Nation-building and language standardisation in Kazakhstan’
Pål Kolstø
 
The Irish-Norwegian model of nationalism
By language standardisation linguists usually mean the written codification of a particular spoken language or dialect that establishes this language as the dominant means of communication for a given group or territory. These processes are for the most part studied by linguists using linguistic analytical tools, but the dynamics behind language standardisation, I will maintain, in most cases are driven by politics much more than by linguistics. Virtually everywhere one may find a multitude of languages and/or linguistic varieties of the same basic language, each of which may be elevated to a status as standard language for a given geographical or political unit. The choice of one particular language or dialect is therefore always made at the expense of other, potential candidates. The choice, then, is interest-driven, and—by definition—political. 
 
An important reason why a certain population element favours one particular language over the alternatives, is that they master this language better than other groups in society do. However, as the Kazakh case suggests, under given circumstances certain groups may favour the elevation and standardisation of a language of which they in fact have a rather poor command. Or they may be interested in leaving the impression that this is what they are doing while surreptitiously undermining the standardisation program they ostensibly are backing. This perhaps rather cryptical assertion will hopefully become clearer as we move along.
 
The Norwegian linguist Einar Haugen links language standardisation in the modern world to nationalism.
[1] A convenient and generally accepted definition of nationalism is that it is a political program according to which a certain culturally and ethnically delineated group, called the nation, must acquire a political entity of its own, often, but not necessarily, its own state. Precisely which characteristics or diacritica that set this cultural group apart from other groups may vary. In earlier centuries religion usually played a prominent, even decisive role, but as secularisation set in and religious identities became less salient in the modern world, language acquired increasing importance.
 
Even so, we may note that political nationalism is not always followed by linguistic nationalism. Consider Ireland. While attempts have been made to reinvigorate the Celtic Irish language in the Irish republic there is no denying that the vast majority of the Irish, including fervent nationalists, prefer to use the language of the old colonial power in daily conversation, and do so without any pangs of guilty conscience.
[2] And the Irish case, while perhaps not typical, is not exceptional either. A lesser known example is Norway. Today, Norway has two official written standard languages, bokmål and nynorsk.
[3] Bokmål is based on bureaucratic Danish as it was spoken by Danish administrators in Norwegian cities when Norway was a Danish province, until 1814, and continued to be spoken by the urban upper and middle classes in the cities after independence. The modern oral standard of this language, and to some extent also the written standard, has gradually been adapted to Norwegian pronunciation rules.
 
The second official Norwegian written language, nynorsk, is a product of conscious efforts by nationally-minded linguists in the 19th century to create a ‘true’ or ‘genuine’ written Norwegian language based on rural Norwegian dialects. While Norwegian politics in the latter half of the 19th century was fiercely and successfully nationalistic, culminating in the establishment of the independent Norwegian state in 1905,
[4] on the language issue the nationalist alternative lost out to the modernised version of the colonial, Danish language. In 2001, no more than 15 per cent of the pupils in Norwegian elementary schools received their education in nynorsk, and nynorsk is not  the language of administration in any Norwegian city. One important reason for the victory of bokmål over its more national competitor is that very many leading Norwegian nationalists hailed from the class of urban civil servants. They were much more familiar with this language than with its vernacular-based competitor. 
 
Will Kazakhstan follow the Irish-Norwegian model of nation-building, with strong political and weak linguistic nationalism? I believe that the answer is likely to be yes, and will present my reasons for this view below. The matter, however, is not yet settled, and the outcome may still tip in various directions. If Kazakhstan falls down on the Irish-Norwegian model, it is likely to be the only country in the former Soviet Union to do so. Belarus is certainly another country with very weak linguistic nationalism, but here political nationalism is very weak as well. Those Belarusian politicians that may be described as political nationalists are usually linguistic nationalists as well. On this score, then, the course of Belarusian nation-building clearly deviates from the Irish-Norwegian model. 
 
Language as a political weapon
One of the first and most important demands made by nationalists in the non-Russian republics under perestroika, was linguistic: The local or so-called titular language should be elevated to a status as state language in the republic. This demand was first formulated in Estonia in the fall of 1988, and in the course of the next twelve months virtually all the other republics followed suit. This means that already a long time before the republics had acquired full-fledged political independence most of them had a state language of their own. Language was one of the most important levers used to achieve independent statehood.
 
In some republics, such as Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, the linkage between a certain ethnic group and a certain language was reasonably easy to make. Almost 100 per cent of those who belonged to the titular group had the titular language as their mother tongue while the majority of the non-titulars did not master this language or spoke it with great difficulty only. In such republics the language demand could serve a dual purpose: it could be used to achieve independent statehood, and to give political, social and cultural privileges to the titular group at the same time. The language laws in the Baltic states specified ever more stringent demands for a good command of the state language as a precondition for citizenship, for certain jobs, and so one. 
 
In other parts of the FSU the language situation was much more complex. Here, linguistic and ethnic boundaries did not coincide to the same degree. Large parts of the titular population had a better command of Russian than of their own ‘mother tongue’, or they could not speak their putative mother tongue at all. This was the situation in vast swathes of Soviet Central Asia, even though the official statistics did not show it. The regular censuses taken roughly every tenth year included a question about ‘mother tongue’ or rodnoi iazyk. In Central Asia more than 90 per cent of the indigenous population in all censuses in the Soviet period stated the language of their ethnic group as their rodnoi iazyk. Many Western researchers (including renowned authorities such as Alexandre Bennigsen, S. Enders Wimbush and Richard Pipes)
[5] were misled by these statistics to believe that the position of the various local languages was very strong. The statistics, however, while not deliberately doctored by anyone, were quite deceptive. When interviewed by a pollster many linguistically Russified Central Asians seem to have stated the traditional language of their ethnic group as their rodnoi iazyk. To themselves they may have justified this in various ways. The adjective rodnoi is derived from the word ‘rod’ which means family, kin or clan, and some might have reasoned that, well, Kazakh is the language of my kin and clan, even if I do not speak it myself. Those who reasoned in this way, however, have hardly acted in good faith, as most of them no doubt understood quite well what the pollster wanted to find out. So the main reason behind such imprecise or deceptive responses, I believe, was reluctance to admit that one had ‘let down’ the language of one’s forbears.
[6] 
 
Kazakhstan was one of the republics where the discrepancy between actual and stated mother tongue was exceptionally large. While 98.5 per cent of ethnic Kazakhs in 1989 declared Kazakh as their rodnoi iazyk, most sober analysts today estimate that as much as 25-40 per cent of them at the time were unable to express themselves fluently in this language. 
[7] This was particularly true with regard to the Kazakh intellectual and political elites. From other parts of the world we know that the leaders of national and nationalist movements almost invariable are recruited from the intellectual and cultural elites. This leads us to suspect that the nationalist movement in Kazakhstan would be leaderless and weak, and indeed, much evidence suggests that the ethnic Kazakhs in general, and the Kazakh elites in particular, were less nationalistically inclined under perestroika than most of the other non-Russian peoples of the Soviet Union. The Kazakhs were certainly not in the forefront of groups demanding a state of their own. On the contrary, Kazakhstan was the last Soviet republic to declare political independence. This took place only on 16 December 1991, at a time when it was clear for all to see that the Soviet Union could no longer be salvaged as a single state.
[8] But when independence was no longer avoidable, so to speak, the Kazakh political elites were determined to make as much as possible out of it.
 
This has often led them into paradoxical situations. In the former Soviet Union it was commonly assumed—almost axiomatically—that language, people and state belong together in some kind of holy trinity. As one Ukrainian nationalist once expressed it: ‘No language—no people: no people—no state.’ 
[9] Since these interlinkages were accepted as necessary and inevitable, it was extremely hard, almost impossible, to launch and sustain a nation-building project that was not somehow linguistically founded. This logic forced the linguistically Russified Kazakh political elite to promote the cause of the Kazakh language even if it was not a cause that served their interests directly. Indeed, a switch from Russian to Kazakh as the dominant language in Kazakhstan might even hurt their personal interests. Certain smaller groups in the Kazakh intelligentsia, first and foremost among the cultural elites—writers, journalists, historians, and folklorists—had retained a good command of the Kazakh language, far better than those who belonged to the political elite. Members of this cultural Kazakh elite now did what they could to present the allegedly unbreakable bond between language, people and state as a deeply moral issue, to which all true Kazakhs had to be committed.
[10] 
 
To the Kazakh-language elites linguistic Kazakification was a powerful weapon that could be used the against the ethnically Russian elites but even more importantly, against the Russian-language Kazakh elites. The fact that Russians in Kazakhstan did not speak Kazakh was often perceived as somehow understandable and excusable, at least for the time being. Russian-speaking ethnic Kazakhs, on the other hand, were regarded as traitors to the national cause. They were denounced as ‘asphalt Kazakhs’ or ‘mankurty’. The latter term was taken from Chingiz Aitmatov's novel And the day lasts longer than hundred years, and was originally devoid of any racist or nationalist connotations. In the political and cultural debates under and after perestroika, however, it increasingly came to denote a Russified, rootless person with no ethnic identity, and therefore with no true identity at all. 
[11] 
 
The Kazakh-language elites for the most part stood outside the corridors of powers. They had not belonged to the Sovietised nomenklatura and now in effect formed some kind of counter-elite. They could however, appeal to important constituencies, such as the rural population and youth drawn from the auls into the towns and cities. Rural Kazakhs to a much larger extent than urban Kazakhs had retained Kazakh as their standard language of communication. These constituencies were rather numerous as rural Kazakhs tend to breed more children than urban Kazakhs. Since there were too few jobs in the countryside many of the them gravitated to the cities where they often made up a restless, resentful population element. 
 
Generally speaking, education in the Kazakhstani countryside is very much inferior to the education offered in the cities. The country bumpkins from the auls, therefore, tend to have less education and fewer qualifications than the urban youth and find it hard to compete for the more prestigious jobs in the cities. Often they are lucky if they get any job at all. Only in one particular field do they have better qualifications than the city youth: a good command of the Kazakh language. For that reason they will often support anyone who insists that a good command of the Kazakh language must be a mandatory requirement for all state employees, or at least for as many professions and positions as possible.
[12]
 
If the Russophone Kazakh elites in power were to give in to this demand, it would be almost tantamount to handing over their coveted positions to their challengers without a fight. On the other hand, they cannot openly oppose it, since the very legitimacy of the state in which they rule is linked to the perception of the Kazakhs as an ethnic group possessing and delineated by its separate language. These dilemmas have turned language policy in Kazakhstan into an extremely intricate affair.
 
Complicating the matter even more is the fact that language policy in Kazakhstan is not, of course, a moot issue among various elites and factions within the Kazakh ethnic group only, but also among different ethnic groups. On the labour market the Kazakhs compete not only among themselves, but also with local Russians, Ukrainians, Poles, Koreans, Jews, and so on. Most of the non-Russian minorities in Kazakhstan are linguistically thoroughly Russified. The Russians' and other Russophones’ command of the Kazakh language is extremely weak. In no Soviet republic did the Russians and Russified minorities speak the language of the titular group as poorly as in Kazakhstan. In the 1989 census only between 0.4 and 1.0 per cent claimed that they were able to speak Kazakh fluently. This means that if Kazakh becomes the dominant standard language in Kazakhstan, the Russophones will lose out completely on the labour market, not only to the Kazakh-language Kazakhs, but also to the Sovietised urban Kazakhs. 
 
The Russophones live for the most part in the big cities, and contribute massively to the Russian-language ambience of urban Kazakhstani culture. Thus, in 1989 almost 60 per cent of the population in the former capital, Alta-Ata, were Russians (in sharp contrast, only 22 per cent were Kazakhs). In addition, Russians were the dominant population element in the northern part of the country. In seven counties in the north and north-east, Russians together with other Russophones in 1989 made up more than two thirds of the population, reaching 81 per cent in the  North Kazakhstan county. In these communities also very many of the local Kazakhs were Russian-speakers. 
 
To the urban Kazakhs this creates a real conundrum. They would no doubt love to play the language card against the Russians in order to wrest from them the prestigious positions they still hang on to—mainly in industrial management.
[13] At the same time they must take into consideration their position vis-à-vis the Kazakh-language elites and the new arrivals from the countryside, and make sure that they do not play into their hands. It is this triadic constellation that makes the language situation in Kazakhstan so special. 
 
Kazakh language policy since independence 
In 1989 Kazakhstan’s Supreme Soviet adopted a new language law that made the Kazakh tongue the ‘state language’. At that time, similar laws were being passed in most of the other Soviet republics but, Kazakhstan’s law stood out as perhaps the most liberal. Russian was defined as ‘the language of interethnic communication’; furthermore, according to the law, no one could be discriminated against on the basis of lack of proficiency in the state language. Only one year later, however, an action programme was adopted for a gradual transition to the use of the Kazakh language in all public administration. In the course of a ten-year period, all regions—also those with a clear preponderance of Russian-speakers—were to become fully bilingual.
[14]
 
The Kazakhstani constitution adopted in 1993 repeated the formulae that Russian should be language of interethnic communication and Kazakh the sole state language. At the same time, it stated that only a person who had a ‘complete command’—v sovershenstve,’—of the Kazakh language, could become president in Kazakhstan. 
[15] The next constitution, however, adopted in 1995 strengthened the official position of the Russian language. From being ‘the language of interethnic communication’ it was now defined as an ‘official’ language with a status ‘on a level with the state language’.
 
In 1996, however, signals in the new ‘Concept for the language policy of the republic of Kazakhstan’ pointed in various directions. While stating that Russian could still be used to the full in all social functions, the ‘Concept’ also presented several models for functional linguistic development. According to the ‘optimal model’, use of the state language should be made compulsory in all official connections and official correspondence. Communications from all public offices should be in the state language only.
[16] If this principle were to be introduced and effectively enforced, interpreters and translators would soon have their hands full.
 
Many Russian-speaking Kazakhstanis were deeply concerned about the new language law slated to replace that of 1989. A first version of the law was discussed in the Kazakhstani parliament, the Mazhilis, in the fall of 1996, and required, among other things, ethnic Kazakhs to learn Kazakh by January 2001. The deadline for ethnic Russians to learn this language was postponed by five years, until 2006. 
[17] Such stipulations in an official document that made different demands on the citizens based on purely ethnic criteria were only a short step away from state-sponsored racism, and had been removed from the law when the final version was adopted in the summer of 1997. In the upshot, the new language law proved to be just as toothless as its predecessor. The law commenced by declaring that every citizen of Kazakhstan has the duty to learn the state language: ‘this is absolutely necessary for the consolidation of the people of Kazakhstan’. However, it also states that Russian can still be used in all organs of the state and in local administration.
[18]
 
A survey undertaken in 1996 showed that almost no non-Kazakhs had begun sending their offspring to Kazakh schools: among the Russians in Kazakhstan, over 98 per cent of the parents have their children in Russian-medium schools. 
[19] The share of non-Russian minority children being taught in Russian had risen by over 6 percentage points, to 89 per cent, whereas only some 5 per cent have Kazakh as the medium of instruction. As long as no career paths have been closed for those not fluent in the state language, there seems no reason to assume that more will do so. 
 
Although there may not be signs of any language shift among the minorities of Kazakhstan, was a certain transition to Kazakh among ethnic Kazakhs
Some Russian-speaking Kazakhs had started sending their youngsters to Kazakh-medium schools in the hopes that the school could provide them with skills in Kazakh that they themselves lack. The same survey found that the share of Kazakh children attending Kazakh-medium schools had increased from 57 per cent in the previous generation to some 66 per cent in 1996. 
 
Today the outcome remains uncertain. As long as no final solution to the language competition is clear not only the elites, but also the common people must make some important choices on behalf of their children. If they decide to send them to Kazakh-language schools and 10 to 20 years from now it appears that Russian is still the dominant language in Kazakhstan, then they will lose out on the labour market. Conversely, if the Kazakh language manages to establish itself as the standard language of Kazakhstan’s political and public life, comparable to the position of Uzbek in neighbouring Uzbekistan, then those who have put they bets on this language have drawn the winning ticket.
 
 ‘Bets’ and ‘tickets’ are deliberately chosen metaphors. As David Laitin has pointed out, the situation in many ways resembles a lottery or a guessing game. The crucial factor that determines the success or failure of each player is the choices made by the other participants in the game, that is, the other parents. Everyone therefore watches carefully what the neighbours are doing. If most people make the same choice it will produce a self-reinforcing process, or a ‘cascade’ in Laitin’s terminology. This will create a critical mass behind the one or the other language which in its turn may decisively influence the outcome of the power struggle at the elite level. 
[20]
 
Is a draw a possible outcome in this game? In other words, is it possible that neither language will win? This outcome can theoretically take two forms, either full bilingualism, or that both languages retain some strategic positions. That may be either some functional positions, such as science and technology vs. politics and culture, or territorial positions, such as city vs. countryside or north vs. south. The latter scenario could lead to a situation similar to what we have today in Canada and Belgium, two Western countries that both have two well-functioning standard languages, one for each part of the country.
 
Neither of these scenarios is very probable. Genuine, reciprocal bilingualism is extremely rare. In real life, bilingualism almost always means that the members of one language group are fully conversant of both languages, while the members of the second group can barely make themselves understood in the first language, if at all.
[21] This was the case for instance, in the former Soviet Union, where only the non-Russians were required to be bilingual. 
 
The lop-sided structure of real life bilingualism may be explained in terms of cost-effectiveness and power relations. For two language groups to able to communicate with each other it is sufficient that the members of one of them can speak the language of the other group. Reciprocity would be unnecessary redoubling. Which group that will have to learn two languages, however, will to a very large extent depend upon their internal power relations, political and otherwise. 
 
A stable bilingual situation, however, stands a greater chance if a third language may serve as the lingua franca, that is, as the language that the members of both groups take recourse to whenever they have to communicate with each other. In the modern world English is the lingua franca of many states, and may possibly establish itself as such also in the post-Soviet republics. Some development in this direction is already discernible in the Baltic states, where a somewhat paradoxical side-effect of the ongoing Europanisation and Anglicisation may be the retention of Russian as a fully functional language in these countries (or alternatively, a prolongation of its death throes.) In the Central Asian states, however, English has yet to assert itself before it can be considered a serious player. For the time being, lasting Russian-Kazakh bilingualism in Kazakhstan with English as 'language of interethnic communication' is pure speculation. 
 
What about a division into spheres of dominance rather than full or reciprocal bilingualism? This is possible, but a scenario in which Russian becomes the dominant language of the cities and Kazakh the 'dominant' language of the countryside would, in my opinion, only be another way of saying that Russian has won. The cities are the trendsetters of the modern world, and for all practical purposes this will be a diglossa situation. Similarly, with regard to a division of the language-scape into functional spheres, the language that manages to establish itself as dominant in the political arena will probably in the long run manage to squeeze out its competitor from other arenas as well.
[22]
 
A territorial division into geographical language zones is somewhat more realistic, as the Canadian and Belgian cases suggest. Two things, however, must be noted in this context. Firstly, in both Canada and Belgium the bilingual situation is sustained by a political arrangement of federalism giving each of the two  major languages a status as the official language in one autonomous territory. Political federalism would certainly be feasible also in Kazakhstan. In terms of geography, climate and demography, northern Kazakhstan is very different from southern Kazakhstan. At the same time, the region is physically separated from the southern areas of the country by vast, nearly uninhabited expanses of desert and semi-desert, While the population to the south of this semi-desert is heavily influenced by Islamic Central Asian culture, the population in the north—Russophones and Kazakhs alike—have been under a much stronger Russian influence. But in spite of—or perhaps one should say: precisely for this reason—the federal option is vehemently rejected by the Kazakh elites and is not on the political agenda. 
 
Secondly, in both Canada and Belgium the linguistic-political situation is far from stable. In fact, many well-informed observers have suggested that the language question may tear both states apart. Linguistically speaking a break-up of either of these states, or of Kazakhstan, would lead to standardisation around one language, not through a cascade process, but as one and only one language becomes the dominant means of communication in each successor state. 
 
Several observers have discussed the possibility of Kazakhstan breaking up into a northern and a southern part, with North Kazakhstan joining the Russian Federation. Ever since independence Russian nationalists in both Russia and Kazakhstan have been pushing for this solution but this scenario seems to be even less realistic than federalisation. In June 2000 twelve Russian citizens were convicted to up to 18 years in prison for attempts to establish an independent Russian republic in north-eastern Kazakhstan, allegedly with violent means.
[23] The harsh sentences sent a strong signal that Kazakhstani authorities will not countenance any kind of separatist activities, however quixotic. The relatively weak reactions in both Kazakhstan and Russia indicate that they will get their way. 
 
My own best guess is that the Kazakhstani state will survive as a single, separate unit, and that Russian will retain its position as the dominant language in this country. After ten years in power it seems that the Russian-language Kazakh elite has consolidated its positions. The threat from the Kazakh-language counter-elites in organisations such as Azat, Alash, and Zheltoqsan has been significantly reduced. At the same time, the Russian-language Europeans have not been able to regain any real political power, on the contrary, many of them have given up and left the country altogether. At least one million Russophones have emigrated, mostly to Russia and Germany, and this figure includes a large number of highly qualified people. This means that the ruling Kazakh elite is not exposed to the same kind of cross-pressures as before. Therefore, they do not have to maintain, or pretend to maintain, the ongoing Kazakification. 
 
Local observers note that the Kazakhstani state language is loosing ground.
[24] 
An article in the Kazakhstani social science journal Saiasat in 1996 noted that ‘today, it is the Russian language that creates the basis for the unity of all Kazakhstanis. It functions as a means of communication all over the republic and enables social interaction among all citizens in the country, across social, demographic, territorial and professional group boundaries.’ 
[25] The director of the official Strategic centre for language development observes regretfully that ‘even if Kazakhstan has gained political independence, the country has not achieved linguistic sovereignty. The country is still linked to the Russian language. The prestige of this language is on the rise, while the prestige of the Kazakh language is declining and its social functions are becoming increasingly fewer.
[26]
 
The language law of 1997 will in all likelihood be retained in more or less its present form, but the enforcement of it may well be quite selective. The law, for instance, states that all mass media must devote just as much space to the state language as to all other languages taken together. 
[27] A strict adherence to this clause, most independent media firms in Kazakhstan agree, will ruin their business: it is virtually impossible to get advertisement to Kazakh-language programs with hardly any viewers or readers. 
[28] This problem, local observers assume, may be ‘solved’ through official leniency. The authorities will look the other way when the media break the law—provided that the content of their articles and programmes are not critical of the current political regime. In this way a law that, on the face of it, is primarily an important building block in a linguistic nation-building strategy turns out to function primarily as an element in the disciplining of Kazakhstani civil society.
[29]
 
Will the stabilisation of the language situation in Kazakhstan lead to a politically stable situation more generally? In the short run the answer is yes, since it removes one contentious issue from the political agenda. It cannot be excluded, however, that it will pop up again. Several scenarios might lead to this. One is increased demographic pressure from the Kazakh-language countryside in the cities, another is the emergence of new extra-linguistic conflicts within the politically dominant Russian speaking Kazakh group. Such conflicts may arise over a number of issues, such as foreign policy orientations, economic policy and—most likely—pure power struggles (strong evidence of such conflicts already exists). Winning teams very often fall apart as soon as the opponent has been defeated. In such a situation, one of the parties in an internal Kazakh power feud may be tempted to revive the language issue by promoting the politically unassailable cause of the Kazakh language.
----
 
In the introduction I compared Ireland, Norway and Kazakhstan with regard to their lack of linguistic nationalism. Let my now, by way of conclusion, point out that even if the outcomes of the language battles in these three countries may well be identical, the sociolingiustic preconditions leading up to this situation are not the same. In the Irish independence struggle in the late 19th and early 20th century, to my knowledge, there was no strong Irish-speaking intelligentsia that could challenge the leadership of the English-speaking Irish nationalists in the country. Rather than the triadic power struggle I have identified in Kazakhstan the Irish test of strength was therefore dyadic, with only two main combatants, the Irish nationalists on the one hand, and. the British authorities and the British settlers on the other. 
 
Also in Norway the national struggle has been dyadic rather than triadic, but for different reasons. In this country there was indeed a strong challenger group among the nationalists rallying under the banners of the vernacular language, but in this country the third element that complicates the Kazakhstani linguistic picture was lacking. In Norway after independence there were hardly any Danish settlers, and the few that were had long ago ‘gone native’. Thus, for all practical purposes, there was no demographic group in this country who spoke the old colonial language as their ‘ethnic’ or ‘indigenous’ language. The triangular power struggle that characterises the Kazakhstani language situation, therefore, seems to be quite unique.
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