In August 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed.
This was the start of the beginning for many nations that had been under close watch within the Soviet Union. The period following this famous event would see a variety of “new” countries discovering themselves and in turn claiming their independence. Whilst Kazakhstan is often not first thought of when the phrase winning their independence is mentioned, it is a country worth examining for this very reason; we’re often used to learning about ex-western colonialism. Now whilst this is a topic that should never stop being remembered, this country has its origins in a Russian colonial sort. As Kazakhstan has a similar background to Mongolia, I will be drawing comparisons throughout this essay. (Sit back and enjoy)
In December of the same year of the collapse, Nazarbayev was elected president and Kazakhstan declared its independence. The country’s capital was moved from Almaty (in the southeast) to Akmola (in a central northern steppe) in 1994 which has later become known as Astana (1998). Ever since then, Kazakhstan has begun its industrialisation and modernisation process which continues to this day with plans ahead for the future. To give you an indication of the growing scale: from 1992 to 2016, the city of Astana has expanded from 70.2 km2 to 185.9 km2.[footnoteRef:1] Kazakhstan has seen a construction boom in their new city led by their new president made possible by using petroleum revenues.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Aigerim Ilyassova, Lakshmi N. Kantakumar, and Doreen Boyd, ‘Urban Growth Analysis and Simulations Using Cellular Automata and Geo-Informatics: Comparison between Almaty and Astana in Kazakhstan’, Geocarto International, 36.5 (2021), 520–39 <https://doi.org/10.1080/10106049.2019.1618923>.]  [2:  ‘Kazakhstan - Independent Kazakhstan | Britannica’ <https://www.britannica.com/place/Kazakhstan/Independent-Kazakhstan> [accessed 13 December 2022].] 

At first, Kazakhstan struggled in increasing their production and creating a good economy. From 1993 to 1998, industrial production decreased by more than 66%.[footnoteRef:3] But, much like Deng Xiaoping’s reforms in China, Kazakhstan chose to create a more liberal market. Inspiration for this came from a model based on the Singaporean and South Korean economies .These two countries in particular were chosen as a basis due to their rapid economic growth that followed an announcement of reform. Whilst Kazakhstan has no maritime connections for trade nor were aided by the UK as Singapore was, their natural resource collection is widescale.[footnoteRef:4] This meant Kazakhstan would make for a great trading partner as these resources are always in demand. In addition, it sets up possible trade with Western countries, especially in Europe, where these resources are less common and so are in higher demand. This ability in creating new trade links is especially made possible by the fact they have not been involved in any major disputes on a national scale; when you think of Kazakhstan there is no instant relation to any war nor conflict. This makes them an example of reliability and trust. [3:  Servaas Storm, ‘The Political Economy of Industrialization’, 2017 <https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12281>.]  [4:  Agumbayeva Assiya Yerlikovna, Chmyshenko Elena Georgievna, and Abdirov Yergalym Shakhatbekuly, ‘Impact of the New Industrialization on Innovational Development of Production in Kazakhstan’, 240.] 

And so, several reforms took place with this idea of a liberal market in mind: the liberalisation of foreign trade, the introduction of private ownership of land and industrial enterprises, the ridding of state regulatory prices and house reforms. In addition, there were new laws on bankruptcy, antitrust, the national bank, oil and taxes. There were also now obligatory payments on privatisation, state support for direct investment and the security market. Tax reform occurred now with an adoption of a tax code and a phased tax cut.[footnoteRef:5] The introduction of these laws implies a significant attempt to change and modernise Kazakhstan; which is especially the case when considering that this is a country that has derived from nomads. The use of modern methods, such as the idea of tax, have deep roots within western capitalisation that the integration of them into Kazakhstan culture emphasises the distance being place between them and the Soviet Union by turning to an almost opposite approach of ideology. [5:  Yerlikovna, Georgievna, and Shakhatbekuly.] 

An important distinguishment regarding the establishment of statehood is that in Europe (in Westphalian times), the nation and state building precedes the emergence of a modern nation state. For example, taxation, the enlistment of soldiers and the development of infrastructure were already in place before it was labelled a modern state[footnoteRef:6]. This meant it was easy to decree a written law solidifying it as a sovereign state as they already had the necessary components which were required to do so. Therefore, rather than framing a capital around a pre-established culture, a country is framed around a pre-existing country with defined boarders with people sharing similar beliefs.  [6:  Edward Schatz, ‘WHEN CAPITAL CITIES MOVE: THE POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY OF NATION AND STATE BUILDING’.] 

However, in Asia, this usually happened the opposite way where “the establishment of statehood was followed by the drive to create viable state structures and secure the loyalty of diverse populations”[footnoteRef:7] which in essence is the criteria for a nation state. This means that although they could still be recognised internationally as an entity, there is still an illegitimacy problem when it comes to domestic and internal recognition. This is often a result of an instability of government (due to reasons such as the US interfering with leaders) which means the loyalty of the population comes into question.  [7:  Schatz.] 

This is a similarity shared with Mongolia where a new capital was established (this time it was a changing of a name, not a location). However, in Mongolia, this happened in 1924. This allows the country to reinvent itself whether this means a new focus on industry and modernisation or an expansion of land with new topology. Again, it is about finding independence and choosing your own decisions. 
Kudaibergenova, author of The Use and Abuse of Postcolonial Discourses in Post-Independent Kazakhstan, claims that the nation building of Kazakhstan includes Kazakh ethno-nationalism, modernising the state nation, equal rights and welfare for all citizens.[footnoteRef:8] Since departing from the USSR, there is now a major focus on developing their country, even if it does appear after their newfound independence (as mentioned above). Witnesses using terminology such as modernisation when describing Kazakhstan allow for a promising expectation of what’s to come. Furthermore, in solidifying itself as a state nation, it will not only enhance the country's confidence but will ultimately lead to gaining a respectable reputation. A wider access to resources through trade, new connections with new negotiations of power all contribute towards an expansion of globalisation. This in turn creates more opportunities which creates a cycle of growth.  [8:  Diana T. Kudaibergenova, ‘The Use and Abuse of Postcolonial Discourses in Post-Independent Kazakhstan’, Europe-Asia Studies, 68.5 (2016), 917–35 <https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2016.1194967>.] 

A problem appearing from its colonial roots however, is that there is an inability to speak out against the old regime of the USSR. This theme that runs all throughout the history of Soviet Kazakhstan creates a real issue in gaining their true independence as Russia’s influence continues on. Much like with Mongolia, there is a sense of neo-colonialism which Aidos Sarym claims the term Eurasianism is a “new type of neo colonialism, neo-imperialism wrapped into a geographical map and fundamentalist vision about some type of great imperishable role of Russia on the planet”[footnoteRef:9] which relates not only to central Asia but also to Eastern Europe, hence the name. The geographic location and size of Russia has very much played a part in this as not only has it widened opportunities for territory grabbing but also there is a psychology dating back from our hunter gather times where larger is often associated with better. Furthermore, the ruthless history of Russia solidifies this idea of imperishable as there has become associated this dread of what this country might so next. For instance, during the Cold War there was a constant threat of nuclear power and even in the politics of today we have witnessed the invasion of Ukraine. Russia’s ability to create this “what next” is the fundamental basis in their power which is being translated over to the West (just look at Boris Johnson and Trump). This means that they were easily able to gain control of countries such as Kazakhstan, Mongolia and the Baltic states. Since this was before the context of the Korean and Vietnam war in terms of the domino effect, there was little the West wanted to interfere at this stage – around the early twentieth century. The Great Depression would have also played a significant role in their financial ability to get involved.  [9:  Kudaibergenova.] 

They became apart of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).[footnoteRef:10] This organisation included 11 countries: Armenia, Azerbajian, Belerus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan, all former Soviet republics. There were three former republics that did not join: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and originally Georgia until they joined in 1993. As the CIS were mostly concerned with political issues, there were several attempts to create a similar one for economies (interestingly, the idea was first brought up by Nazarbayev). In 2015 the organisation known is the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) that came into fruition having been operating as a customs union since 2011 (officially now an economic union). [footnoteRef:11] This served as an  [10:  ‘Kazakhstan Profile - Timeline’, BBC News, 17 January 2012, section Asia <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-15483497> [accessed 13 December 2022].]  [11:  Lisa Lüdtke, ‘A Closer Look at the Eurasian Economic Union’, GIS Reports, 2021 <https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/eurasian-economic-union/> [accessed 13 December 2022].] 

Another organisation set up was the Cooperation Council of Turkic Speaking States which became the Organisation of Turkic States (OTS) on October 3rd 2009. This consists of the Turkic states Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkey and Uzbekistan along with Hungary and Turkmenistan who maintain observer status. In the November 11 2022 Summit, each President made a speech outlining their objectives with the overall aim to highlight the new focus on the cooperation between these states in attempt to expand trade and investment. In Kassym-Jomart Tokayev’s speech, the current president of Kazakhstan, his main points were in development such as transport and industry logistics, scientific and educational connections (with fellow Turkic countries), creating the “Astana hub” into a center of digitalisation (for the OST), wider access of Turkic language and culture through a unified network of Universities and a Green economy.[footnoteRef:12] Not only is this representative of their commitment to improving their economy by focusing on trade, there is also a great focus on claiming back their roots. This plays a great role in their achieving their independence as although they can claim to finally not belong to Russia through paperwork and laws, it doesn’t necessarily mean they are independent. However, their attempt to reintroduce their original culture and language proves a real fundamental change in the people; no longer is there influence from other countries which means they can be as they were. Furthermore, there was mention of the issue of territorial integrity in relation to the UN Charter. This is the right to sovereign states to defend their boarders and territory.[footnoteRef:13] This implies that Kazakhstan has its official territory which implies that it is in the process of becoming a nation state. This means its own defined territory, with its own defined culture which reflects the power they now have. This new power and individuality is evident of their independence where they are now calling the shots.  [12:  Farida Musayeva, ‘2022 Organization of Turkic States Summit’, Modern Diplomacy, 2022 <https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2022/11/13/2022-organization-of-turkic-states-summit/> [accessed 5 January 2023].]  [13:  Oliver Corten, ‘Territorial Integrity Narrowly Interpreted: Reasserting the Classical Inter-State Paradigm of International Law’, 2011 <https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/leiden-journal-of-international-law> [accessed 5 January 2023].] 

Another significant factor in gaining independence is the use of the native people’s language including the writing script which as mentioned above is a significant part of what they are working on. The Kazakh language used Arabic script up until the 20th century, but it was changed first to the Latin script and then the Cyrillic script in the 1930s. Then in 2017, Kazakhstan started to return back to the Latin script again, incorporating their language into it (in the same way that a Chinese “x” is similar to an English “s” sound and so on but for Kazakh). A similar programme designed to increase literacy of the traditional Mongolian script was adopted in Mongolia in which hopes this script will coexist alongside Cyrillic by 2025[footnoteRef:14]. The act of attempting to continue their native languages is a true power move; it creates a sense of independence with a culture being restored and alongside it a feeling of pride. It is a new realisation to celebrate their freedom, to claim their own identity and heritage after having spent a long period of time in the background. This creates a sense of pride for their nation which is vital in conjuring independence. [14:  ‘Mongolian government seeks to spread official use of traditional alphabet by 2025’, Nationalia <https://www.nationalia.info/new/11301/mongolian-government-seeks-to-spread-official-use-of-traditional-alphabet-by-2025> [accessed 13 December 2022].] 

Just like Mongolia, Kazakhstan has a deep nomadic history. This links back to the idea of keeping a green economy as nomadic behaviour is very much related to nature and so in preserving it, they are keeping part of their heritage. However, this does means when it comes to competing in the national economy, it is a little bit harder; the knowledge around industry and technology is minute compared to countries in Europe who have been practising since the 19th century. In addition, the fact both Mongolia and Kazakhstan are landlocked automatically means there is a lack of opportunity for trade as there are no maritime trade routes. However, both these countries seem very committed in improving their trade through means of industrialisation which means more output is made possible along with modernisation techniques which often is associated with technology which means improved transport, increasing output and input which means a) more resources to put towards improvements of modernisation and b) an increase in money which they can put towards projects such as these.
There is also something very powerful in embracing their heritage, almost as if they are continuing a legacy which has been put on the backburner for centuries (especially the case of Mongolia) and in returning to it, there are hopes of a real successful future; they just need an adjustment period in seeking out the modern ways.
Much like many of the other countries that were previously apart of the USSR and satellites contributing to the makeup of this unique country, both Mongolia and Kazakhstan have been attempting to keep up with the others in entering the world stage. This is for reasons caused by surrounding countries such as Russia and China whose objectives remain a debate to this day. Although the president and his people are keen in moving forwards in celebrating their new national identity, there are still many challenges to come. Playing catch up is a difficult task to achieve when all the best seats have already been taken.
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