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At Nazarbayev University, as at all other Universities in Kazakhstan, all undergraduate students
are obliged to take a course entitled ‘History of Kazakhstan’ regardless of their Major. The
University currently admits approximately 500 undergraduate students a year, meaning that the
History department is expected to provide 250 places for ‘History of Kazakhstan’ per semester.
As we currently have five Faculty members who can teach it, this means that normally we have
five sections of fifty students each. Of these four are taught in English, and one is taught in
Kazakh. Some of the challenges we face in teaching this course are no doubt similar to those
experienced at other universities in Kazakhstan: low motivation among students for whom this is
a duty, not a free intellectual choice; low levels of skill in reading and interpreting historical
texts and in answering questions on historical topics, especially among students whose Major is
in a subject such as Engineering, Mathematics or the Natural Sciences where such skills are
little-used; large class sizes, and habits of rote-learning, plagiarism and collusion acquired at
school which are inimical to critical thinking and the production of original written work. Other
problems are more specific to Nazarbayev University, and in particular to the experience of
Foreign Faculty teaching ‘History of Kazakhstan’ to Kazakhstani students, and it is these |
would prefer to concentrate on in this brief paper.

| came to Nazarbayev University after twelve years of teaching at the Universities of
Liverpool and Oxford in the United Kingdom. I developed some courses with Central Asian
content here, and whilst these were challenging for students they were generally well-received.
There were two principal obstacles to teaching them, however. The first was the absence of any
good, general introductory textbook on Central Asian History in English; the second was the
inability of my British students to read primary sources in Russian. The first of these is also a
difficulty we face at Nazarbayev University. We are not obliged to use Ministry of Education
approved textbooks to teach the course, and we do not consider these to be pedagogically useful.
Instead we use a mixture of monographs, articles and scholarly editions by a variety of western,
Russian and Kazakhstani historians (Sergei Abashin, Timur Beisembiev, Alan Bodger, Irina
Erofeeva, Allen Frank, Virginia Martin and Uyama Tomohiko to name a few).* However the
students often ask for a general work they can refer to for background and chronology (of a kind
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that we have in abundance for almost all other courses — such as the textbooks in the Cambridge
University Press ‘Concise History’ series), and we cannot offer them this. On the other hand
unlike in the UK, our Kazakhstani students are all multilingual, and have no difficulty reading
even quite complicated primary sources in Russian, or materials translated from other languages
into English. Accordingly our ‘History of Kazakhstan’ syllabus is based primarily on the close
reading of primary sources, beginning with Mirza Haidar Dughlat’s Ta rikh-i Rashidi and other
texts from the 16™ and 17" centuries translated from Persian into Russian and English.? For the
18" century we can give them both Tevkelev’s account of his mission to Abu’l-Khayr Khan, and
that of John Castle, recently translated into English,® and once we reach the 19" century the
possible sources become if anything over-abundant, ranging from the original text of the ‘Ustav
ob upravlenii Sibirskikh Kirgizov’ in the Polnoe Sobranie Zakonov Rossiiskoi Imperii to General
N. I. Grodekov’s semi-ethnographic observations on the ‘Kirgiz’ of the Syr-Darya Valley,* and
works relating to Pereselenie and the Qazagq intelligentsia’s opposition to it.” For the Soviet
period we combine textual sources with documentary films, such as Viktor Turin’s Turksib
(1929) or Sergei Azimov’s Interval (1982).°

This source-based approach works well in breaking students of some of the bad habits
they bring with them from School, such as the rote-learning of facts. We insist on the use of
contemporary terms to describe the region of study (Dasht-i Qipchaq, Kirgizskaya Step’) rather
than ‘Kazakhstan’, which is an anachronism before 1924. We expose students to the latest
scholarship on contentious subjects such as the origins and nature of the Qazaq khanate (which
suggests that it was not a state in the modern sense, and that it had multiple centres of power and
authority amongst its many Khans and Sultans).” We explore the neglected topic of Qazaq
relations with Qing China in the 18" century,® in an attempt to question the teleology which sees
the eventual subjection of the Qazaqgs to Russia as inevitable. In examining the latter relationship
we reject both Soviet narratives of the ‘friendship of peoples’ and modern nationalist assertions
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of victimhood. We explore the origins of the modern Qazaq state in Soviet nation-building
policies, and try to look at sensitive topics such as the 1916 revolt, the famine, the Tselina and
the suppression of the Zheltogsan protests in detail, not shying away from factors such as inter-
ethnic conflict where this was important. We insist throughout on the close, critical reading of
texts, and a careful assessment of the background and motives of those who wrote them, together
with some assessment of the intended and actual audiences and the contemporary impact that
they had. Most of us assess the students” work through a combination of written examinations (in
which students must write critical commentaries on passages from the sources, together with
interpretative essays), longer interpretative essays and group oral presentations in class.
Plagiarism and collusion are serious problems — the most common technique is for students to
copy online texts in Russian and then run them through google translate — but we are gradually
bringing this under control.

The main challenges we face in teaching History of Kazakhstan at Nazarbayev University
are threefold:

1) Students have been taught to dislike History through being forced to memorise a
particular narrative at School. They believe that our History of Kazakhstan course will be
exactly the same, and this lowers their motivation.

2) This course, as with all other courses at Nazarbayev University, is taught in English.
Some students, especially those from the Sciences and from Engineering, struggle to be
able to fulfil all the requirements of the course, particularly when it comes to writing in
English.

3) We do not have enough Faculty to teach the course as we would like. Currently it is taken
by 250 students per semester, and we only have five Faculty who can teach it. This
means class sizes of 50 students, which is far too large for effective seminar teaching,
and is a significant obstacle to training them in the close reading of texts.

We are attempting the following solutions:

1) We do everything we can to differentiate the History we teach from that taught at School, laying
particular emphasis on the need to develop critical thinking and question established historical
narratives.

2) We have a dedicated writing centre to which we refer students who are struggling with written
English, though more work is needed at University level in this regard.

3) We are trying to hire more Faculty, and will probably move to team-teaching this course. That is,
the lectures will be collective, for 100 — 200 students at a time, and we will then divide them into
smaller reading groups of 25 for source-reading and discussion.

On a broader level, at Nazarbayev University the main difficulty we face in attracting students
towards History as a topic is the perception, at least, that there is no demand for this subject from
employers in Kazakhstan. | would be very interested to hear more on this subject from other
participants in the conference: what are the possible career paths for students taking a Major in
History? Can anyone think of successful examples among the students they have taught in recent
years? What are the best ways of enthusing Kazakhstani students in the study of History for its
own sake? | would be very grateful for any help or suggestions.



