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This speech was delivered at the launch party of the book at the Royal Geographical Society.
I am glad to have written the first ever biography by a western writer telling the life story of President Nursultan Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan.

His story is politically and historically important.  The sheer longevity and variety of Nazarbayev’s career speaks for itself.  I believe that Nazarbayev is the only politician in the world who was in office (as a young Consomol official) when John F Kennedy was in the White House and Nikita Khrushchev was in charge of the Kremlin.  47 years later Nazarbayev is still in office as President of his country with President Obama in the White House and President Medvedev in the Kremlin.  Within that span, Nazarbayev has steered his country through many dramatic and difficult periods.  The break-up of the Soviet Union was one crucial chapter.  So was the nuclear disarmament of Kazakhstan.  So has been the building of Kazakhstan as a successful and secure nation state.

I hope my book avoids some of the unthinking stereotypes which characterise too much media reporting on Kazakhstan.  This reporting is often caught in a time warp and a Borat warp.  For example, it is wrong to describe Kazakhstan’s government as “an old-fashioned Soviet style dictatorship”.  The country is far from being a Jeffersonian democracy.  Yet it has made significant progress on the road to greater freedoms and a more transparent political process which responds to public opinion.  As for Borat, this joke is looking tired.  The capital of Kazakhstan has more skyscrapers than Dubai; symphony concerts as good as those heard in the Albert Hall; and a rising generation of educated young people who will inherit one of the richest economies in the world. The country bears no resemblance to the backwardness and bigotry of Borat.  It is time to move on in reporting of Kazakhstan, as I hope my book has done.

President Nazarbayev has made his mistakes, but he has also achieved remarkable results in building the most successful and stable nation state to emerge from the former republics of the Soviet Union.  He is an attractive, charismatic and intriguing political leader.  I certainly enjoyed writing about him, and I hope my readers will enjoy his life story which has never before been told in the West.

