey Volos opens the list of the contemporary 
Russian novels which dwell on the Tajikistan civil war. The novel, first 
published as separate short stories in a number of literary journals, 
was conferred several prestigious literary awards and played an im-
portant social role, exposing the problem of the Civil War to a Rus-
sian reader not as a fact taken from daily news but as a reality for 
thousands of compatriots, abandoned by the Government and desper-
ately struggling to survive in a land suddenly turned dangerous and 
hostile. The novel follows a non-linear structure; as in Rubina’s nov-
els, Khurramabad’s only protagonist is a place – Tajikistan, from its 
capital Dushanbe to the tiniest kishlaks (villages) in the Pamir, where 
Russians happened to live by some chance. Nostalgia is widely pre-
sent, the very title Khurramabad refers to Tajik-Persian folklore and 
means something like ‘a city of flowers’, ‘a garden-city’. Still Volos’ 
heroes have no time to indulge themselves into the opiate oblivion, 
dreaming about the happy times of childhood, as a real Nostalgia dis-
course suggests. His heroes have to be rough, smart and determined, 
for their habitual world one day has broken and they have to survive, 
they are to survive and to save their families. Volos shows a gallery 
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of human types, united in this struggle; each chapter contains one 
particular story, be it a grandson who is to accompany his old grand-
mother while she’s visiting her husband’s tomb; an average Russian 
man desperately trying to buy a machine-gun (and finally managing 
to do it) to protect his own house from paramilitary criminals; or an 
elderly Russian lady, whose solitude (as her children have been set-
tled in mainland Russia for a long time) finds the only consolation in 
a strange affective relation with a mortally poisonous snake, which 
becomes a sort of pet for her. The topic running throughout the nov-
el is the Otherness. People from Khurramabad (as noted above) are 
striving to understand why years of seemingly harmonious coexist-
ence with the locals and of seeming harmony ended in a massacre, in 
a collective call to expel the Russians from Tajikistan; and neither the 
external look nor the knowledge of the Tajik language and of the local 
way of life can save one from the status of the Other.16 An exemplary 
story here is that of a Russian man named Sergey, who married a Ta-
jik girl from the Kulyab region. He lives in Dushanbe and works in a 
city grocery market. Sergey changes his name to Sirojiddin, switches 
to the Tajik language and accepts Tajik habits but still feels a stran-
ger. One day, during the outrages in the streets of Dushanbe, Ser-
gey is captured by armed people; they make him pronounce a nurs-
ery rhyme to understand his provenance: Sergey speaks Tajik with a 
strong Kulyab accent, acquired from his wife, so the militants take 
him for a Kulyab spy and kill him. It would be an ordinary civil war 
story if not for Sergey’s last thoughts: he understands that he’s dy-
ing but he is happy: he is local, he is not the Other anymore, even if 
the price for the total assimilation is his life.

Basova’s novel Sinie zvezdy Evropy, zelenye zvezdy Azii Синие 
звезды Европы, зеленые звезды Азии first publication dates back 
to 2006 (literary journal Brega Tavridy Брега Тавриды, issued in 
Crimea). Overlooked by literary critics, it drew no attention from the 
readers. The second journal publication appeared eight years later, in 
2014 and was awarded with the prize for the Best Novel of the Year 
by the literary journal Sever, issued in Karelia. At the same time it 
was published in a book edition, followed by a sequel, Verblyuzhya 
Kolyuchka Верблюжья колючка (Camelthorn). Basova’s prose shows 
a strong typological resemblance to Rubina’s works; it is a stream of 
personal memories, family stories and tales, a whole which forms a 
utopian place of stability and happiness left in the past. The differ-
ence is that if Rubina stops at this idyllic picture, strictly separated 
from her post-Tashkent life, Basova goes on describing the outburst 
of the Civil War and the crash of the imaginary utopia, typical of Rus-
sian refugees from Tajikistan. In this way the novel’s mood turns from 

16  For a detailed analysis of this problem see Abashin 2003.
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nostalgic to traumatic; it is not only the war trauma but also the trau-
ma of an average Russian who became stranger in his own Homeland.

It is worth noting that the New Orientalism reveals itself in oth-
er forms as well. For example, Volos’ novel Vozvrashchenie v Pan-
dzhrud Возвращение в Панджруд (Return to Pandzhrud, 2013), a 
literary biography of the Central Asian ancient poet Rudaki, may be 
read as an evergreen story about the relation between Power and Tal-
ent, though it continues the ‘historical’ Orientalist vein of the Soviet 
times, as is evident from its languidly reeling off narration, a pecu-
liar language used and the attempt to introduce the Russian reader 
to an unknown and dangerous but still very attractive East. Eleono-
ra Shafranskaya sustains that this novel is not Orientalist at all, mo-
tivating this opinion in the following way:

[a]lmost all Russian literature about the East is Orientalist in its 
nature, but the novel by Volos is purposely non-Orientalist. In his 
narration we find all the loci and artefacts of Orientalism – bazaar, 
mazar, mosque, Arc, zindan, dervishes, bachas, rishta, local cuisine 
and others – but they are not represented as exotic things, they are 
an integral part of the Oriental world. (Shafranskaya 2020, 299)

This position, though, is vulnerable: to qualify a novel as Oriental-
ist, who is to perceive typical Eastern realities as exotic: the read-
er or the author? For an average Russian reader all Eastern realities 
seem exotic, so we should speak about Orientalist novels. For the 
author, which in case of Russian literature is almost inevitably born 
and bred in Central Asia, nothing of these is exotic, so all these nov-
els should be non-Orientalist.

Vladimir Medvedev’s Zahhok Заххок combines both these streams: 
it is a tragic story of the Civil War in Tajikistan and of the destinies 
of the Russians involved in it, generously ornamented with local folk-
lore, life habits, typical mentality and traditional rites. In fact the 
very title of the novel is a reference to the medieval Persian poem 
Shahnameh by Ferdowsi, where Zahhok is a serpent-like evil demon; 
in Medvedev’s novel a wartime criminal, Zuhhursho, inseparable 
with his domestic python, tries to imitate that mythological creature. 
Zahhok, as Hurramabad, is a non-continuous novel: the author gives 
the word to seven protagonists of different nationalities, gender, so-
cial and educational background. So the narration shifts from Oleg, 
a Tajikistan-born Moscow journalist, to Zarina, a young girl of a Ta-
jik father and a Russian mother, a refugee in a mountain village and 
betrothed to a mighty criminal mogul; from her to Vahhob, a typical 
representative of the urban russified intelligentsia, forced to take 
the role of eshon (a local saint); from him to Davron, a former Soviet 
officer now in service of paramilitary groups, and so on. In this con-
stantly changing kaleidoscope of thoughts and characters the author 
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tries to show Tajikistan as it was, from the point of view of both Ta-
jiks and Russians. Like that, Zahhok is both a novel about the Trau-
ma and about the strange East, whose original nature, as it turns 
out, was only suppressed but never eliminated by the Soviet hybridi-
zation processes, and it is also “a historical novel novel about the re-
cent past, with the names of real politicians and with the details of 
the war of the 1990s” (Shafranskaya 2019, 134).

The above-mentioned novels are written by authors whose relation 
to Tajikistan or Central Asia is personal; the personal experience is 
shown as typologically generalizing. Real facts show a strong ten-
dency to contaminate imaginary situations and stories, present in 
their works; therefore these novels often seem more a human doc-
ument than a fiction. That is why it is interesting to see the look on 
the Central Asian region of somebody who has never lived there 
and has no affective relations with the place. This is the case of 
Evgeny Chizhov and his novel Perevod s Podstrochnika Перевод с 
подстрочника (Interlinear Crib Translation, 2013). The novel re-
ceived a critical acclaim and got several nominations for Russian lit-
erary awards (Natsbest Нацбест, Bol’shaya Kniga Большая книга 
and others). In a certain sense, it sums up the idea of Central Asia 
in the imaginary of an average Russian, made up of fragments from 
mass-media, testimonies, anecdotes etc. The author purposely re-
jects the idea of showing a real place, and gives way to his imagina-
tion, creating a country named Koshtyrbastan Коштырбастан, gov-
erned by a life-long President Gulimov. A Russian-speaking reader 
with an access to the Russian media space finds immediately an in-
finite stream of clues which point at Central Asia, from the name of 
the country and the surname Gulimov which sound very ‘Asian-like’, 
to numerous descriptions of the nature, life habits and history of Ko-
shtyrbastan. Gulimov is a poet, which is a broad hint on contempo-
rary Central Asian leaders, famous for their literary creativity. In this 
way Koshtyrbastan is a deliberate summary of modern-day Russian 
stereotypes and ideas about what Central Asia is twenty years after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union.

In Chizhov’s book New Orientalism is more than evident, and the 
central problem of the novel is Otherness: what the Other is and how 
a person can overcome this status, assimilating Central Asian cul-
tural conventions, and converting from a foreigner to a local. This is 
what the protagonist, Moscow poet Oleg Pechigin, is trying to do. His 
surname is an explicit reference to Pechorin, the ‘hero of our time’ 
from the homonymous classical novel by Lermontov. Pechorin is sent 
to Caucasus, Pechigin to Central Asia; in both cases we see the en-
counter with the East and the problem of the acceptance of the Oth-
er. Pechigin’s counterpart is Timur Kosymov, a native koshtyr, who 
studied with Pechigin in Moscow and after the independence of his 
republic made a brilliant career in the President’s Administration. 
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Kosymov is a recognizable portrait of the former russified local in-
telligentsia, who easily accepted Western ways of life during the So-
viet times just to lose them with the same ease after 1991. He invites 
Pechigin to Koshtyrbastan to work on the translation of Gulimov’s 
poetry into Russian: in Moscow Pechigin lacks the real ‘eastern’ at-
mosphere and the translation is blocked.

In this way the novel shows Central Asia with the eyes of a stran-
ger, as in the European Romantic tradition; the author “creates the 
atmosphere of Arabian nights” (Sargsyan 2019, 71). Pechigin en-
counters religious radicals, local singers and sculptors, medieval-
like peasants and is struggling to understand the significance and 
meaning of the President’s poetry; the only way to succeed in this 
task is to overcome his own Otherness and assimilate the local hab-
its. In fact, the Soviet State failed in what Chizhov’s protagonist is 
trying to do: to become an integral part of the local community. Since 
Pechigin originally is a stranger, the novel does not appeal to nos-
talgia; even more, it is a clear statement of the fact that after a brief 
period of affinity, Central Asia for Russians turned to be the domain 
of the Other, full of dangers and mysteries, as it was before the 20th 
century. This gap for the author is too serious: just the moment Pe-
chigin finally feels to be a real native koshtyr, he commits a series 
of fatal errors which lead him to trial and death; despite his ideas, 
he is the Other and will forever remain such. It is interesting to see 
that, commenting on the novel, Marine Sargsyan (a young research-
er from Saint-Petersburg), says: “Yevgeny Chizhov creates a truth-
ful picture of life in an Eastern country” (Sargsyan 2019, 74) – that’s 
another confirmation of what the popular image of the former Sovi-
et Central Asia is nowadays.

7	 Conclusion

Due to complex historic events of the 19th and 20th centuries the 
image of Central Asia in Russian literature has undergone changes 
and passed from initial Orientalism through Assimilation to the ac-
tual situation, when contemporary Russian literature depicts Central 
Asia mostly in two ways: as a domesticated utopia of hybrid identi-
ties (Nostalgia discourse) or as a place of the Other, exotic for Rus-
sians (New Orientalism discourse). Both trends reflect the reaction 
of Russian collective imagery to the collapse of the Soviet Union and 
the subsequent creation of new national identities, not only in former 
Soviet republics, but also in Russia itself.

The theory of internal colonization describes quite adequately the 
reasons and the effects of creating hybrid identities, which find their 
full implementation in Nostalgia text, referred to the past. Still, pure 
Nostalgia discourse, represented by Dina Rubina’s prose, is mainly 
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limited to personal (or pseudopersonal) memories of the author, and 
with time it will become more and more peripheral, as the reality of 
the happy Soviet ‘friendship of peoples’ is turning into a myth, gone 
forever. In fact Suhbat Aflatuni’s literary production, though formal-
ly adjacent to Nostalgia text, expands itself over a much wider tem-
poral dimension; on the one hand, it expands the limits of Nostalgia 
discourse, but on the other it breaks its tight connection to the Sovi-
et utopia, and gains full features of transcultural literature, linked 
to Russia mostly by the ties of the Russian language.

New Orientalism initially reflected the traumatic experience of the 
Soviet Union collapse and the failure of the assimilation discourse. 
The novels by Andrey Volos, Lyudmila Basova, Vladimir Medvedev 
represent an attempt to fix the moment of the trauma (the sudden 
break of hybrid identities, which is also the authors’ personal expe-
rience) and to ponder over its reasons and consequences. Still New 
Orientalism, unlike Nostalgia discourse, looks not only into the past 
but also at the present, and changes respectively. As mental and po-
litical distances between Russia and Central Asia continue to grow, 
Russian collective thinking is gradually accepting the thought that 
Central Asia is not domesticated anymore; it returned to be the ter-
ritory of the Other, an image which is evident in Evgeny Chizhov’s 
prose, where there is no trace of nostalgia. Considering the current 
political and social processes in Central Asia, it seems much likely 
that in future New Orientalism will establish itself as the predomi-
nant Central Asian discourse in Russian literature and culture.
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Abstract  The following paper focuses on the current role of nation identity develop-
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development discourse from a nation branding perspective. After focusing on macro con-
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experienced by the country in 2019 is conducted. The main goal of this research is to 
highlight how local people’s nation identity perception can affect government branding 
projects. While nation branding is becoming a permanent feature of the government 
discourse, enhancing only the international image, the discrepancy is becoming more 
visible and local population can be highly affected by this branding strategies.
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To Lino

1	 Introduction

The main purpose of this paper is to examine the strategies of the 
Kazakhstani government in relation to the concept of nation brand-
ing in Kazakhstan, with a particular focus on the development of Ka-
zakhstani national identity. A linkage between some major branding 
initiatives and general popular disagreement is presented; the in-
creasing importance of the role of the society in shaping decisions 
and sometimes limiting nation branding activities is also discussed.

The Kazakhstani government started promoting the Kazakhstan 
brand on a global level in the context of the national development 
strategy Kazakhstan 2050 in 2012,1 an ambitious state plan aimed 
at making the country one of the 30 most competitive in the world by 
2050. Moreover, Kazakhstan is a pivotal hub in the ambitious Chinese 
project Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), being located in the “heart” of 
Eurasia. However, the success of the national brand promotion plan 
seems to have structural limitations. As a matter of fact, branding 
strategies in the field of tourism, export promotion, investment at-
traction, or public diplomacy seem to be highly affected by the lack 
of communication between the government and Kazakhstani socie-
ty, with a negative repercussion on the overall development plan and 
the economic diversification projects. 

Since 2019, the country has witnessed a number of protests in the 
main cities (the capital Nur-Sultan and Almaty), due to a lack of trust 
and communication between people and the authorities. The situa-
tion intensified after Nursultan Nazarbayev resigned his presiden-
tial role, paving the way for further discussion about the future of Ka-
zakhstan. As stated by political analyst Dosym Satpayev, “Yesterday’s 
[1st of May] protests in several Kazakh cities once again showed that 
authorities’ power demonstration is a sign of their weakness. […] It is 
time to learn how to communicate with people.”2 The resignation of 
Nazarbayev and the following presidential elections in June became 
indeed a reason for popular strife, that peaked with about 500 peo-
ple being arrested on the 9th and 10th of June.3 

This study seeks to explore the development of nation branding 
and national identity in Kazakhstan, arguing that the discrepancy 
between the brand image projected by the country and the one per-
ceived by local population has become increasingly manifest. Con-

1 For details, see Akorda.kz 2012.
2 For the full text, see Osservatorio Asia Centrale e Caspio (OACC) 2019.
3 For details, see The New York Times, 9 June 2019.
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sidering the socio-political, cultural and economic changes that have 
happened in Kazakhstan in the last few years, the main research 
questions are:

1.	 What is the significance of nation branding and identity de-
velopment in Kazakhstan?

2.	 Have the major challenges that both the government and soci-
ety have been facing, in particular since March 2019, had an 
impact on nation branding strategies? And if so, which one? 

Firstly, the following section defines the concept of nation branding 
and the main nation branding strategies and activities in Kazakh-
stan since its independence from the Soviet Union. Secondly, the ar-
ticle outlines the social and governmental changes that took place, 
focusing particularly on the events of 2019, and, finally, the article 
concludes by highlighting the impact of these events on the national 
brand. Data was collected mostly from scientific articles, websites, 
newspapers, and academic publications. The analysis on the forma-
tion of national identity has been conducted through semi-structured 
questionnaires in Russian language, collected from the 3rd to the 
31st December 2018 in Almaty for a total of 100 surveys complet-
ed. The majority of the respondents lived in Almaty (47.4%) or in the 
Southern region (27.4%). Moreover, 47% of the people who answered 
were younger than 20 years of age, and 29% between 21 and 25. 
Concerning the gender divide, 73% of the respondents were women. 

There is a wide gap between the brand identity projected by the 
country and the brand image perceived by the rest of the world in Ka-
zakhstan. While nation promotion has become a permanent feature 
of government discourse, although enhancing only the internation-
al image, the discrepancy became broadly visible. The local popula-
tion can both affect this image and be highly affected by these brand-
ing strategies.

2	 Nation Branding and Its Features, Image and Identity

A brand can be described as a name or a distinctive symbol that helps 
to identify the goods or services of a certain seller and to differen-
tiate them from those of competitors. However, as stated by Keller 
(2013), a brand is a more complex concept. It allows consumers to 
gain knowledge about the products, through the creation of a repu-
tation aimed at improving the position in the market.

The concept of nation branding is usually associated with place 
marketing and country-of origin-effect, as the usage of commercial 
strategies to promote the image, products and the attractiveness of a 
country, improving tourism and foreign investments, “nation brand-
ing concerns applying branding and marketing communications tech-
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niques to promote a nation’s image” (Fan 2006, 6). However, accord-
ing to Simon Anholt (2007), nation branding has a wider meaning and 
is linked to the strategic plan of a country aimed at strengthening its 
connections with the rest of the world. Anholt defines branding as the 
process of creation and communication of the identity of a country, in 
order to build and manage its reputation. In other words, the brand 
of a nation consists of its unique name and the images projected in 
the imagination of the people both inside and outside the country. It 
is the process of strategic self-representation which, when effectively 
structured and managed, can improve the reputation of a country and 
diminish the gap between the desired image of a nation and reality.

There are substantial differences between a commercial brand 
and a nation brand. A country can have several images, depending on 
the audience and the historical-geographical contexts in which they 
are perceived, “China, for example, could conjure up the following 
image: largest country with 1.3 billion people, the Great Wall, pan-
da, kung-fu, Made-in-China, etc. Time seems to be an important fac-
tor here in determining people’s perceptions” (Fan 2006, 8).

It is complex for a government to fully achieve the desired results 
through branding campaigns, also because rarely the image project-
ed on an international level accurately reflects the real situation of 
the nation itself. As for the so-called developing states, as in the case 
of Kazakhstan, socio-economic progress (or decay) is often much fast-
er and more changeable than the image of the state that has been 
created over time (Anholt 2003).

The effectiveness of the brand depends on a large number of fac-
tors, which are mainly related to the quality of the ‘product’ offered. 
Among the (few) successful stories, an interesting model is that devel-
oped by the ex-Yugoslav countries. As a matter of fact, they managed 
to find their independence, even culturally, from Belgrade through 
rather aggressive marketing campaigns right after their secession. 
Slovenia is a significant example of this development path; the coun-
try, with the ‘I Feel Slovenia’ promotion project, has managed to ob-
tain very positive and encouraging results, linking its nation brand 
to the concept of national identity and self-identification of local pop-
ulation (Konecnik Ruzzier et al. 2012).

In terms of strategic marketing, nation branding can be used to 
manipulate the perception of a country to contrast stereotypes that 
might negatively affect its reputation on an international level. For in-
stance, former Soviet countries started intense branding campaigns 
after independence, in order to get rid of their bad reputation in West-
ern countries (Szondi 2007). Latvia was one of the first countries to 
develop a structured strategy of nation promotion; in 1998, the gov-
ernment created a non-profit organization called ‘Latvian Institute 
(LI)’ with the goal of promoting and raising awareness about Latvia’s 
culture, history and society abroad.
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One of the main problems in obtaining the expected results of a 
branding campaign is that rarely the image projected on an interna-
tional level perfectly reflects the actual situation of a country. This 
is even more relevant for so-called developing countries, like Ka-
zakhstan, where the economic and social progress (or downturns) 
are usually faster and more changeable than the brand created by 
that country over time. 

In order to become a ‘strong’ brand, several elements have to co-
operate to form the nation brand image and to consolidate the uni-
ty of brand identity. However, certain features such as the name of 
the country cannot be changed and are fundamental in fostering the 
social cohesion given by national identity. The identity of a nation-
al brand can therefore be defined as a set of associations originated 
through the analysis of the strengths and weaknesses linked to the 
attributes of the nation (Aaker 1996; Rojas-Méndez 2013). In paral-
lel, every nation has an image, which consists of its perception by 
the external world. This is formed through interaction between for-
eign audiences and a country, such as travel, import-export of goods, 
mass media and social networks, education and exchange students, 
over which the government has little control.

The concept of nation refers to a social group, a community 
that possesses unique characteristics, different from other similar 
groups. Through this feeling of belonging to a nation and, conse-
quently, recognising what is different, individuals can define their 
own identity. Certain elements among many others play a meaning-
ful role in the identification process, such as religion or language, as 
means of social communication (Smith 1991).

Rusciano (2003), moreover, states that identity is an artificial con-
struct used by the state to develop its branding strategies. As a mat-
ter of fact, “The national identity as a ‘granted’ identity is not a nat-
ural and spontaneous identifier that emerged in any certain period 
of history. Contrarily, the intervention of the modern state shapes 
the construction of the national identity as Massimo d’Azeglio claims: 
“We established Italy and now it is time to create the Italians” (İnaç, 
Ünal 2013, 225).

National identity plays a fundamental role in creating a sense of 
affiliation within a specific group and, at the same time, in develop-
ing the ability to stand out from others.

In today’s globalized world, the mass media contribute enormously, 
albeit indirectly, to the modelling of identities, through the sharing of 
common customs and traditions, the language and a shared socio-cul-
tural background. Therefore, national identity is a very dynamic con-
cept, which arises from the continuous exchange between the mem-
bers of a society that lives in the present and the legacies of tradition.

The political aspect of national identity refers to nation building 
strategies, such as several activities promulgated by the government 
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to make the nation more united, loyal and homogeneous. The gov-
ernment takes care of spreading a certain image of the nation, often 
based on the history and culture of the predominant ethnic group, al-
so through the popularization of symbols and traditions and the use 
of the educational system and mass media.

There are nations, such as Kazakhstan, in which numerous differ-
ent ethnic groups coexist; therefore, governments can face the sit-
uation by constituting multiple national identities, or by separating 
the concept of citizenship from the ethnic one. Since national identi-
ty lays the foundations of its promotion and development strategies 
on constituent elements of the nation itself, it represents a corner-
stone of branding development: “A deep and authentic nation brand 
must include the many elements and expressions of a nation’s cul-
ture” (Dinnie 2008, 112; emphasis added).

Unlike commercial brands, nation branding uses identity elements 
in a wider and more varied way, as the image projected of a coun-
try has to be organic and correspond to the real values of a nation. 
National identity is, therefore, a constituent element of the brand-
ing process and at the same time a component of the image, which 
is why it often represents the starting point for the development of 
promotional strategies used by many countries.

3	 Nation Branding in Kazakhstan

After the fall of the Soviet Union, the newly formed independent 
states started a process to establish their identity and role within 
the world. The process of economic transition, which can be partially 
considered as still ongoing, consisted of a throwback to the period be-
fore Soviet dominance, but at the same time moving forward to a new 
definition of state identities. While transitioning to a market econo-
my and more democratic systems, a transformation of both the im-
age and identity of the new independent states began (Szondi 2007).

As a consequence of globalization first, but also of the change in 
the geopolitical stability of the region, the necessity to develop a 
positive nation image is becoming a priority for those countries. In 
the Caucasus, both Georgia and Armenia developed nation branding 
strategies, the former by celebrating the production of wine through 
Western television and newspapers such as The Economist, as Azer-
baijan did on CNN, while Armenia focused on its Christian identity, 
Noah’s route, your route.4 

4 This slogan refers to Armenia as ‘The land of Noah’, with reference to the Bibli-
cal Mount Ararat, where Noah’s Ark landed according to the Bible. The mountain, ge-
ographically located in Turkey since the Turkish-Armenian war in 1920, is considered 
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In Central Asia, nation branding is a serious matter (Marat 2009). 
As a matter of fact, governments are financing publications, research, 
films and a number of cultural events to be shown in the internation-
al arena.5 The contents shared regard economic growth, strategic 
advantages of the region, along with cultural and natural heritage, 
and reveal the governmental efforts to gain recognition from other 
countries. However, results do not seem to be as expected, “Partly 
because the wider international audience is so diverse, the messages 
produced by Central Asian states are quite haphazard, often lacking 
a single unifying idea. […] Therefore, such images of state and nation 
represent the ideas of the diplomats and the ruling elites, not the col-
lective of people living in their respective countries” (Velikaya 2018).

As for the other post-Soviet countries, also Kazakhstan after in-
dependence started a process of rebuilding its own national identi-
ty and image at an international level. Nation branding during the 
years became a basic practice of the political strategy of the coun-
try. Kazakhstan distinguished itself from the other states of the re-
gion for the fast-paced economic development since the beginning 
of the 21st Century, due both to its rich natural resources and to its 
strategic geographical position, “as Kazakhstan accounts for 60 per-
cent of Central Asia’s GDP, it attracts up to a million migrant work-
ers from its poorer neighbours. Its impressive levels of economic 
growth have been fuelled by Kazakhstan’s vast wealth of hydrocar-
bon resources and minerals. It boasts the 11th largest oil reserves 
in the world” (Zogg 2019, 2).

This role as a strategic hub was confirmed by the inclusion of 
the country in the Chinese project Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 
which should guarantee growth in the commercial activities with 
and through Kazakhstan, as it pledged significant investments in in-
frastructure and logistics, even in less developed areas of the coun-
try. The economic transition of Kazakhstan from the Soviet model to 
a market economy has been described as ‘Frankenstein Syndrome’, 
referring to the fact that “Kazakhstan’s political and economic sys-
tem, […] is a patchwork of different models, including some foreign 
models that were embedded into our current status” (Satpayev 2016, 

as one of the main symbols of Armenian civilization and Christianity. See also: Agad-
janian 2016; Cummings 2013; Marat 2009.
5 For instance, Uzbekistan had a poor political image for several years on an interna-
tional level, in particular during the government of Islam Karimov (1991-2016). There-
fore, the government started promoting among the international community a national 
image, very different from the domestic one. As a matter of fact, the cultural brand of 
the country is promoted through the organization of frequent cultural events and cel-
ebrations, displaying traditional cuisine, handcrafts, and ceramics. In parallel, histor-
ic sites and Samarkand are showed in numerous websites and books, in order to pro-
mote internationally cultural tourism in the country. 
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7), such as Norway or Singapore. Despite the growing interest for its 
new emerging economy, Kazakhstan is still almost unknown by the 
majority of the Western world, both on a geographic and a cultural 
level (Zakarijanovna 2015).

One element which contributed to the global diffusion of a negative 
image of the country was the 2006 mockumentary Borat – Cultural 
Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan, 
which depicted the country and its citizens as primitive communi-
ties, degraded and poorly educated. As a consequence, in 2007 the 
Kazakhstani government created a special department, the Interna-
tional Information Committee, to promote the national brand abroad 
and to increase the country’s competitiveness: “the International In-
formation Committee is responsible for promoting and strengthening 
the positive image of our country abroad. In the globalised informa-
tion world, there is the need to work out new approaches to creat-
ing a positive image for a country, which is why many countries are 
currently ‘re-branding’ themselves to increase their recognisability 
and attractiveness”.6 Among the best known examples, Kazakhstan 
invested to realize the Expo Future Energy in Astana in 2017, an in-
ternational exhibition focused on the themes of sustainability and 
safe access to energy, and the same year hosted the 28th winter Uni-
versiade (an international sports competition for students that takes 
place every two years) in Almaty. 

The most famous promotional campaign carried out by the Com-
mittee was certainly ‘Kazakhstan – the Heart of Eurasia’ a series of 
informative advertisements distributed on the main western media, 
which promote not only the strategic position of the country (in the 
‘heart’ of the Eurasian region) at a political and economic level, but 
also the beautiful natural sceneries and landscapes of the country 
as a tourism destination (Sengupta 2016, 47-67).

Arguably, Kazakhstan’s branding strategies mainly promote cul-
ture, in an effort to intensify the positive image of the country abroad. 
In reality, the results are very different from expectations: in fact, the 
country is often described in a negative way, underlining the pres-
ence of an authoritarian regime hidden behind these strategies, or 
recalling damaging stereotypes: “the capital city Astana – whose ur-
ban development is one of Kazakhstan’s main brands – is consistent-
ly depicted by Western observers as Nowheresville, Tomorrowland, 
or a Potemkin village” (Insebayeva 2016, 55).

6 For the full text, see Investkz.com 2007.
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4	 Domestic Society’s Response to Nation Branding 

From the domestic point of view of nation branding, the goal of con-
solidating the national unity and identity of Kazakhstani citizens still 
seems a long way off. There have been numerous criticisms made by 
the domestic audience, often related to the implementation of pro-
jects of nation branding. A significant show of discontent arose dur-
ing the first days of Tokayev’s government, when the capital city was 
renamed from Astana to Nur-Sultan in honor of the First President. 
About 20 people were arrested protesting against the decision to re-
name the capital, while “an online petition launched on the GoPeti-
tion platform against the city’s fourth name change in less than 60 
years has exceeded 42 thousand signatures”.7

Not only have some of the actions implemented been interpreted 
as mere propaganda, but also many people have criticized the ex-
cessive public resource spending (especially during years of global 
economic crisis) resulting from the organization of these grandiose 
commercial operations.

An example of this popular discontent was the petition promot-
ed in 2014 by a group of Almaty residents to obtain the withdraw-
al of the Kazakh government from the negotiations to host the 2022 
winter Olympic games in the former capital, primarily for economic 
and environmental concerns (Insebayeva 2016). However, the gov-
ernment did not listen to the protests and did not withdraw the bid, 
which was eventually won by China. 

Another example of general discontent for the economic man-
agement of the country were the protests that took place between 
April and May 2016, starting in the city of Atyrau. Citizens protest-
ed against the land reform that would have allowed long-term rent-
ing of unused lands to foreign entities, “after a quarter-century of 
pushing a national unity narrative, kicked into higher gear with last 
year’s celebrations of 550 years of Kazakh statehood, it’s no surprise 
that citizens would get riled up about the idea of selling the home-
land to foreigners” (Putz 2016).

Although there are no structured and direct connections between 
the protests and nation branding strategies, it can be said that the 
intense activity of brand promotion and the inefficiency in involving 
local population in this process has inevitably contributed to the cre-
ation of a tense situation. This disappointment has become manifest 
with the sudden resignation of Nazarbayev, contributing to weaken-
ing the new governmental apparatus, “Under Nazarbayev, the gov-
ernment paid lip service to democratic values and the protection of 
human rights, while simultaneously clamping down on political and 

7 For the full text, see Asianews.it 2019.
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civil liberties. The regime became increasingly intolerant of challeng-
es not only to its rule, but also to its vision of what Kazakhstan should 
be and how its people should think. […] This has created disaffection 
and prompted protests, which gathered pace after Nazarbayev’s res-
ignation” (Lillis 2019, 37-8).

In answering to the first research question of this work, “why is 
the development of nation branding strategies so meaningful for Ka-
zakhstan?”, these promotional campaigns were certainly planned 
to make a first impressive appearance in the international econom-
ic and political arena and to strengthen its country image. Among 
others, some elements support this statement, such as the spectacu-
larism of the capital city, the advanced technology presented at Ex-
po in 2017, and the promotion strategy to enhance the tourism. All 
these branding activities have specifically been planned for an in-
ternational audience. 

A brief outline of the development strategy Kazakhstan 2050, 
which has established growth goals not only in terms of promotion 
abroad, but also internally, involving all the most important aspects 
of a nation’s development, is set out below.

5	 The Strategy Kazakhstan 2050 and the Language Reform 
in Rukhani Zhangyru

The Kazakhstani government started promoting the brand Kazakh-
stan systematically in the context of its development strategy Ka-
zakhstan 2050. Among its main goals, the ambitions of diversifying 
their economic portfolio, improving domestic economic development 
and opening the country to sustainable energy sources stand out. 
The strategy was presented in 2012 by the president Nursultan Naz-
arbayev. One of the main characteristics of this plan is that it clear-
ly defines the new international markets to be approached by the 
country: “Currently ranked as the 51st most competitive country in 
the world, Kazakhstan, according to Nazarbayev, should be ranked 
among the 30 most advanced nations by 2050. To do so, Kazakhstan 
will need to integrate its economy into the global and regional envi-
ronments by capitalizing on its transit potential and bolstering in-
formation technology capabilities”.8

As a matter of fact, Kazakhstan is the richest and most dynam-
ic post-Soviet country in Central Asia, with an economy strongly de-
pendent on natural resources. Since the price of oil is extremely vol-
atile, one of the main goals of the strategy is to diversify the internal 

8 For the full text, see the website of the Embassy of the Republic of Kazakhstan (ka-
zakhembus.com) 2012.
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production of the country. Moreover, thanks to this plan, the country 
jumped from 53rd to 36th in 2018 in the Doing Business ranking of 
the World Bank, even though oil & gas still represent the main eco-
nomic markers of the country. 

Kazakhstan has been improving its competitiveness mostly on an 
international level, promoting several activities in the economic and 
political area. However, it seems that the government has not invest-
ed enough in the domestic sphere, not even in activities aimed at 
shaping national identity, such as those planned in ‘Rukhani Zhangy-
ru’ (2017) and its continuation ‘The Seven Facets of the Great Steppe’, 
two development programs outlined by former President Nazarbayev 
for the modernization of Kazakhstan with a focus on national origins, 
traditions and identity. Concerning national identity, it is stated that 
“Preserving the inner core of national identity while changing on-
ly some of its characteristics is significant and a number of archaic 
habits should be left behind for successful implementation of spirit-
ual revival” (Gaur 2018).

In particular, the development of the national identity in Kazakh-
stan is still a rather complex issue today. The adjective ‘multicultur-
al’ is well suited to the population living in the country, a real melt-
ing pot of ethnic groups made up of almost 140 different nationalities 
who coexist in an atmosphere of relative tolerance. Originally, the Ka-
zakh population was born at the crossroads of at least three nomadic 
ethnic groups that populated the great steppes of Central Asia and 
shared part of the Islamic and Turkish cultural heritage, also on a 
linguistic level. At independence, ethnic Kazakhs represented a mi-
nority of the population, behind Russians. At the same time, the de-
velopment process of the national identity was structured through 
the opposition of two concepts, ‘Kazakh’, that is an individual of Ka-
zakh ethnicity, and ‘Kazakhstanets’, a person of Kazakhstani citizen-
ship, regardless of ethnicity. 

As the proportion of ethnic Kazakhs grew steadily in the decades 
after independence, Nazarbayev proposed a reform of the state lan-
guage alphabet, moving from the use of Cyrillic to Latin alphabet 
through the decree ‘On the translation of the Kazakh alphabet from 
Cyrillic to Latin graphics’9 by the year 2025. Public opinion has been 
very divided about the possible reasons behind this decision. The 
former president’s official statement concerns the desire to modern-
ize the country, making it more competitive in the world arena also 
through a latinisation of the alphabet. Language is recognized as a 
fundamental tool in the process of establishing the national identity 
(Fishman 1999), as an element transversely present in the cultural, 
political and social life of a nation, which allows the creation of a com-

9 For details, see Akorda.kz 2017.
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munity through the transfer of its history and traditions from gener-
ation to generation. As a matter of fact, it is possible to note that in 
recent years the country has increasingly entered the international 
arena, and has been included in the Chinese project Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI); in parallel, in recent years has started an unofficial 
movement, which uses Latin characters for writing Kazakh words. 
Numerous brands and businesses have word for word transliterat-
ed their name to make it appeared more modern and western, even 
without a standardized version of the alphabet (Yergaliyeva 2018).

This strategy can also be read as an attempt to create a homo-
geneous social and national identity. Kazakhstan, in particular dur-
ing the first independence period, based its nation building policies 
around three elements: language, nation and territory. These prac-
tices have shown a strong link with the process of identity consti-
tution developed by the Soviet regime, which provided for the crea-
tion of a single supra-ethnic ‘Soviet identity’. Similarly, Nazarbayev 
attempted to strengthen the role of the Kazakh language, as a sym-
bol of the unity of the people in the country (Burkhanov 2017). This 
initiative was also interpreted as a personal branding technique by 
Nazarbayev, capable of consolidating his role in connection with the 
formation of the national identity. Language reforms are a powerful 
tool in the national identity building process and could have a major 
impact in shaping his role as Father of the Nation. 

In Kazakhstan, the process of establishing national identity ap-
pears to be already very dynamic and characterized by unpredicta-
bility, which “is also highly relevant to the cultural and political com-
plexities of Kazakhstan, which is often deemed in the literature to 
be Janus-faced, as it works to simultaneously promote multicultural-
ism and a more homogenizing ‘kazakhization’ of society” (Zabortseva 
2016, 25). The Kazakhstani government failed to develop a dialogue 
with its citizens and an adequate strategy to sustain a national identi-
ty development policy. Therefore, it is possible to state that the incon-
sistency of the propaganda surrounding national identity has led to 
a fragmentation of the identity of the Kazakhstani population, which 
might have a serious impact on the competitive activities of Kazakh-
stan on the international market, since it lacks a real correspond-
ence between the projected image of the country abroad and reality. 

These reforms are not only aimed at consolidating national unity, 
but also at personally glorifying the head of government,10 and they 
have certainly had an impact on society. Specifically, for the purpos-

10 As a matter of fact, Nazarbayev has named himself ‘Leader of the Nation’ through 
the constitutional act ‘On First President of the Republic of Kazakhstan – the Lead-
er of the Nation’ on June the 14th, 2010. For the full text, see the website of the Infor-
mation and legal system of normative legal acts of the Republic of Kazakhstan (adil-
et.zan.kz 2010).
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es of this paper, the current development situation of the identity for-
mation process in Kazakhstan will be analysed, highlighting how the 
disunity and sometimes ambiguity of the objectives of these govern-
ment strategies have led to a fragmentation of opinions, with conse-
quences also in relations with the government apparatus that imple-
mented such strategies.

6	 Identity in Kazakhstan

The concept of national identity, in the context of processes such as 
‘slowbalization’,11 is once again becoming a central definition within 
the nation building strategies of many countries. In fact, unlike fam-
ily descent, which are innate and exclusive of the individual, belong-
ing to a specific nation is not defined in a natural way at the time of 
birth, but is an artificial identity construct that sees its origin con-
textually with the birth of the modern state. 

Following the fall of the Soviet Union at the beginning of the Nine-
ties, several post-Soviet countries had to start a series of activities 
aimed at creating an identity for their own country other than the pre-
vious Soviet identity, which had dominated in terms of propaganda 
during the last century, in an effort to unify the country, while causing 
the quasi-annihilation of any national uniqueness (Burkhanov 2017). 

Nazarbayev has carried out numerous activities related to the 
practices implemented by the Soviet regime in the field of civil iden-
tity, institutionalizing the symbolic unity of the people, the territory 
and the Kazakh language, depriving the concept of any ethnic conno-
tation with the aim of stimulating the pride of all the peoples of the 
country. With the aim of investigating the issue of Kazakh national 
identity in greater depth, a questionnaire was developed in the MA 
thesis Nation Branding in Kazakhstan (Bortolotti 2019) to understand 
the popular perception of Kazakhstani national identity and its most 
representative elements. After a series of general questions, the 100 
participants in the interview were asked about what meaning they 
attributed to the fact of being ‘Kazakh’ (67% of the questionnaire 
participants were of Kazakh ethnicity) or ‘Kazakhstanets’ (the nec-
essary requirement to participate in the survey was in fact to have 
Kazakhstani citizenship). 

The majority of the answers collected could be categorized as 
patriotic (such as, for example, ‘Being proud of one’s homeland’ or 
‘Loving one’s own people and country’), thus indicating that the very 

11 This term, mixing the words ‘slow’ and ‘globalisation’, indicates “a continued inte-
gration of the global economy via trade, financial and other flows but albeit at a signif-
icantly slower pace” (Kupelian 2020, 1).
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meaning of being a citizen of Kazakhstan is a matter of respect and 
pride towards the country and civil society. Similarly, many have also 
provided answers regarding the importance of traditions and knowl-
edge of national culture and language, elements consistent with the 
concept of patriotism and a source of pride in their origins. Again, 
according to this line of thought, some have also indicated behavio-
ral characteristics and ways of being typical of the population, such 
as friendliness, generosity and hospitality. It is also very interesting 
to note that some respondents highlighted the difference between 
the term ‘Kazakh’ and ‘Kazakhstanets’, without however indicating 
a hierarchy between the two definitions. 

The last question of the questionnaire also tackles the issue of 
identity. In fact, respondents were asked what identity represent-
ed them most between European, Asian or Eurasian. The answers, 
in this case, are very uneven. In fact, 20.4% said they identify more 
with the former, while the majority equally divide the Asian identi-
ty (31.2%) and the Eurasian identity (31.2%). European identity, be-
ing a concept linked to factors such as music or cooking, is easy to 
understand in light of the fact that many of these elements are wide-
spread globally, especially among young people and in large cities 
(almost 50% of the respondents comes from Almaty and are under 
twenty years of age). In the same way, the Asian identity structure 
can also be read in terms of cultural soft power, strengthened by ge-
ographical proximity and therefore by a predominance in the market 
of final products, which are purchased daily by the Kazakh popula-
tion. The Eurasian identity can be read in light of the Eurasian theo-
ries actively promoted by Nazarbayev and in relation to Kazakhstan’s 
strategic geographical position of ‘bridge’ between Asia and Europe. 

The people of Kazakhstan are very proud of their values and tra-
ditions, which found a fertile ground for development in Eurasian 
doctrine,12 combining Asian and European culture in a peaceful, sta-
ble and multi-ethnic growth model. The current internal fragmen-
tation of the population with respect to identification in an identity 
category of belonging can be interpreted as a sign of the structur-
al weakness of the domestic nation building strategy. The relative-
ly unstable foundations of this strategy can potentially lead to a fail-
ure in the manoeuvres aimed at putting Kazakhstan in competition 
with the international market, lacking a concrete correspondence be-

12 Concerning Eurasianism, since the early 1990s Nazarbayev has repeatedly attempt-
ed to create and promote his Eurasian doctrine, focused on the strategic geographi-
cal location of the country and on the Eurasian Economic Union, founded in 2015, “Ka-
zakhstan’s Eurasianism is promulgated as an official ideology by the top leadership of 
the country and the focus was to build peace, solidarity and unity among peoples on the 
basis of morality, spirituality, cultural and historical interactions of peoples of different 
ethno-linguistic, cultural and religious backgrounds” (Mostafa 2013, 164).
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tween the homogeneous image projected by the government towards 
the rest of the world and reality. 

7	 Kazakhstan in 2019

Kazakhstan is characterized by a fragile institutional and social sys-
tem, with a weak parliament and widespread corruption. “Not one 
Kazakh election has ever been judged free and fair by international 
observers, corruption is rife, and police brutality is commonplace. 
No credible political opposition exists, and civil society is stymied” 
(Tynan 2019). As a matter of fact, the main goal of Nazarbayev’s strat-
egies has always concerned the economic aspects and stability more 
than even wealth distribution or internal political reforms. As a re-
sult, power has accumulated within selected elites, “Power struc-
tures in Kazakhstan are cliquish and hierarchal. Connections count 
in what is essentially a one-party administration. Family, business, 
and regional relationships define the breadth and scope of influence” 
(Tynan 2019). At the same time, even if this pattern has contributed 
to consolidating poverty, especially in small villages, it is the most 
relatively stable country in the Central Asian region, with a position 
of mediator between the major international players, such as Russia, 
China, the European Union and the USA. 

Kazakhstan was experiencing structural changes during 2019. The 
presidential elections, held on the 9th of June, were characterized 
by widespread protests against injustice, lack of transparency and 
government corruption; protests were restrained by limiting inter-
net access, arresting thousands of people and detaining journalists.

As a result, government image among local people was seriously 
damaged, explicitly showing the undemocratic nature of the state ruling 
powers, “the government had been facing mounting concerns from vo-
calized public assemblies on issues related to the provision of adequate 
housing, higher wages, and increased social benefits” (Sullivan 2019). 
Over the last few years, several social protests have started, against 
the government’s refusal to make changes and reforms; this process 
intensified after the resignation of Nazarbayev in March 2019, when 
the number of protests in the main cities started growing due to a lack 
of trust and communication between the people and the authorities. 

The complexity of the political situation encouraged the govern-
ment to hold elections as soon as possible and restabilize the rela-
tionship between the authorities and society, to restore the ‘balance 
of power’ in the country, preserving the foundations of the Naz-
arbayev system but still undermining many citizens’ confidence in 
the power structures of the country. Tokayev is the chosen succes-
sor of Nazarbayev, even though “the line of command still leads di-
rectly to Nazarbayev, and his ability to pull the strings of personal-
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ly approved ministers and officials in key positions is undiminished” 
(Tynan 2019), a fact confirmed also because he still bears the title of 
Elbasy, that is the leader of the nation.

Tokayev, soon after being elected, declared that “[the] world is 
changing rapidly and unfortunately, we are facing new challenges 
ahead. We must confirm the continuity, predictability and stability of 
our domestic and foreign policy”.13 One of the key words in this con-
text and in his first declarations was ‘continuity’. This term can be 
interpreted in two very different ways, on the one hand as the will-
ingness of the authorities to preserve the situation as it is, avoiding 
changes or reforms, on the other as the prosecution of the multi-vec-
tor foreign policy supported by Nazarbayev. 

As far as internal politics are concerned, since his resignation Naz-
arbayev has continued to act as a powerful supra-system player, in-
vested with the role of keeper of the national status quo. In parallel, 
Tokayev is maintaining a policy that can be defined as ‘stability for 
stagnation’, meaning that any variation is considered negative and not 
changing is preferable to instability. However, this position is very 
distant from what Kazakhstani society requests. As a matter of fact, 
citizens are looking forward to the promotion of a policy of ‘stability 
for development’. This high need for change has been clearly shown in 
social media and so-called ‘online’ activities, especially in Almaty and 
Astana (Nur-Sultan). However, this emerging social explosion has so 
far been only local, not really structured or politically organic. This 
fact shows the absence of clear ideological niches among the major-
ity of the population, which usually express an almost total political 
apathy. Moreover, the high level of corruption has fostered a grow-
ing crisis of confidence among authorities in a huge part of society. 

However, there is no social basis for the development of an inde-
pendent civil society. The active population, representing the major-
ity of the middle class, expresses itself on social networks, seeking 
changes in the social, economic and environmental spheres. On the 
other hand ‘the many’ are passive mostly because they do not feel 
they have enough economic stability, “also in the post-Soviet era, 
people prefer to rely on private social networks and family ties rath-
er than on civic engagement and the involvement in public associa-
tions to address their concerns” (Pierobon 2016, 218).

Younger generations, corresponding to 51% of the total population 
(18 million), are divided into different groups, with different levels 
of education, opportunities and goals. This situation clearly reflects 
the social pyramid of Kazakhstan. They do not have any memory of 
the Soviet Union, since they have only lived under the “reign” of Naz-
arbayev. However, even if the ‘Nazarbayev generation’ has been ex-

13 For details, see: Akorda.kz, 2 September 2019.
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periencing increasing restrictions on media, religion and public ex-
pression, they feel they are living in a comparatively free country, 
especially in comparison with the other post-soviet countries in Cen-
tral Asia. Moreover, Nazarbayev intensively promoted both Kazakh 
nationalism and the multi-ethnical composition of society. As a con-
sequence, the strategy of the First President contributed to raising a 
number of identity question among younger Kazakhstani generations. 

8	 Conclusions

This paper has explored the relation between the development of na-
tional identity and self-promotion strategies of the government in Ka-
zakhstan, considering the relatively active role of new generations in 
the sociopolitical life of the country.

Nation branding strategies and national identity have been cho-
sen as the keys to understanding the new dynamics between Kazakh-
stani government and society. As a matter of fact, the nation brand-
ing strategies of promotion implemented by the government have led 
to the establishment of a narrative that is quite distant from reality. 
In parallel, identity issues are inevitably linked to the sense of dis-
appointment, which is spreading especially among the youth, “Citi-
zens’ perception about their own country is reflected into the coun-
try’s image both internally and externally. […] if a country’s citizens 
do not believe in the power of their country, then they will not be 
able to persuade others to believe. To build a strong country brand, 
first it must be crept in the minds of citizens, otherwise any attempt 
at branding the country will result in failure” (Andrei 2017, 510).

Since 1991, Nazarbayev had consolidated his power and built a 
strong cult of personality. His resignation was certainly unexpect-
ed, but at the same time it did not break the legacy of his personal 
cult, and certainly he has not been replaced in this sense by the less 
charismatic Tokayev. In parallel, the dialogue between citizens and 
the government was becoming harsher, “frustrations have been bol-
stered by perceptions that crucial national decisions are being made 
without the general population being consulted”.14

The sudden resignation of Nazarbayev provided the opportunity 
to start pro-democratic protests against the government, that end-
ed in dozens of people being arrested because of the very restrictive 
law on public assembly. It can be noted that since 2018, the number 
of spontaneous protests increased, also because several opposition 
parties ceased to exist.15

14 For the full text, see Eurasianet.org 2019.
15 For details, see Cabar.asia 2019.
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The concept of ‘identity fragmentation’ reflects the shortcomings 
of government promotional activities, which have always excluded 
citizens and failed to consolidate in a structured way. As a matter of 
fact, significant actions such as the transition to the Latin alphabet 
or Expo in 2017 have had more positive resonance in the internation-
al community, exacerbating the tension within local society.

Kazakhstan is striving to increase its competitiveness in the in-
ternational arena, strengthening its state reputation and promoting 
its economic and political interests through a series of activities of 
different natures (culture, sport, politics), while leaving the domes-
tic sphere in the background, especially as regards the question of 
the constitution of identity. However, since this is a fundamental as-
pect, in order to make effective the efforts implemented in the field 
of nation branding, it is necessary in the near future for Kazakhstan 
to establish a direct dialogue with its citizens, developing more ap-
propriate strategies and supporting a national identity implementa-
tion policy, which would be both structured and comprehensible for 
citizens, also at the level of linguistic decrees and propaganda.

It seems, therefore, that the government has not invested that 
much in the domestic sphere, including activities aimed at shaping 
national identity. The Kazakhstani government has failed in develop-
ing a dialogue with its citizens and an adequate strategy to sustain 
a national identity development policy. The general inconsistency of 
the propaganda about national identity has led to a fragmentation 
of the identity of the Kazakhstani population. This may have a seri-
ous impact on the future competitive activities of Kazakhstan on the 
international market, since a real correspondence between the pro-
jected image of the country abroad and reality is lacking, “By ced-
ing the presidency, Mr. Nazarbayev also deftly stepped out of the fir-
ing line at a time of irksome civil unrest”.16 The intensification of the 
protests might also be linked to the rough narrative of Kazakhstani 
nation brand and identity, which became more evident with the res-
ignation of Nazarbayev.

In conclusion, branding strategies are a tool used by Kazakhstan’s 
government, albeit not fully effectively, not only to create a more con-
sistent image of the country on an international level, but also do-
mestically. In order to reach this goal, it is necessary that the gov-
ernment starts including the concept of a shared national identity as 
an integral part of the governmental nation branding plan, narrow-
ing the gap between the image projected by the elites and the way it 
is perceived by society. 

16 For the full text, see The New York Times, 22 March 2019.
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