
SILK ROAD

95

MORE THAN TENGE 
AND TIYN

Jeff Fearnside

Kairat, dark-haired and bespectacled, possessed a curious 
combination of reticence and confidence, sometimes saying 

little and sometimes almost jumping out of his chair with excitement 
when he had an answer to a question. Julia, pale and blonde, exuded 
a calm steadiness, with clear diction and little trace of an accent. 
Elena showed her seriousness with an unwavering gaze under 
arched eyebrows, though her eyes flashed whenever her ironic 
sense of humor was engaged. Anton was the trickster of the group, 
with a wide crooked grin, his hair usually disheveled, as proficient 
in computer science as he was in English; I always suspected he 
was the talented genius who had programmed the computers in 
the university’s library to automatically insert “Oy, blin!”—a mild 
expletive in Russian that roughly translates as, “Oh, poop!”—every 
time a comma was typed.

These were some of my students when I was a Peace Corps 
English instructor in Kazakhstan. Teaching them was fun, and I had 
high expectations for both them and myself. Early in my service, 
however, I had also seen the need for balancing my enthusiasm as 
an idealistic volunteer against the realities I faced: a demanding and 
constantly changing schedule, decayed infrastructure, and an utter 
lack of adequate books for my classes. I learned to be content with the 
small victories.
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I considered the response to my resume and interviewing unit 
one such victory. The information was entirely new to my students, 
who felt it might give them an edge with Western organizations or 
relatively progressive Kazakhstani companies. Tired of living in a 
transition economy barely a decade removed from the collapse of the 
Soviet Union and the birth of an entirely new country, young people 
eagerly sought anything that might lead to better jobs and salaries. 
I was glad to help in this small but tangible way. Still, I couldn’t help 
wondering, how many of them would actually be able to use the most 
important skills I could teach them—how to be intellectually curious 
and independent, to maximize their creative potential, and to think 
outside of the box? Was it possible for me to help them discover their 
true passions in life, let alone develop these?

During my last semester, I learned that my students had applied 
for only one educational grant between them.

“Why should we apply?” Julia coolly replied when I asked her 
class about it.

“Everyone knows you have to pay a bribe to win,” Elena quickly 
added, which the others loudly affirmed.

More than any other aspect of life there, I had the most difficult 
time adjusting to this. The Western world has always had its own 
particular, deep-seated issues with corruption. Yet I had never 
encountered it as systemically as I did in Central Asia, especially in 
everyday business.

Not everyone engaged in it, of course, and certainly no one 
admitted to liking the practice; most spoke out passionately against 
it. It was seen as something out of their control, unavoidable if they 
wanted to get anything done or get anywhere in life. Good jobs often 
went to relatives or unqualified applicants who paid for them—
people were not hired for work based on merit but rather on whether 
they could afford the bribe. Kickbacks trickled upward, so the higher 
in authority one rose, the more illicit money one could receive, which 
is why the higher positions cost the most. Bribery was common not 
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just with government officials and police officers but also with safety 
and health inspectors, utility meter readers, and teachers. Traffic 
offenses and criminal judgments could be avoided or overturned 
with bribes to the police or judiciary. Inspections such as those 
regarding food safety or building codes could be avoided for a bribe. 
While I never saw or even heard of it at my university, it was widely 
accepted that many teachers at all levels of education accepted bribes 
in exchange for more favorable grades.

I gave a dozen workshops on education to Central Asian teachers 
at conferences throughout Kazakhstan, and I usually brought up 
corruption as being an issue to tackle, though never at length. 
Once I mentioned it in passing during the course of a presentation. 
Afterward, the rector of the university where the conference was 
being held spent several minutes responding animatedly on how 
corruption did not exist in Kazakhstan’s institutions.

This annoyed me even as I understood it. Corruption may have 
been widespread, but it was still illegal. The rector had to cover his 
educational assets. More than that, it was hard to blame the poor 
teachers, whose salaries were so meager they didn’t even cover rent, 
let alone other bills, and were often paid months behind schedule. 
Some teachers outright sold higher grades to the more affluent 
students. More conscientious teachers provided extra tutoring 
outside of the classroom for a fee, which supplemented their salaries 
while also helping their students. All of the teachers I knew worked 
from early in the morning to long into the evening, and as most 
were female—Central Asian society in the early twenty-first century 
remained very much male dominated—they still faced an entire day’s 
worth of cooking, cleaning, and taking care of the children when they 
returned home.

It was a world where money mattered immensely, though not in 
the same way as in the States, where our aspirations are, by and large, 
for increasing levels of luxury. In Kazakhstan, especially in those 
hardscrabble days, it was a matter of survival.
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My students felt helpless to change this. And I felt helpless to do 
more than provide some basic English skills that would give them, 
perhaps, a foot up in the business world, even as I always hoped that 
somehow I could also introduce them to more, something deeper 
and intangible, something that couldn’t be equated in dollars and 
cents—or in this case, tenge and tiyn.

So, while their feelings about the equity of the educational 
grant application process were understandable, I still passionately 
challenged them to apply to every grant and fellowship program they 
were qualified for, especially the American and European ones, which 
I assured were judged independently and run fairly. I knew from 
my own continuing experience just how mind-expanding living in a 
foreign country could be.

Kairat remained glum. He had applied for a particular U.S. 
fellowship two years in a row and actually made it to the semi-finalist 
round the second year. Yet rather than see this as progress, he saw 
his ultimate non-selection as a sign of his failings. I urged him to see 
the positives in his experience, to learn from them, and to try again, 
always to try again. He said that due to the age limitation, the coming 
year was the last he could apply, but he would think about it.

My two years in Peace Corps went by, as they do for so many, 
too quickly. I felt sad to leave one of the best teaching experiences of 
my life, a feeling intensified by the many well-wishes and heartfelt 
requests to remain at my university that I received. The stubborn 
idealist in me still wondered if in the greater scheme of life I had 
really made a significant difference.

***
I spent little time transitioning into the regular workforce again, 

remaining in Central Asia to become manager of a prestigious 
fellowship program in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Within three 
months I went from making a couple hundred dollars a month to 
a couple thousand and more, from living in a one-room apartment 
with a fold-out couch to a suite with a separate bedroom and a real 
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bed. Suddenly I could afford to take taxis instead of waiting for the 
packed buses or marshrutki (shared vans or mini-buses), to shop at 
the brand-new supermarkets in addition to the local bazaars, to eat 
at some very nice restaurants. Gone were the days of cold, under-
equipped classrooms and late English language clubs after a long day. 
Now it was business lunches and social events at the ambassador’s 
home.

Despite all of this, I strangely didn’t feel as satisfied. I was now 
helping administer some of the very fellowships I had encouraged my 
students to consider, an essential part of the whole equation. These 
fellowships offered important opportunities to those highly qualified 
students who earned them—opportunities they and their families 
otherwise never could afford. Those students in turn went on to 
enrich the American institutions where they studied, broadening the 
worldviews of American students by introducing them to peers from 
a part of the world to which they otherwise would never be exposed. 
To this day, I believe such cultural exchanges are staggeringly more 
valuable than the small cost of offering them. What was missing?

I found that I missed living so much closer to the people, as I did 
as a volunteer. When I had taught, I was fully part of my community, 
not just another ex-pat working overseas. In my new job, I still 
worked with local people, but no longer as an equal; I was now one of 
the bosses. I still had an obligation to my job, though not necessarily 
to my community. I tried hard to treat it the same, but the dynamic 
was completely different.

While many of the then-current volunteers in Kazakhstan envied 
my position, I found myself envying theirs. I missed the face-to-face 
opportunities teaching provided, to be an everyday role model, to 
directly help guide young lives. My counterpart—the person who 
was the point of contact between the Peace Corps and my host 
institution—had actively solicited to have a volunteer placed at her 
university, and she made sure to support me and utilize me well. 
I was busy, which was good, but even better, I felt needed. As a 
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fellowship manager, I repeatedly heard of how our applicants, all of 
them working professionals, had been positively influenced in some 
way by Peace Corps volunteers.

This returned to me full circle when I learned that my former 
student Kairat, on his third and final try, had been selected as a 
participant in his chosen exchange program. At last, it had come 
together for him: his essay, resume, and references all spoke of a 
young man who was qualified and prepared for this fellowship. We 
met again at a dinner I was invited to following his pre-departure 
orientation.

“You told me to keep trying, and I did,” he said. He praised my 
teaching, let me know that my university missed me, and then added 
something that both pleased and startled me: “Most of all, you taught 
me how to be a good person.”

I said that he deserved it because of his own hard work, and that I 
was proud of him. Several weeks later, he was on his way for a year of 
study in America.

***
I lost touch with Kairat after that, and I have no idea how his 

experience went or what he has done since then. For reasons that 
were numerous, complex, and intertwined, I decided to leave my 
position as a fellowship manager. I can’t point to one reason more 
than any other; it was the sum of them together that convinced me it 
was time to move on.

It was a somewhat stressful period for foreign NGOs in 
Kazakhstan. New changes to numerous Kazakhstani laws on 
everything from mass demonstrations to media to NGOs were being 
proposed under the rubric of “national security.” These included 
requiring that all foreign organizations print their annual financial 
reports in the newspaper and that anyone receiving a grant from a 
foreign organization report it to the government. There was already 
seemingly a law on everything. For example, one day someone 
was going to print our acceptance letters in color to show off our 
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letterhead, but she had to be stopped because there was a law against 
printing in color when the letter included an electronic signature.

In one of the more bizarre stories concocted, the official 
government position was that the recent AIDS epidemic was the 
fault of foreigners, even though a report from the World Health 
Organization at the time implicated Kazakhstani injecting drug users 
and sex workers. As a result, I was required to be tested for AIDS 
every time I applied for a new visa. And with the red tape limiting 
work visas to six months, I ended up being AIDS tested three times 
within a one-year span.

None of this was enough for me to leave. I was, after all, living 
well in the country’s cultural capital. One of the reasons was actually 
positive: my writing started to receive some encouraging recognition. 
I had been submitting my work from overseas and published in a 
few good journals and anthologies, even won a significant award. To 
fully embrace this would involve some risks. After talking it over with 
my wife, we decided that we would face those risks together, that she 
would support my decision to more deeply commit to my writing 
and return to teaching.

Sometimes we must step out of our comfort zones and explore 
new places. Sometimes we must step out of our comfort zones and 
return home.

***
When I arrived back in the States after nearly four years living 

overseas, I found that much had changed in that time. Everyone 
now owned cell phones and were soon chatting away on the new 
social media platforms. Twitter went live the very day I returned, 
while Facebook followed a few months later, and yet I didn’t notice 
healthier communication or a stronger feeling of community. It 
was a strange sensation. Something was different. I couldn’t put my 
finger on it at first, but I could tell that the national air, our collective 
attitude, had shifted. We were embroiled in two large-scale wars, 
the economy was shaky, and politics had become more divisive 
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than I had ever seen. Where a phrase I had never cared for, “us 
versus them,” had once been used to describe Americans versus 
those in some other country, it was now being used to describe 
certain Americans against certain other Americans. This last portion 
especially caught me off guard. Obviously, the change had been 
developing slowly. To me, having been away for so long literally 
halfway around the world, it seemed to have happened overnight.

I probably hadn’t been paying close enough attention before. 
Living overseas not only expands our vision by exposing us to a new 
culture, it helps us see our own culture better.

Once when I was in Kazakhstan, a young man—astute, 
intelligent, and professional, he had recently spent time in the United 
States—responded to my comments about corruption in his country.

“Your country has just as much corruption,” he said. “Only here 
it’s out in the open while there it’s hidden.”

I disagreed with him then. My own cultural conditioning led me 
to automatically reject his statement. Now I can better appreciate it. 
We’re ostensibly a democracy, but too often our government is run by 
special interests. Lax campaign financing laws have made it easy for 
big money to flow into our legislative chambers. Tax breaks routinely 
favor the wealthiest and most powerful, while those most in need 
among us have seen programs to assist them slashed and eliminated.

On top of that, issues I had thought were well behind us, such 
as racism and sexism, have flared on our cultural skin like pustules 
full of bacteria, ready to burst. Xenophobia is a growing tumor, 
threatening to strangle our nation’s heart. People in important 
government positions are talking about building a physical wall 
around our borders. This goes against everything I believe in and 
deeply care about: openness and cooperation, mutual understanding 
forged through diplomacy and an exploration of shared interests, the 
free exchange of cultural ideas, fairness and equality—everything that 
prompted me to join the Peace Corps and seek out connections with 
others I knew nothing about and came to call my colleagues, allies, 



SILK ROAD

103

and friends. Would Kairat—or Julia, or Elena, or Anton, or any of my 
former students—feel welcome here today?

Yet simply how to begin addressing the issues we face, let alone 
formulate the kind of broad-based, community-focused solutions 
needed and then implement them, seems overwhelming. Just as 
my students felt helpless to change anything in their country, many 
people in my country, including me, now feel helpless to change what 
seems a gigantic, impersonal, well protected, and immovable system.

It may be natural to believe certain things are out of our control, 
unavoidable sometimes if we want to get anything done or get 
anywhere in life. But people can and do change—and so can and do 
societies.

Thinking of my work overseas has helped, and Kairat’s words 
still occasionally come back to me: “you taught me how to be a good 
person.” I can only guess what he meant exactly, but I’ve thought 
about it a lot, and I feel it might be a recognition that trying is a 
virtue the same as being honest. And that trying for something you 
deeply care about even when it seems unreachable is a form of being 
honest with and honoring yourself.

I want to think he recognized that we can’t always get what we 
want on the first try, and that the reason for this sometimes is that we 
aren’t as ready as we think and others are simply better qualified; that 
we can build upon and build up our own qualifications, change who 
we are and become that better person we aspire to be; that all of this 
takes not just a willingness on our parts but real effort over time; and 
that these concrete efforts define us, at least in part, as “good.”

I don’t know any of this for sure. I do know that in thinking about 
it, the tables have been turned, and Kairat’s words are now doing 
the teaching, showing me something of myself. When I taught in 
Kazakhstan, I had always tried to aim high but content myself with 
the small victories, to take each day one at a time, each student one 
by one. Somehow, quietly, without my even knowing it, it had added 
up to something more.
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We all have much work to do around the world and here at home: 
healing our badly wounded environment, cleaning up the way we 
do business, closing the chasm between the few very rich and the 
increasingly many poor, finding a way to live with other countries—
or even our own neighbors—in peace. It can seem an overwhelming 
task. Change can come slowly, much more slowly than idealists with 
high expectations would like, and often it seems that in doing our 
own little parts, we’re doing nothing at all. We must look past such 
seeming appearances, remain patient and true to our individual 
visions, and keep working anyway. We all have unique talents and 
experiences we can offer in service to each other, whether actively or 
behind the scenes. A sane, safe, just, and prosperous world for all is 
not going to magically appear on its own. We have to create it.


