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Introduction

Kazakhstan’s history is a saga of adaptation, exchange, conquest, and resilience—a
story played out across the vast Eurasian steppe that forms the heart of Central Asia.
Although often marginalized in global narratives, the territory of Kazakhstan has, for
millennia, been a nexus for migration, trade, and the clashing ambitions of empires
east and west. From the earliest prehistoric settlements to the present day, the people
who have called these grasslands home have left an indelible mark on the cultural and
historical landscape not just of their region, but of the world itself.

The terrain now known as Kazakhstan was inhabited by humans in the distant Lower
Paleolithic, making it one of the regions with the longest continuous record of
habitation anywhere on earth. Over tens of thousands of years, the inhabitants of this
region developed tools, adapted to changing climates, and forged a culture of mobility
and resilience. The Neolithic revolution brought animal husbandry and agriculture,
birthing distinctive cultures such as the Botai, whose domestication of the horse would
catalyze far-reaching transformations in lifeways and warfare far beyond their own
horizons.

Through the rise and fall of tribal coalitions and confederations, such as the Saka and
Scythians, and the arrival of Iranian and early Turkic peoples, Kazakhstan became a
staging ground for the movements and fusions that typify the Eurasian steppe. These
centuries witnessed both independent development and periods of subordination to
distant powers such as the Achaemenid Persians and, later, the Mongols. The stirrings
of Kazakh identity first took political form in the powerful Kazakh Khanate, which
emerged in the fifteenth century and bore witness to both a cultural blossoming and
chronic threats from neighboring powers.

The loss of unity among the Kazakh hordes in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries opened the door to Russian expansion. Imperial Russian and, later, Soviet
domination would define Kazakhstan’s history for nearly two centuries. These layers of
foreign rule—replete with colonization, resettlement, repression, and enforced
economic and cultural transformation—Ileft a profound legacy that continues to shape
the country’s demography, its politics, and its sense of self.

In the modern era, the collapse of the Soviet Union marked both an end and a
beginning. Kazakhstan’s journey to independence was relatively peaceful but fraught
with uncertainty. The decades that followed have seen the country navigate the
balance between economic opportunity and political continuity, as well as struggles to
assert a national language, culture, and identity in a multiethnic society. Kazakhstan’s
vast resources, strategic location, and “multivector” diplomacy have given it outsized
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significance, but have also brought new challenges in a rapidly changing world.

This book explores Kazakhstan’s story in its full sweep—from its earliest human
settlements to contemporary politics and society. It seeks to foreground the agency of
Kazakhstan’s peoples through epochs of innovation, migration, and conflict, and to
offer insight into the continuities and ruptures that have defined this remarkable land.
Through twenty-five chapters, the reader will discover how Kazakhstan’s rich past
continues to inform its present—and perhaps its future.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Deep Past - Stones, Bones, and
Early Humans

The story of Kazakhstan, long before written records or even coherent oral traditions,
begins in the mists of the deep past, etched in stone tools and fossilized remnants
scattered across its vast and varied landscapes. This is the tale of the Lower
Paleolithic, a period stretching back potentially a million years or more, when early
humans first ventured into this part of Central Asia, leaving behind the subtle but
significant traces of their presence. It’s a challenging story to piece together, as the
passage of immense time and the dynamic geological processes of the region have
conspired to make evidence scarce and often fragmented. Yet, what has been found
offers tantalizing glimpses into the lives of these ancient inhabitants and their
interactions with a world profoundly different from our own.

The Karatau Mountains, in southern Kazakhstan, are a particularly important locale for
understanding the earliest human activity in the region. Here, archaeologists have
unearthed stone tools dating back to the Lower Paleolithic. These artifacts, simple yet
effective, speak to the ingenuity of early toolmakers, who utilized the available stone
to fashion choppers, scrapers, and other implements necessary for survival. The
presence of these tools in the Karatau area suggests that it was a habitable and
resource-rich environment for these early populations.

Think of the scene: a landscape perhaps teeming with now-extinct megafauna, the
climate considerably different from today, and small bands of hominins navigating this
challenging environment armed with little more than sharpened stones and their wits.
These were not the organized societies of later periods; rather, they likely lived in
small, mobile groups, relying on hunting and gathering to sustain themselves. Their
shelters would have been basic, perhaps utilizing natural rock formations or temporary
structures, leaving little in the archaeological record for us to find today.

Sites like Tanirkazgan in the Zhambyl region offer further evidence of Lower Paleolithic
presence in southern Kazakhstan. Located at a considerable altitude, Tanirkazgan has
yielded numerous stone tools, suggesting a sustained human occupation of the area.
The artifacts found there bear similarities to those of the Acheulean culture, which was
widespread across Eurasia during this time, indicating a connection, perhaps through
migration or cultural exchange, with other early human populations. The Acheulean is
characterized by distinctive bifacially worked handaxes, versatile tools crafted with
remarkable symmetry and skill for the time. While surface scatters of Acheulean-like
bifaces are found in various parts of Kazakhstan, definitively dated and undisturbed
Acheulean sites are less common, making finds like those potentially at Tanirkazgan
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significant for understanding the extent of this culture in Central Asia.

The study of these ancient stone tools is a specialized field, akin to being a detective
of the distant past. Archaeologists examine the type of stone used, the flaking
patterns, and the signs of wear to understand how the tools were made and what they
were used for. The raw materials themselves can provide clues about the movements
of these early groups; were they using locally available stone, or transporting it from
some distance? In Kazakhstan, early toolmakers utilized various materials, including
quartzite, silicon, and other suitable rocks found in the local geology.

Central Kazakhstan also holds clues to Lower Paleolithic occupation. Sites in the
Karaganda region, such as Kudaykol and Zhaman-Aybat, have yielded Acheulean-like
tools made from locally sourced silicon. These finds, though often surface discoveries,
contribute to the broader picture of early human dispersal across the vast Kazakh
steppe. The challenging climate and landscape of the steppe meant that these early
inhabitants needed to be adaptable and resourceful to survive.

The Lower Paleolithic was an immense span of time, during which significant changes
occurred in human evolution and behavior. While direct fossil evidence of the specific
hominin species inhabiting Kazakhstan during the earliest parts of this period is
scarce, it is understood that early humans, possibly contemporaries of
Pithecanthropus (now often classified within Homo erectus), entered the territory of
Kazakhstan around a million years ago. These early pioneers were likely part of the
initial waves of human migration out of Africa, gradually expanding their range across
continents.

The term "Stone Age" encompasses a vast period, and the Paleolithic, or Old Stone
Age, is its longest part, stretching from roughly 2.5 million years ago to about 12,000
years ago. The Lower Paleolithic constitutes the earliest segment of this era,
characterized by relatively simple stone tool technologies. The tools found at the
oldest sites in Kazakhstan, such as those in the Karatau Mountains and at Shakpakata
on the Mangystau Peninsula, belong to this Lower Paleolithic period. These early
implements, like choppers and handaxes, represent the foundational technologies that
allowed early humans to process food, work with wood, and defend themselves.

Understanding the Lower Paleolithic in Kazakhstan requires not only the analysis of
stone tools but also an understanding of the ancient environment. The climate and
landscape of Kazakhstan have changed dramatically over hundreds of thousands of
years, with periods of glaciation and warmer interglacial periods influencing the
availability of resources and the movements of both humans and animals. While direct
paleoenvironmental data from the earliest sites is limited, ongoing research seeks to
reconstruct these ancient worlds to better understand the context in which early
humans lived.
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The archaeological investigation of the Lower Paleolithic in Kazakhstan has a history of
its own, with pioneers like Kh. A. Alpysbayev and A. G. Medoyev laying the groundwork
for later research. Their initial discoveries in areas like the Karatau Mountains opened
up this vast region to the study of deep human history. However, the nature of many
Lower Paleolithic sites in Kazakhstan, often found on the surface rather than in
stratified layers, presents challenges for precise dating and interpretation. This is why
the discovery of stratified sites, where layers of sediment and artifacts have
accumulated over time, is particularly valuable for researchers.

One of the intriguing aspects of the Lower Paleolithic globally is the emergence of
different stone tool industries. While the Acheulean with its distinctive bifaces is well-
known, other industries, characterized by different tool types and manufacturing
techniques, also existed. In Central Asia, including parts of Kazakhstan, some sites
show evidence of core-and-flake industries and even microlithic tools dating back to
the Middle Pleistocene, a period overlapping with the later Lower Paleolithic. These
variations in tool technology might reflect different cultural traditions, adaptations to
specific environments, or the presence of different hominin groups.

The period between the Lower and Upper Paleolithic is sometimes referred to as the
Middle Paleolithic, often associated with Neanderthals. While the focus of this chapter
is on the earliest period, it is worth noting that the archaeological record in Kazakhstan
continues through these later stages of the Stone Age, providing a continuous, though
sometimes patchy, narrative of human occupation and adaptation in the region. The
stone tools evolve, reflecting increasing sophistication in manufacturing techniques
and a wider range of specialized tools.

The study of the Lower Paleolithic in Kazakhstan is an ongoing process. New
discoveries are still being made, and advancements in dating techniques and
analytical methods are constantly refining our understanding of this distant past. Each
unearthed stone tool, each fragment of bone, adds another piece to the puzzle of how
and when humans first came to inhabit this expansive land, setting the stage for the
rich and complex history that would unfold over the millennia that followed. The
challenges of working with such ancient and often disturbed sites are considerable,
but the potential rewards—a deeper understanding of human origins and dispersal in a
crucial part of the world—make the effort undeniably worthwhile. It is a reminder that
the history of Kazakhstan is not just a story of khans and empires, but also of the
earliest human footsteps on the steppe, a story that began long before the dawn of
recorded time.
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