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The Phenomenon of National Identity in the Works of Abish Kekilbayev: Continuity
of Tradition and Processes of Renewal

The article conceptualizes national identity as a philosophical form of cultural memory and a mode of
historical self-understanding of the subject. The object of the study is the relationship between tradition and
modernization in the prose of Abish Kekilbayev, examined within the space of philosophical reflection. The
study demonstrates that mythopoetic structures in Kekilbayev’s prose represent history not as a sequence of
external events but as an ontological space in which the moral trial of human existence unfolds. The
phenomenon of power is reinterpreted philosophically not in terms of force and domination, but through the
categories of responsibility and conscience. Modernization is revealed not as a rejection of tradition, but as an
ethical transformation, that is, a re-interpretation of historical memory at a new level of meaning. Among the
concrete philosophical results, the symbolic functions of the images of the tower and the well are identified.
The tower functions as an ontological metaphor for the aspiration to absolutize being and establish a timeless
«eternal order,» while the well signifies a liminal situation, an existential locus of trial where the individual
confronts conscience and moral responsibility. The correlation between the steppe chronotope and enclosed
spaces allows national identity to be interpreted as a dialectical balance between memory and renewal. The
scientific novelty of the article lies in substantiating Abish Kekilbayev’s prose not as a literary narration of
national history, but as a coherent philosophical model that articulates fundamental categories of the Kazakh
worldview — being, time, responsibility, and the limits of violence.

Keywords: Abish Kekilbayev, national identity, modernization, tradition, synthesis of values, Kazakh litera-
ture, cultural heritage, mythological images, historical memory, analysis.

Introduction

In contemporary humanities research, national identity is increasingly understood not as a static and
predefined entity, but as a dynamic narrative construct rooted in cultural memory and reproduced through
symbolic forms of collective self-description. In this context, literature functions not only as a space for the
artistic representation of historical experience, but also as a specific mechanism for its philosophical and
ethical reinterpretation [1; 2]. Within a literary text, national identity is shaped not through direct ideologi-
cal statements, but through a complex system of plot models, mythopoetic codes, representations of time and
space, and the internal moral conflicts of characters [3; 4].

In Kazakh prose, this process is often realized through mythopoetic structures in which historical ex-
perience is transformed into relatively stable symbolic forms. A special place in this context belongs to the
work of Abish Kekilbayev (1939-2015), one of the key authors of modern Kazakh literature, whose prose
combines historical reflection, philosophical problematics, and mythological modes of narration [5; 6]. His
works demonstrate how national identity is formed at the intersection of memory and interpretation, tradition
and renewal.

One of the central methodological problems in studies of modernization remains its dual evaluation. On
the one hand, modernization is interpreted as a rupture with tradition, the loss of stable value orientations and
symbolic foundations of culture; on the other, it is understood as a process of cultural adaptation in which
tradition is not destroyed but reinterpreted and endowed with new meaning. These divergent approaches are
also reflected in interpretations of Kekilbayev’s prose: in the first case, it is viewed as a form of “return to
the past,” while in the second it is analyzed as a model demonstrating the renewal of national identity under
conditions of historical transformation.

Despite the substantial body of research devoted to Kekilbayev’s literary legacy [7-9], the problem of
the interaction between tradition and modernization within the structure of national identity has rarely been
addressed systematically as an independent analytical object. In particular, the role of stable symbolic imag-
es—such as the tower and the well — in the formation of national memory and in modeling processes of cul-
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tural transformation determined by the characters’ internal ethical contradictions remains insufficiently ex-
plored. There is still a lack of an integrated interpretative framework that would allow these motifs and sym-
bols to be examined as elements of a unified philosophical and artistic system.

Against this background, the article advances the position that in Kekilbayev’s prose modernization ap-
pears not as a negation of tradition, but as a narrative reworking of inherited values, carried out through a
system of ethical choices and symbolic structures. Tradition and modernization are interpreted not as antago-
nistic, but as mutually complementary cultural systems that ensure both the stability and renewal of national
identity.

The material analyzed includes The End of the Legend, Steppe Ballads, The Well, and The Khatyngol
Ballad, in which recurring motifs, symbolic images, and spatio-temporal models form a coherent philosophi-
cal and artistic reflection on historical experience and cultural memory.

Materials and methods of research

The study is conducted within the framework of qualitative philosophical analysis and is based on an
interpretative-hermeneutic approach widely applied in the philosophy of culture and historical-philosophical
research. The research material consists of four prose works: The End of the Legend, Steppe Ballads, The
Well, and The Khatyngol Ballad [10-14]. These texts are examined as philosophical narratives articulating
ethical, ontological, and axiological dimensions of historical experience. In addition, academic studies and
documentary sources devoted to Kekilbayev’s literary and intellectual legacy are used as supplementary
material to clarify the conceptual and historical context [5; 6]. The methodological framework of the study
integrates philosophical hermeneutics, philosophy of culture, and narrative analysis. Interpretation focuses
on identifying stable semantic structures through which cultural memory and value orientations are
expressed. The chronotope is analyzed as an ontological form of historical consciousness, while the actions
and choices of characters are interpreted as manifestations of ethical responsibility and existential decision-
making. Within the historical and cultural context, mythopoetic images and symbolic motifs are examined as
philosophical metaphors structuring representations of power, responsibility, violence, and moral limits.
Ethical conflicts are treated as value-based oppositions that reveal mechanisms of cultural continuity and
transformation. A comparative analysis of recurring motif-symbol complexes across the selected texts makes
it possible to systematize their philosophical meanings and to identify narrative mechanisms that ensure the
stability and renewal of national identity.

Results

The prose of Abish Kekilbayev constructs cultural memory through a system of motif-symbol net-
works and ethical conflicts that articulate national identity not declaratively, but through value-based narra-
tive structures. Referring to different historical periods — including the time preceding and accompanying
the formation of independent Kazakhstan — the writer consistently foregrounds both the constructive and
destructive dimensions of modernization, emphasizing the necessity of preserving cultural heritage and ethi-
cal continuity under conditions of social transformation and globalization.

Kekilbayev’s Steppe Legends functions as a unifying narrative space that brings together the works ana-
lyzed in this article, including The End of the Legend and several texts from Steppe Ballads. This unity
makes it possible to trace the recurrence of key motifs, symbolic oppositions, and ethical dilemmas across
the corpus, revealing a coherent artistic logic of cultural memory.

The analysis begins with the novel The End of the Legend [10], written in 1982 during the late Soviet
period, a time marked by accelerated modernization and ideological pressure. By turning to a legendary his-
torical past, Kekilbayev reframes contemporary experience through mythopoetic narration. The novel
demonstrates how the fusion of myth and reality enables a philosophical inquiry into power, legitimacy, and
responsibility. The symbolic image of the tower embodies the ruler’s aspiration to eternalize order and au-
thority, yet this “project of permanence” is shown to be ethically unstable when grounded in coercion. As a
result, modernization appears not as a rejection of tradition, but as its re-evaluation through a new ethical
criterion — responsibility rather than control.

The prose cycle Steppe Ballads [11], written in 1975, reflects a period of intensive industrialization and
social restructuring. Here, cultural memory is shaped through recurring narrative patterns — rivalry, service,
revenge — that function as trials of human dignity. The steppe chronotope anchors these patterns as shared
moral scenarios, while ethical choice (revenge versus forgiveness, duty versus self-interest) becomes the de-
cisive point at which tradition is either reproduced or reinterpreted. Tradition emerges as a normative system
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of honor, loyalty, and shame, whereas modernization manifests itself as a disruption of ritualized behavior
and the demand for ethical justification beyond customary norms.

In The Well [12], cultural transformation is condensed into the protagonist’s inner moral trajectory. The
central symbol of the well operates as a liminal space, marking the transition from collective responsibility
to personal calculation. Initially associated with order and benefit, the well gradually acquires meanings of
concealment and uncertainty, reflecting the erosion of ethical integrity. Modernization in this narrative is not
depicted as linear progress, but as an ethical challenge that tests the viability of inherited values under social
pressure and self-justification.

The story The Straw of Luck [13] explores the tension between human effort, chance, and moral re-
straint. The symbolic image of the “straw” emphasizes the fragility of fate and the unpredictability of suc-
cess, while the narrative foregrounds the protagonist’s internal conflict between aspiration and ethical self-
limitation. Success is thus defined not by external achievement, but by the preservation of responsibility and
moral endurance.

In The Ballad of Khatyngol [14], the core ethical opposition between revenge and forgiveness structures
both individual and collective destiny. Revenge, initially legitimized as justice, is shown to evolve into a de-
structive force undermining social cohesion. The Khatyngol locus functions as a culturally charged space
where traditional norms collide with cruelty and self-serving power. Here, modernization is articulated as the
establishment of a new ethical framework that redefines the limits of violence and justice.

Across all four texts, the relationship between tradition and modernization is revealed through recurring
ethical situations rather than explicit ideological statements. Motif-symbol oppositions—tower and well,
open steppe and closed spaces — serve as semantic anchors linking historical memory to moral choice.
Through these structures, national identity is presented as a dynamic balance between continuity and re-
newal, where cultural memory is preserved not through repetition, but through ethical reinterpretation in
moments of existential testing.

Discussion

The prose of Abish Kekilbayev shapes cultural memory through an extensive system of motif-symbol
structures and ethical conflicts, within which national identity is articulated not in the form of direct ideo-
logical statements, but as the outcome of moral and value-based reflection on historical experience. By en-
gaging with different historical layers — from archaic pasts to the realities of the twentieth century and the
preconditions of independent Kazakhstan — Kekilbayev constructs a philosophical model of history as a
space of responsibility, where the fate of the community is determined by the nature of ethical choice.

The cycle Steppe Legends functions as a unified narrative field that brings together the works ana-
lyzed in this article, including the novel The End of the Legend, the cycle Steppe Ballads, the novella The
Well, and The Ballad of Khatyngol. Within this field, key motifs, spatial oppositions, and recurring types of
conflict are reproduced, allowing Kekilbayev’s prose to be interpreted as an integrated philosophical and ar-
tistic system oriented toward understanding the mechanisms of cultural continuity and transformation.

The novel The End of the Legend [10], written in 1982, belongs to the late Soviet period, marked by ac-
celerated modernization, ideological pressure, and a crisis of political legitimacy. Turning to a legendary his-
torical past enables the author not only to distance himself from contemporary realities, but also to reveal
universal philosophical patterns related to power and responsibility. The central image of the tower symbol-
izes the ruler’s aspiration to secure order and create an extra-historical “eternity” capable of stabilizing col-
lective memory. However, within the narrative logic, this project of permanence proves internally contradic-
tory, as it is grounded in violence and the suppression of human freedom. As a result, power loses its moral
legitimacy, and modernization emerges not as a rejection of tradition, but as the necessity of ethical re-
evaluation of inherited forms of authority rather than their mechanical continuation.

In the cycle Steppe Ballads [11], written in 1975, the problem of tradition and modernization unfolds
through recurring plot patterns — rivalry, service, revenge, loyalty — which function as trials of human dig-
nity. The steppe chronotope establishes a space of collective existence in which individual actions inevitably
acquire communal significance. Here, tradition appears as a normative system of honor, duty, and loyalty,
while modernization is marked by situations in which habitual behavioral codes prove insufficient. Ethical
choice — between revenge and forgiveness, personal gain and responsibility—becomes the mechanism
through which tradition is internally renewed without destroying its symbolic core.

The novella The Well [12] concentrates the problem of cultural transformation within the existential
experience of the individual subject. The well functions as a liminal symbol, marking the boundary be-
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tween collective ethics and individual calculation. Initially associated with order and utility, it gradually
turns into a space of concealment, ambiguity, and moral uncertainty. The protagonist’s inner monologue be-
comes the site of philosophical scrutiny: tradition is not directly rejected, but rationalized and used to justify
compromise. In this sense, modernization is depicted as a process of ethical erosion under the pressure of
social expectations and the normalization of self-justification.

In The Straw of Luck [13], Kekilbayev addresses the relationship between human effort, contingency,
and moral endurance. The image of the “straw” functions as a metaphor for the fragility of fate and the indi-
vidual’s dependence on unpredictable circumstances. The philosophical meaning of the text, however, lies in
the assertion that genuine success is defined not by external outcomes, but by the ability to preserve respon-
sibility and inner measure. National identity is thus interpreted through individual moral resilience rather
than through collective myths of achievement.

In The Ballad of Khatyngol [14], the central ethical opposition between revenge and forgiveness deter-
mines the trajectory of both individual and collective destiny. Revenge, initially legitimized by tradition as
the restoration of justice, is gradually revealed as a destructive mechanism leading to the degradation of so-
cial order. The Khatyngol topos appears not merely as a geographical setting, but as a symbolically charged
space in which inherited norms collide with cruelty and self-serving power. In this context, modernization is
interpreted as the emergence of a new ethical horizon that limits violence and redefines the meaning of jus-
tice.

Taken together, the analyzed works demonstrate that the relationship between tradition and moderniza-
tion in Kekilbayev’s prose is revealed through recurring situations of moral choice rather than through ex-
plicit ideological claims. Motif-symbol oppositions — tower and well, open steppe and enclosed spaces —
function as semantic axes linking historical memory with ethical action. National identity is presented as a
dynamic equilibrium between continuity and renewal, in which cultural memory is preserved not through
mechanical repetition, but through ethical reinterpretation in moments of existential testing.

Thus, tradition in Kekilbayev’s prose is conceptualized as an ethical and symbolic framework of cul-
ture, while modernization appears as a process of testing, refining, and rethinking this framework. Through
recurring motifs, spatial structures, and value-based conflicts, a philosophical model of national identity is
formed — one grounded not in the immutability of the past, but in responsibility for its meaningful continua-
tion within historical time.

Conclusion

The conducted analysis allows for a philosophical generalization according to which, in the prose of
Abish Kekilbayev, tradition and modernization operate as internally interconnected dimensions of cultural
being, rather than as mutually exclusive historical forces. Across The End of the Legend, Steppe Ballads,
The Well, and The Khatyngol Ballad, national identity is not represented as a fixed essence or a closed his-
torical legacy, but as a process of ethical self-constitution unfolding within cultural memory.

The study demonstrates that historical memory in Kekilbayev’s narrative universe functions not merely
as recollection of the past, but as an ontological medium through which values are preserved, tested, and
rearticulated. Mythopoetic structures and symbolic forms do not serve decorative or illustrative purposes;
rather, they perform a fundamental philosophical function by translating historical experience into ethically
meaningful configurations. In this sense, myth and symbol act as mediators between continuity and change,
allowing tradition to persist not through repetition, but through reflective reinterpretation.

Modernization in Kekilbayev’s prose is revealed primarily at the level of ethical experience, rather than
through external markers of social progress. The decisive locus of cultural transformation is the subject’s
confrontation with responsibility, conscience, power, and violence. Ethical choice becomes the key mecha-
nism through which inherited norms either retain their binding force or lose their legitimacy. This perspec-
tive allows modernization to be interpreted not as a linear movement toward novelty, but as a critical mo-
ment in which tradition is subjected to moral scrutiny.

From a philosophical standpoint, the interaction between tradition and modernization in Kekilbayev’s
works can be described as a hermeneutic process: inherited meanings are neither abolished nor absolutized,
but re-read in light of new historical conditions. Spatial-symbolic oppositions (tower and well, open steppe
and enclosed spaces) structure this process by anchoring ethical conflicts in ontologically charged loci. These
loci function as points where historical time, moral responsibility, and cultural memory converge.

As a result, national identity is conceptualized as a dynamic equilibrium between preservation and re-
newal, grounded in ethical accountability rather than ideological continuity. Tradition provides a symbolic
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and normative framework that ensures cultural stability, while modernization introduces situations that de-
mand justification, reinterpretation, and sometimes rejection of inherited norms. This dialectical interaction
prevents identity from ossifying into dogma or dissolving into relativism.

The philosophical significance of the study lies in demonstrating that Kekilbayev’s prose constitutes a
coherent model of cultural self-understanding, in which national identity emerges through moral decision-
making within historical time. By reconstructing an integrated system of motifs, symbols, and ethical con-
flicts across the analyzed texts, the article substantiates the interpretation of Kekilbayev’s literary legacy as a
form of philosophical reflection on being, responsibility, and the limits of violence. In this model, the conti-
nuity of culture is ensured not by the inviolability of tradition, but by the subject’s responsibility for its
meaningful continuation under conditions of historical change.
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9. Kekisi0aeB mbIrapmMamibLIbIFBIHAATBI YITTBIK Oipereislik ¢geHoMeni:
JAICTYP cadaKTaCTBIFBI JKIHE KAHFBIPY yAepicTepi

Makanazia YITTHIK OOJIMBIC MOJICHH KaATHIH (HIOCO(HUSUTBIK (opMackl jKoOHE TapuXu CYOBEKTIHIH ©31H-631
TYCiHy Tocini peTiHae maiibiMaanansl. 3epTTey HblcaHbl peTiHae O6im Kekinbalyasl Ipo3ackHIAFEl ACTYP
MEH MOJAEPHH3AIMSHBIH apaKaTbHACEl (QMIOCOMMSIIBIK pedeKkcust KEHICTITiHAe TangaHFaH. 3eprrey
HaTmxkecinae ©6im Kekindaityssl mpo3acsiHna Mu(OMIOITHKATBIK KYPBUIBIMIAP TAPHXTHI CHIPTKBI OKUFaIap
Ti36eri emMec, azaM OOJMBICHIHBIH MOPATBIBIK CHIHAFBI OTETIH OHTOJOTHSIIBIK KEHICTIK peTiHae OeiHHenenTiHi
JoresaeHai. Buimik peHoMeHi Kyl MeH yCTeMAIK KaTeropusChl peTiHae eMec, JKayarKepIIilik MeH ap-0iKIaH
enmeMi apKpuibl (HIOCOQHSIIBIK TYPFbIAa KaliTa OWNAcTHIPbUIFaH. MoJepHU3aLus IoCcTypAeH Oac TapTy
emMec, ITUKAJIBIK TpaHc(hOpMaIus, SIFHU TAPUXH XKaAThI )KaHA MarbIHAJIBIK JICHIeli/Ie KaiiTa nailbIMaay peTiHie
ambutagsl. HakTel GHIOCOQUSIBIK HOTIDKENEp pPETiHAEe MyHapa MEH KYABIK OeHHelepiHiH CHMBOJIABIK
KbI3METI AMKBIHAANIBI: MyHapa — OOJMBICTEI aOCONIOTTEHJIPYTe, YaKbITTaH THIC «MOHTUIIK TOPTIMKe»
YMTBUTYIBIH OHTOJIOTHSUTBIK MeTadopackl 60iica, KyIBIK — HIeKapalIbIK >KaFAaiIbl, alaMHBIH ap-0XKJaHbIMEH
Oerre-0eT KeJNeTiH OSK3UCTEHIMAIIBIK CHIHAK CHUNATHIH Oimgipeni. Jlama XpOHOTONBI MeH TYHBIK
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KEHICTIKTep/liH ©3apa 0ailiIaHbIChl YITTHIK OOJIMBICTHI JKaJl IICH JKaHAPY apachIHIAFbl IUAJICKTHUKAIBIK Telle-
TEHJIK peTiHAe TYCiHAipyre MYMKiHAIK Oeperni. ©O0im Kexinbaiyasl mpo3achlH YITTHIK TAPHXTHIH KOpPKEM
OasHBI peTiHIe eMec, Ka3aK OYHHETaHbIMBIHIAFEl OOJIMBIC, YaKbIT, KayalnKepIIUIiK KoHE 30PJIBIK LMIEKTEPiH
NalBIMIAWTBIH TyTac (uiocousuIBIK MOJENb peTiHAe Heri3fey MaKaJaHblH FBUIBIMH KaHAJIBIFBIH
aMKBIHIANTBI.

Kinm ce30ep: ©6im Kekinbaes, yiTTbIK G0JIMBIC, )KaHFBIPTY, AOCTYD, KYHABUIBIKTAp CHHTE31, Ka3aK o1ebueri,
MOJICHH Mypa, MU(OIOTHSIIBIK 00pa3nap, TapuxH XKaJbl, Taaay.

b. lxykeesa, P. Umamxycurn, /. bonsicoaes, A. AntbiHOekoBa

@deHOMEH HALIMOHAJIbHOM UIEHTUYHOCTH B TBOpYecTBe A. Kekuibn0aeBa:
NMPeeMCTBEHHOCTh TPAAMIUIA U MPOLEeCChl MOAEPHU3AIMHA

B craThe HaUMOHANbHAS WICHTUYHOCTh KOHLENTYaIn3upyercs Kak duinocodekas Gpopma KylnbTypHOH mams-
TH U CIIOCOO MCTOPHYECKOIO CaMOOCMBICICHHS cyObekTa. OOBEKTOM HCCIEN0BaHUS BBICTYIAET COOTHOLIC-
HMe TpaJULi1 ¥ MOAEpHU3aluu B po3e Abuma Kekunbaesa, paccMaTpuBaeMoe B IIpocTpaHcTBe (Gunocod-
ckoii pedexcun. ITokazano, yTo MuQONOITHUECKHE CTPYKTYpHI B npo3e KekunbaeBa pernpe3eHTUPYIOT Hc-
TOPHIO HE KaK IOCIIE0BATEIBHOCTD BHEIIHUX COOBITHI, a KaK OHTOJOTHMYECKOE MPOCTPAHCTBO, B KOTOPOM
pa3BOpauMBaCTCA MOPAIBHOE HCIBITAHHE YeIOBeYecKoro ObitHsa. deHOMeH BiacTu ¢uiiocodceku mepeoc-
MBICJIMBACTCS HE B KATETOPUSX CHJIBI U TOCIIOACTBA, @ Yepe3 MPU3MY OTBETCTBEHHOCTH U COBECTH. MoIepHH-
3aIMsl PacCKphIBAaeTCsl HE Kak OTKa3 OT TPAIHIMH, a KaK dTHYeckas TpaHc(hOopMalus, TO eCTh MOBTOPHOE OC-
MBICJICHHE MCTOPHYECKOW NMaMATH HAa HOBOM CMBICIOBOM ypoBHe. K 4MCIly KOHKPETHbBIX (QHIOCO(CKHX pe-
3yJITaTOB OTHOCHUTCS BBISBJICHHE CUMBOJIHMYECKHX (YHKIMIT 00pa3oB OamHu W Kojoaua. baniHs BeicTymaer
KaK OHTOJIOTHYecKast MeTadopa CTpeMIICHUs K a0COTIOTH3aLMH OBITHS M YCTAaHOBJICHHIO BHEHCTOPHUYECKOTO
«BEYHOTO TTOPsIJIKa», TOTa Kak KOJIOel 0003HavaeT MOrpaHUYHYI0 CUTYalluI0 — SK3UCTCHIMAIBHBIN JIOKYC
UCIIBITaHUS, B KOTOPOM CyOBEKT CTAJIKMBACTCSI C COBECTHIO M MOPAIBHOM OTBETCTBEHHOCTEIO. COOTHECEHUE
CTEITHOTO XPOHOTOMA ¢ 3aMKHYTBIMH MIPOCTPAHCTBAMHU MO3BOJISIET MHTEPHPETHPOBATh HALMOHATIBHYIO MICH-
THYHOCTb KaK JTHAJIICKTHYECKOE PABHOBECUE MEXKIY MaMAThIO U 0OHOBJIeHHEeM. HayyHas HOBU3HA CTaThM 3a-
KJIFoUaeTcsi B 000CHOBaHUM Mpo3bl Abuira KeknnbaeBa He Kak XyA0KECTBEHHOTO M3JI0KEHHUS HAIIOHATIBHOM
HCTOPHH, a KaK IeIOCTHOI duocodcekoit Moaeny, apTHKyupytomieil GpyH1aMeHTaIbHbIC KaTeTOPUH Ka3ax-
CKOT'O MHPOBO33pEHUs — OBITHE, BPeMsl, OTBETCTBEHHOCTh M TIPE/IeIbl HACHIIHS.

Kniouesvie crosa: Adutn Keknnbaes, HallOHaIbHAS UACHTHYHOCTh, MOJCPHHU3AIIHUS, TPAIUIIUSA, CHHTE3 IICH-
HOCTEH, Ka3axckas JHUTepaTypa, KYJIbTypHOE Hacieaue, MU(OJOrHYeckue o0pasbl, HCTOPUYECKAs MaMsTh,
aHaju3.
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