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Abstract  

  
  The dissertation is an analysis of the history, current state, and possible 

future directions of the development of language policy in the Republic of 

Kazakhstan. Although language planning in the republics of the former Soviet 

Union has been a major subject of debate on government nation building 

agendas over the last two decades, the situation and implementation of language 

policies significantly differ in Kazakhstan due to the conditions of 

multilingualism and diglossia, in addition to other geographic and historical 

factors that resulted in the extended penetration of the Russian language during 

the Soviet era (Isayev, 1977:20). 

In the first chapter of the study, I trace the history of language legislation 

and political practices throughout the period of Russian-Kazakh diglossia 

(Fishman, 1967), a language situation in which the use of two unrelated 

languages (Kazakh and Russian) performed as high and low varieties at different 

levels prestige, and provide an analysis of important aspects of implementing 

legislative decisions and practices aimed at the development and promotion of 

the Kazakh language.    

The second and third chapters of this study are devoted to legislative 

documents and practices aimed at the modernization of Kazakh, especially with 

regards to the proposed switch from a Cyrillic to a Latin orthography, and 
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amendments to the trinity of the Kazakh, Russian and English language status 

policies.  

This study of “language modernization” (switching from Cyrillic to Latin) is 

an attempt to define linguistic, literary, and social conditions and challenges, 

especially in the remote areas. The analysis of the modernization is based on the 

results of an extensive review of 1) official documents related to language policies; 

2) on-line/magazine/newspaper and scholarly articles on Kazakh history, 

culture, language, education, and politics; 3) interviews with the officials of the 

educational departments, schools and language specialists.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

In the early 1920s, the Soviet Socialist Policy Russification included the 

declaration of Russian as the official state language of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist 

Republic, along with many other federally mandated changes aimed at the 

enrichment of Russian values, traditions and culture, but diminishing those of 

the Kazakh. The integration into the Soviet system was easy for most of 

Kazakhstan, allowing its rulers to reshape national identity. But during the 

interim years between Russification and the ultimate claim of the independence 

of Kazakhstan in 1991, there has been a shift towards the reclaiming of the 

Kazahk language in spite of the predominance of the Russian language in 

government policies, schools, and everyday life. The examination of this 

evolution forms the basis of this research.  

 

1.1. Towards a New National Identity 
 
 
 
  On December 16, 1991, Kazakhstan was the last of the Soviet republics to 

declare its independence. Since then, nation building efforts on the part of the 

government have been realized in the form of the adoption of new laws that are 

geared towards revitalizing Kazakh cultural heritage and the development of the 
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use of the Kazakh language as the sole state language. This goal is particularly 

ambitious, as the population of the Republic of Kazakhstan comprised of more 

than 130 distinct ethnicities, who use and speak a variety of different languages.  

 

1.2. Penetration of the Russian Language 
 
 

Too much space 

The early Soviet language policies aimed at developing minority national 

languages did not last long. The equality of all people and their languages is 

mentioned in the Constitution of the Communist Party, “… to continue 

promoting the free development of the languages of the peoples of the USSR and 

the complete freedom for every citizen of the USSR to speak, and bring up and 

educate his children, in any language, ruling out all privileges, restrictions or 

compulsions in the use of this or that language” (Isayev, 1977:20). However, 

Russian became the dominant language with the introduction of the Soviet 

Russification policies. These policies included declaring Russian the official 

language of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic on February 2, 1921, 

mandatory teaching of Russian in Kazakh schools, sending Russian specialists 

and books to Kazakh schools, financing teachers, decreasing the number of 

Kazakh schools, and changing the alphabet three times. The Russian language 

teaching curriculum was also enriched with the values of Russian traditions and 

culture, but not Kazakh ones (Kreindler, 1985: 345-61).  All documents (official, 

standard, personal, trade, banking, post etc.) were written in Russian. Hundreds 
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of students were sent to Russia and Ukraine to study Russian, and any research 

on the Kazakh language, literature and history was written in Russian.   

 While some of the republics resisted assimilation (namely the republics of 

the Caucausus and the Baltic Republics) due to their early historical ties and 

geographical proximity to Russia, Kazakhstan integrated very easily 

(Kulzhanova, 2014) into the Soviet system, which effortlessly allowed its rulers 

to reshape Kazakhs’ national identity.  

 

1.3. Goals of the Research    
 
 
 

The main goal of this dissertation is to provide a thorough analysis of the 

current state and possible future direction of the development of language 

policies in the Republic of Kazakhstan. To this end, I examine legislative 

documents and practices aimed at the ‘modernization’ of Kazakh, especially with 

regards to the proposed switch from Cyrillic to Latin orthography, and 

amendments to the trinity of the Kazakh, Russian and English language status 

policies.  

 The goal of this study will make a significant contribution to future 

research related to the implementation of language reforms in Kazakhstan, since 

the process of the proposed shift from the Cyrillic alphabet to the Latin alphabet 

appears to be a long term one. In addition, this study will provide further insight 

into issues related to orthographic shift, orthographic reform and language 
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policy, in general, in the context of Soviet Central Asia (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan). 

 

Chapter 2: Historical Background 

2.1. Soviet Era 
 
 

If an average American were asked what he knows about the world’s 

smallest countries, Malta, Monaco or Grenada, that person, perhaps, would have 

enough knowledge to locate these countries on the map and describe them. 

 Unfortunately, if the same question were asked about Kazakhstan, the 

ninth largest country in the world (by territory; comprising a landmass 

equivalent to that of Western Europe, or approximately four times the size of 

Texas), located at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, Kazaks would not be able 

to answer the question. A possible reason for this ignorance regarding one of the 

world’s largest countries lies in the fact that Kazakhstan was never an 

independent country during the era of the Soviet Union (1922-1991). Somewhat 

ironically, despite being an enigma to the rest of the world, Kazahkhstan became 

the breeding ground and the well-suited nation in the Soviet Empire for realizing 

the goals of the Communist revolution. This included many nation-building 

projects, such as agricultural, cultural and language planning.  

The notion of the new ‘Soviet man’ (homo sovieticus) spread throughout 

multiple levels of society in the republics of the Soviet Union. The notion that the 

new government not only offered, but demanded, a new type of citizen, could be 
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seen in the sweeping changes throughout eastern Europe, the Baltics, the 

Caucasus region and Central Asia. In addition to the notion of a “refined” 

renaissance identity, many other, more negative, ideas emerged throughout the 

Soviet Union, in particular, in Central Asia. Russification and the relocation of 

indigenous ethnicities by means of mass deportations (Chechen, Ingush, Volga 

Germans, Meshketian Turks, Koryo-Saram Koreans) were among the side-effects 

brought about by the policies enacted by the Communist Party. Specifically, 

Kazakhstan, the heart of Central Asia and, after Uzbekistan, the most populous 

nation of Soviet Central Asia, saw large increases in the local ethnic Russian 

population. At the same time, due to the man-made famine brought about by 

the Soviet campaign for collectivization, the numbers of indigenous Kazakhs 

decreased so drastically that the Kazakhs became minorities in their own land 

(Smagulova, 2006). Collectivization resulted in an attempt to force a centuries-

old nomadic culture to settle down and adapt to ways to life that were entirely 

foreign to them. The Soviet census of 1926 showed 3,963,300 Kazakhs in the 

Soviet Union, with the exception of a few other ethnic minorities, mainly 

Russians. The 1939 census, although not accurate, showed a decline of the 

Kazakh population to 3,100,900 (Conquest, 1986: 115). In fact, some recent 

research indicates that the number of the victims of the famine was much higher. 

As a result, millions of ethnic Kazakhs died of starvation and, subsequently, the 

Kazakhs became an ethnic minority in their own land (Kulzhanova 2012).  

In order to understand the current state of affairs with regards to language 

and language-specific policy in Kazakhstan, it is paramount to look into Soviet 
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policies related to both language and ethnic identity. In other words, I will provide 

a general overview of the policies and peoples affected by the establishment of 

the first socialist state in human history (Hosking, 1992:16).  

 

2.1.1. Peoples and Languages of the Soviet Union 
 
 

The ethnic composition of the Soviet Union was (and remains) vast. Within 

the borders of the former Soviet state, an upwards of 250 languages were spoken. 

This number included not only the prestige language of the government and 

administration, Russian, but also languages that represented genealogical and 

structural diversity, such as the many Turkic languages of Central Asia (e.g., 

Kazakh, Uzbek, Kyrgyz, Turkmen), the incredible diversity of languages spoken 

in the Caucasus, the Baltic languages, multiple representatives of the Paleo-

Siberian family (e.g., Chukchi), the many Ugric languages throughout European 

Russia (e.g., Hungarian, Estonian), the Finnic languages of the Karelian 

peninsula (e.g., the three main dialects: North Karelian,Olonets Karelian, and 

Tver Karelian), the Samic languages of the Kola Peninsula (e.g., Skolt, Kildin) in 

northwestern Russia, as well as languages of ethnic enclaves of Germans, Jews 

and Romani (Isayev, 1977:402; Comrie, 1981:23).  As a result, the constituent 

republics of the Soviet Union were of particular interest with regard to language 

policy.  

Previously, in the Russian Empire, many of these titular countries were 

simply vassals of the Russian Tsar, living in what, at the time, was considered 
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to be Russian territory. The fact that these countries were considered to be part 

of Russia is only due to the diplomatic agreements devised by leaders in far-off 

cities such as Moscow or St. Petersburg (Comrie 1981: 13). With such a large 

number of languages to consider, we concentrate here, mainly, on the major 

languages of the constituent republics of the Soviet Union (i.e., the Soviet 

Socialist Republics), principally central Asia and Kazakhstan, and some general 

trends regarding language and ethnic identities. 

Languages are typically classified based on genealogical criteria (i.e., 

languages that demonstrate traits that link them back to a shared proto-

language, which is typically proven or displayed by regular, historical, sound 

correspondences and changes).  There is also classification by typological 

criteria.  This type of categorization concerns itself with similar grammatical 

structures and morphological/syntactic phenomena. Since typological 

classification focuses on finding similarities in grammatical patterns, it is 

possible for languages that are not genealogically related to be categorized 

similarly according to their typology. For example, a common syntactic feature 

in the world’s languages is SOV syntax, in which the predicate follows the object 

of a sentence. This grammatical feature is observed in languages such as 

Turkish, Japanese, Georgian, Iranian Persian/Farsi, Finnish, Quechua, and the 

Mande languages of West Africa. Despite the fact that all of these languages 

share a similar grammatical feature (SOV syntax), they all belong to distinct 

genealogical families, because they cannot be reconstructed to a shared proto-

language by regular sound correspondence (in this instance, Turkish is a  Turkic 
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language, Japanese – Japonic, Georgian – Kartevelian, Iranian Persian – Indo 

European, Finnish – Finno-Ugric, Quechua – Quechuan and the Mande 

language, belong to the family of the same name)   (Tomlin 2014: 22), which can 

be different from genealogical ones.  

The dominant language family throughout central Asia is Turkic, which, 

genealogically, branches into the following sub-families: Karluk, Oghuz, 

Kipchak, Siberian and Oghur (Comrie: 1981: 22; Isayev, 1977:402). Of these 

branches, Kipchak and Karluk are robustly represented in Central Asia, 

primarily, in the form of Kazakh, Kyrgyz, Uzbek and Turkmen. Kazakh and 

Kyrgyz belong to the same genetic branch and, what is not surprising, also share 

a number of typological traits: agglutinative-type morphology, root-based vowel 

harmony and extensive use of auxiliaries in light-verb constructions 

(Muhamedova 2016).  

The Kazakh language is mainly spoken by the Kazakh ethnicity in the 

plains of Kazakhstan. In addition to Kazakhstan, there exist sizable Kazakh 

speaking communities in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region of China, the 

Bayan-Olgii Province of Outer Mongolia, and in other pockets in Turkey, Iran, 

Afghanistan and Germany. There are about 11 million speakers of Kazakh, 

throughout the country, according to the census data of 2009, with only about 

63 percent of ethnic Kazakhs reporting that they speak Kazakh as their mother 

tongue (Kulzhanova, 2014).  

Written records in Kazakh began originally in an adapted Arabic script in 

the eleventh century, until 1927, at which time the Latinization of written forms 
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of the Turkic languages began in Soviet Central Asia. The initiative to 

Latinization started with a group of famous scholars in Azerbaijan, who decided 

that the Arabic script is not well suited for writing Turkic languages. Turkic, as 

a genealogical and typological unit, displays widespread vowel harmony, a 

process in which grammatical suffixes have multiple forms depending on the 

vowel in the root. In the Arabic script, there are no graphemes for short vowels. 

Rather, only long vowels of Quranic/Classical Arabic are written, of which there 

are only three. The decision to adopt Latin for Turkic languages was driven by 

the fact that Arabic script is not well suited to the use of languages whose 

grammatical systems are dependent on vowel alternations (Johanson and Csato, 

1988). This trend of Latinization lasted until 1940. The law about “The transition 

of the Kazakh orthography from the Latin alphabet to the Cyrillic alphabet” was 

adopted at the Vth (fifth) session of the Supreme Soviet of the Kazakh Soviet 

Socialist Republic on November 10, 1940. The shift from Latin to Cyrillic was 

very crucial  in an attempt to bind the Turkic people of the Soviet Union together 

with the Slavic majority, whose languages also used the Cyrillic script 

(Kulzhanova, 2014).  

Historically, oral literary traditions played a crucial part in passing on 

knowledge, cultural and social values in nomadic Kazakh life style. Kazakh 

written literature reaches its fullest expression in the 19th century with the work 

of poet and philosopher Abai Qunanbayev, who, to this day, remains the most 

celebrated intellectual in Kazakhstan.  
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Typologically, Kazakh, Kyrgyz and the other Turkic languages of Soviet 

Central Asia pattern similarly to Mongolic and Tungusic languages from a 

grammatical perspective. However, many of these similar grammatical features 

are due to prolonged interaction with neighboring people over many millennia. 

The “Altaic hypothesis” proposes an underlying genealogical connection between 

the Mongolic, Turkic and Tungusic languages, along with prolonged contact 

between speakers of these languages that has led to the striking structural 

similarities between them (Nichols, 2010). 

 It is unsurprising that in a place such as Kazakhstan, which at many 

times in history functioned as a crossroads between nations during the era of 

the Silk Road, would similarly have a type of mixed identity and a shared culture 

of linguistic exchange. The classification of languages in Central Asia is highly 

problematic, with many languages and ethnicities being superficially divided 

based on ethnic identities devised by Soviet anthropologists (Arik, 2008; – 

Johanson and Csato, 1988). For example, many Kazakh, Kyrgyz, Uzbek and 

Turkmen, even after years of Soviet rule, persistently defended their own ethnic 

identity as unique from one another (Comrie 1981: 23), and they still do. This 

view can be contrasted with that of Anatolian Turks, who, by and large, view all 

Turks as simply variations on the same ethnic group. In this regard, we see that 

Soviet language policy drastically influenced not only the way Central Asia sees 

itself, but also the extent to which different ethnicities and language may be 

classified, genealogically. 
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In summary, the Kazakh language may be classified as follows. 

Genealogically, it is Turkic, sharing a common history with many other minority 

languages of the Soviet Union, for example, Uzbek, Kyrgyz and Tatar. It is 

typologically similar to many of the languages of Central Asia, even those that 

are not genealogically classified as Turkic; namely Mongolic, Tungusic and 

Siberian languages, which also have agglutinative type morphology, predicate-

final, right-branching syntactic structure and phonologies based on vowel 

harmony.  This type of similarity, which is based on language contact in the 

south of Kazakhstan, is due, especially, to a history of cultural and linguistic 

exchange between Kazakh and Persian, Arabic and Russian.  In addition, it 

reflects a type of openness and acceptance typical of Kazakh culture.  

With these classifications in mind, I now turn our attention to the central 

concepts behind language policy, language construction and language planning 

in Soviet history. I will consider the interaction and historical contexts in which 

Soviet policies affected the development of the modern Kazakh literary language. 

 

2.1.2. Concepts of Language Policy, Language Construction and Language 
Planning in the Soviet Union 
 
 
 There is widespread confusion around specific technical terms that cause 

heated discussions and arguments at conferences. And yet, proper 

understanding of terminology is the key to productive discussions about certain 

scientific problems. This principle applies to the subject of the current study, 
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language planning, and my discussion here is due to my conviction that it is 

crucial to appropriately define the most important terminology and concepts. 

 Language planning, in the manner that it is currently used, is an unstable 

term that entered Russian from the Western European scientific literature. 

Subsequently, in Kazakh, the use and understanding of these terms have been 

employed in the politics of language from the Russian perspectives. In the Soviet 

Socialist literature, language policy (языковая политика) and language 

construction (языковое строительство) were used interchangeably   to 

encompass the concept of language planning (языковое планирование). For this 

particular reason, it is important to clarify the differences between language 

policy and language construction, in order to more clearly identify the group of 

issues discussed under the term language planning. It is also important to 

highlight that over time the meanings of both language policy and language 

construction have changed significantly (Isayev, 1977:12).  

 The term language policy (языковая политика) was used early on, along 

with other terms, like national policy (национальная политика) and economic 

policy (экономическая политика), and referred to different aspects of questions 

posed by the Communist Party and the state program with regards to language. 

In the beginning of the 1920s language policy referred to an attempt to solve 

problems with language and create guidance for social speech activities, the 

Bolshevik literacy campaign – spreading the communist ideology and 

propaganda, which was later called language construction (языковое 

строительство). In this model, language policy (языковая политика) and 
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language construction (языковое строительство) refer to conscious intervention 

into language development and the organized management of such processes.  

This is most evident in orthographic reform, especially the modification and 

establishment of an alphabet for several languages by Soviet linguists (Grenoble 

2003:137; Comrie, 1981:23).  

 Language construction, on the other hand, gained prominence in the 

1920s along with language policy, and referred to policy relating strictly to 

linguistics and language use (Isayev, 1977:14). It was at this time that scholars 

(Gerd, 1971; Apresyan, 1971) adopted the view that language policy should only 

refer to language itself, and it should have no bearing on politics. Many scholars 

(Grigoryev, 1963:8; Lapteva, 1967) at this time began using the term language 

policy in their work and adopted it to be used primarily in the culture of 

language. The focus of this branch of work was what it is now called practical 

stylistics, (практическая стилистика) (Kostomarov, 1970), namely the creation 

and development of a new linguistic means for social communication, mainly 

new written forms.  

 However, there has been significant research (Vinogradov, 1967; Zinder, 

1969) done in the area of the specialized literature to prove that the term 

language construction is used frequently in the same sense, i.e., the creation of 

written languages, schools taught in native languages, orthographies, 

terminologies, textbooks for all the languages of the Soviet Union based on 

Leninist Policy.   Most leading scholars (e.g., Vinogradov, 1967) viewed language 

construction in the Soviet Union as the need to expand the social functions of 
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the literary language (standard language) with the specific goal of uniting the 

peoples of the USSR in the right path to communism.    

 Discussions about the terms language policy and language construction 

often lead to arguments. However, after looking at the complexity of the issues 

Desheriyev (1958:59:62) believed that there is a need for a clear distinction 

between the two concepts. This distinction allows the term language policy to 

cover the theory and practice of policy and its influences on language 

development. V.A. Avronin (1960) defines language policy as “an organic part of 

the national policy of a particular government, class or party.”  

Following this logical development of differentiation of the terms, Isayev 

(1977:15) indicated that language construction would mean a tool employed by 

specialists to carry out language policy, and these two terms can be combined in 

the concept of language planning.  

   For the basic stages of language construction there were two extreme views 

among Soviet scholars. On one side Agosti (1963) and Agayev (1974) argued that 

this term influenced cultural, economic, and scientific measures, as well as the 

impact that these measures had through the course of language development. 

This school of thought considered language construction to include all the 

measures that influence the establishment of native language instruction in 

Soviet schools, the teaching of these languages, as well as the study of all Soviet 

languages in theoretical linguistics. The opposing view (Efimov, 1956) stated that 

the term language construction should be restricted only to defining the concept 

of creating new written forms. Their main argument was that language 
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construction ceased to exist after a new orthography was established. This is an 

extreme view, and some scholars (Sunik, 1971; Beloded, 1972) found it difficult 

to agree with. However, it should be noted that the creation and improvement of 

written forms also pertained to the issues of the culture of speech, Bolshevik 

ideology to create new words to convey a new concept to an average peasant 

(Fitzpatrick, 1974), which played an important role in the development of literary 

languages in the Soviet Union.   

 Language construction is therefore bound to the concept of cultural 

construction. This concept took root, most intensively, in the early stages of the 

Cultural Revolution in the Soviet Union in 1928-1932 (Fitzpatrick, 1974), and 

continued through all stages of the nation’s development, with the purpose of 

creating a multinational socialist state. While Soviet language policy and 

language construction have not been studied in depth, there are many studies 

(Beloded, 1972) available that make it possible to examine basic language 

construction in detail.  

 Based on the available studies, Isayev (1977:16) noted the following basic 

stages of language construction in the Soviet Union: 1) improvement or reform 

of the old orthography; 2) transition to the Latin alphabet and creation of 

orthographies for languages that previously did not have a form of writing; 3) 

transition to the Cyrillic alphabet. However, deeper examination of this process 

leads Isayev (1977:18) to conclude that there are five basic stages. He considers 

the first stage to encompass the improvement of the old orthography that did not 

meet the requirements because of their complexity. It is a widely known fact that 
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in the 1920s almost all alphabets underwent changes to different extents. For 

example, і, ѳ, ѣ, and ѵ were eliminated from the Russian orthography (Savkin, 

2011).  

 The second stage covers the Latinization of alphabets of numerous regions 

in Central Asia, Siberia, Volga, and Caucasus. This need emerged as a result of 

the written form of many languages that were based on Arabic, Hebrew, and 

ancient Uigur-Mongolic scripts. These languages were so complex that they had 

the potential to adversely affect the activities targeting the elimination of illiteracy 

because the Arabic alphabet did not correspond to some of the sounds of the 

North Caucasus and Turkic languages. Arabic was used for Kazakh and other 

Turkic languages of the Soviet people.  As a matter of fact, the languages of 

Central Asia and the Caucasus were influenced by Arabic in terms of loan words 

due to religious practices.   

  The third stage of language construction in the USSR was the creation of 

written forms for those languages that previously did not have such forms. This 

process was initiated by identifying a reference dialect, creating phonological 

systems, and determining orthographic norms for emerging literary languages. 

Analyzing phonological systems and determining orthographic norms was 

usually examined jointly, as it can be difficult to distinguish between them 

chronologically, although the content is dramatically different. The selection of 

one dialect as the literary standard for a language likely resulted in dialect 

leveling.  
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 The fourth stage refers to the politically motivated transition of the 

majority of written forms in the USSR to the Cyrillic alphabet in 1940. This took 

place at the same time (Baskakov, 1952), as many efforts were intensively 

implemented to create terminological systems for a number of literary languages.  

 The fifth and final stage of language construction was concerned with 

further perfecting all alphabets and orthographies as well as an intense increase 

in the area of multidisciplinary terminology for scientific research, 

administration, and Communist ideology. For example, the Russian Cyrillic 

alphabet was modified to represent Kazakh sounds with nine additional letters. 

During this stage, issues of culture and native language were elaborated, and 

the role of the use of Russian by non-Russian populations was evaluated. 

 

2.1.3. Soviet Language Policies in Kazakhstan 
 
 
 

The Kazakh language was largely under the influence of political and social 

conditions during the Soviet Period, which is described by the renowned Kazakh 

national writer Zhuban Moldagaliev as the language which “has died a thousand 

times and has been reborn a thousand times.”  (Year) 

In 1928, a Communist policy of repression, which tried to get rid of Kazakh 

scholars, appeared. They were identified as “children of rich and noble people, 

and nationalists” and were, as a result, exiled to Siberia (Smagulova, 2008). 

Therefore, any attempts to give privilege to the Kazakh language were put to an 

end before they succeeded. Moreover, those who tried to keep the Kazakh 
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language intact were always accused of being “nationalist enemies” 

(Kuzhabekova, 2000).  

Furthermore, the great Soviet policies of assimilation and cultural 

homogenization of people of different origins and cultures resulted in widespread 

oppression and demographic shifts (Kulzhanova, 2014). Stalin’s massive 

deportation of different minorities from North Caucasus and different parts of 

the Russian Federation to Kazakhstan played an enormous role in Russian 

becoming the official language, since it served the purpose of interethnic 

communication and, eventually, it developed into the lingua franca of the region.  

 At the beginning of 1938, Russian was officially introduced as a required 

language in all schools (Fierman, 2009).  Dave (2007) says that “Russian was 

more than just a survival tool; it also became a source of personal and collective 

empowerment and an emblem of becoming ‘cultured’ and ‘civilized’.”  

 Between 1929 and 1933, the Kazakh people experienced a severe social, 

economic, political and national identity crisis. The Communist campaign of 

collectivization (kollektivizatsia), aimed at settling down historically nomadic 

Kazakhs, resulted in the dismantling of the traditional life styles of the local 

Kazakh population. It further deprived them of their sole source of sustenance, 

namely private ownership of livestock, and led the Kazakh people to starvation.  

The famine of the 1930s resulted in 3,000,000 deaths among the Kazakh 

population. The Soviet government continued its genocide through the following 

actions: 
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1. Giving death penalties to Kazakh scholars who handled national issues. 

2. Leaving the population to starve (Kuzhabekova 2000) (according to 

contemporary Kazakh statistics).   

As a result of this, the number of ethnic Kazakhs declined while the number of 

Slavic peoples, in particular Russians, increased dramatically. 

 Despite the difficulties, some Kazakh officials continued taking measures 

to preserve the use of the Kazakh language. In the early twentieth century the 

secularist Kazakh elite intellectuals, mostly Russian educated, formed the 

“Alash” party to promote education and literacy (Dave, 2007). However, despite 

the efforts of the nationalists, most of whom perished during the years of 

repression, the first steps in establishing a legal framework for language policies 

and legislative acts were made in the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic (KSSR) 

only in the late 1980s. The new wave of nationalist   movement, around the time 

of the collapse of the Soviet Union, led to the adoption of a number of programs 

to promote the use of the Kazakh language in the business and administrative 

spheres (Kulzhanova, 2014). These language programs fueled by nationalist 

consciences are assumed to play an important role in promoting the use and the 

function of Kazakh in all spheres of public life. 
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Chapter 3: Language Policy and Language Planning in Independent 

Kazakhstan (1991 – present)  

The concept of Language Planning is defined as a deliberate effort which 

seeks for an activity in decision making in connection with language problems 

(Fishman, 1974; Haugen, 1966; Jernudd and Das Gupta, 1971). The traditional 

theoretical dimensions suggested by Haugen (1966) and Neustupny (1974) are: 

‘status planning”, “corpus planning”, and “acquisition planning”. Status 

planning focuses on changing the functions of the language in political, social 

and economic settings. The term “corpus planning” refers to a deliberate activity 

that seeks to develop a variety of a language or a language with the purpose of 

influencing its vitality. Neustupny (1974) adds to corpus planning a notion of 

“cultivation”, which primarily deals with standardization and modernization of 

the language. It can be therefore said that corpus planning is concerned both 

with linguistic and social aspects of a language, and focuses on the changes in 

the structure of the language, such as replacing pre-existing writing system,  

changing alphabet, vocabulary, or grammar.  An acquisition planning refers to 

organized efforts to provide support for public domains (i.e. education 

departments, schools, educational institutions) in developing new curriculum, 

programs, teacher training for learning a language. Certainly, in the case of 

Kazakhstan it can be seen that language planning includes all three dimensions, 

since Kazakhstan became an independent country in 1991.     

  Although language planning has been the main subject for debate 

in the government agenda for almost all of the former Soviet Socialist Republics, 
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the situation and implementation of language planning is significantly different 

in Kazakhstan.  This is due to the extended penetration of the Russian language 

during the Soviet era, conditions of multilingualism and diglossia (Ferguson, 

1959; Fishman, 1967; Fasold, 1985), and other geographical and historical 

factors. Beginning with the 1980’s, there has been an awakening in Kazakhstan 

against the decline of the Kazakh language as a national language. After the 

collapse of the USSR and the independence of Kazakhstan, in order to improve 

the status of the Kazakh language, new regulations have been legislated 

(Fierman 2006).  Nevertheless, everyday life practices and close research by 

Kazakh and Western scholars reveal that Russian still remains a language of 

everyday use and enjoys equal rights at all levels of the government apparatus 

and the educational system. In this chapter, I address issues related to language 

reforms in Independent Kazakhstan and their impact on social, economic and 

educational changes in Kazakhstani society, as well as public criticism.  

 

3.1 Language Planning and National Development   
 
 
  
As Kazakhstan moved toward fully realized cultural, economic and cultural 

independence in the late 1990s, official documents relevant to the language 

policies reflected attempts to redefine language laws (Fierman, 2006).  According 

to the new language laws, the Kazakh language was to become the only official 

language of the country. Knowledge of the Kazakh language was declared a 

prerequisite for entrance into all governmental and administrative positions, 
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leading education to gradually switch to an all Kazakh medium. The lawmakers 

at the time disregarded both the ethnic and demographic realities of the 

population of Kazakhstan, about 60 percent of whom were ethnically diverse 

non-natives, most of whom considered the Russian language to be their first 

language.  They also didn’t address the issue of the lack of resources that would 

be necessary to implement the law.    

In today’s Independent Kazakhstan, one can clearly see that it is not a 

nation of equals. Shirin Akiner (1995:1), cited by Ingvar Svanberg (1999: 40), 

makes a clear distinction between “Kazakhstani state-building” and the Kazakh 

“nation-building” projects and the increasing role of the Kazakh language in 

those projects. The highest posts at the government and regional levels are 

occupied by ethnic Kazakhs. Towns and streets now have Kazakh names. 

In this, we see that building an independent republic became a matter of 

constructing a uniquely Kazakh national state which is founded on Kazakh 

tradition, culture and language. In this Cultural Revolution the subject matter 

of the Kazakh language was hotly debated. In 1998, Kazakh was officially made 

the official state language (Sebba, 2006), although those who are at the forefront 

of the national project spoke and still speak Russian better than Kazakh. The 

Russian language was first proposed as the language of “cross-national 

communication,” but this was later rejected and given a new description, one 

that was just as vague as any of the previous ones. Furthermore, Article 7 of the 

1995 Constitution states that “In state organizations and organs of local 
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administration, the Russian language is officially used on a par with Kazakh” 

(Art. 7.2)” (Kuzhabekova, 2000).  

 

3.1.1. Minority Languages 
 
 

17,948,000 people live in Kazakhstan. The indigenous people of 

Kazakhstan, the Kazakhstan, comprise 63.1 percent of the population 

(Kulzhanova, 2014). As a multilingual and multiethnic society, the languages 

used in everyday life in Kazakhstan extend far beyond just Russian and Kazakh. 

As with many multiethnic societies, the range of language use in Kazakhstan 

varies from province to province, with a high concentration of Russian speakers 

in the North, which, historically, served as a site of early Russian immigration. 

This dissertation will concentrate mainly on the linguistic situation of the 

southern part of the country.  

In the South Kazakhstan region (oblast), the major additional minority 

languages spoken include other Turkic languages, namely Uzbek, Azeri and 

Anatolian Turkish, and Tatar, as well as less related languages such as dialects 

of German, the Vainakh languages Chechen and Ingush, and the Koryo-Saram 

dialects of Korean.  

The Republic of Kazakhstan is a typical multiethnic and multilingual state, 

in which, alongside Kazakhs, representatives of many different nationalities live, 

who retain their linguistic, historical and cultural values. This group consists of 

Russians (23.7%), Ukrainians (2.1%), Uzbeks (2.9%), Tatars (1.3%), Uyghurs 
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(1.4%), Volga Germans (1.1%) and other ethnicities (4.4%) (Fierman, 2005).  The 

question regarding the national identity, namely, of the titular ethnic group in 

countries of the former Soviet space has always been at the forefront. The USSR 

left its mark on the so-called sovereign states,. In Kazakhstan, as in other 

countries of the former Union, many representatives of many different ethnic 

origins lived alongside the Kazakhs, and the question of the integration of these 

additional minorities, i.e., the expansion and comprehensive inclusion of these 

minority groups in society,  is one of the most critical issues facing the country 

today. In particular, the question of language use and identification is a constant 

point of focus, which, inevitably, leads back to the question of ethnicity.  

It is important to bear in mind the cultural mindset that once was spread 

in the former Soviet Union with regard to the concept of ‘native’ and ‘national’ 

language. In English, ‘native language’ is a term that is meant to indicate the 

first or most dominant language that a child acquires and/or that a given person 

speaks. In the Russian and former Soviet context, this is not always the case. 

The term “rodnoj jazyk” (literally “native tongue”) in Russian most closely 

corresponds to the English phrase ‘native language,’ however, this is not an 

indication of what language a child first acquires. Rather, it is the language that 

a child should speak given his or her ethnic background. The Russian term 

“nositel’ jazyka,” the bearer or carrier of language, however, more accurately 

corresponds to the English concept of a native speaker.  

To illustrate the differences between these concepts, let us consider the 

following scenarios: two children born in the United States, one to ethnic Russian 
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parents, others to African American parents, grow up speaking only English. 

They first acquire English, master English grammatical and phonetic patterns, 

and have no other linguistic input throughout their lives other than English. In 

this sense, both children are native speakers of English, regardless of their 

different ethnic backgrounds. In English, the linguistic mastery is what qualifies 

the notion of a native speaker, and the language that this speaker knows is his 

or her native language. In Russian, however, this is not the case. A similar 

scenario appears to be present, in fact, quite often in Kazakhstan. Two children, 

one Kazakh, the other ethnic Russian, are both born in an urban center where 

the medium of instruction and the primary language of the society is only 

Russian. The Kazakh child’s family, as of one or two generations, stopped 

speaking Kazakh in the home in favor of Russian. Apart from some culturally 

specific terms and perhaps kinship terms, the Kazakh child does not use Kazakh 

in his daily life and reads, speaks and interacts only in Russian. The same can 

be said of the Russian child, who, like his Kazakh compatriot, only has interacted 

with others and communicates in Russian. Both children are considered nositeli 

russkogo jazyka (bearers/carriers of the Russian tongue), however, only the 

Russian child may claim that his rodnoj jazyk (native tongue) is Russian. The 

Kazakh child, also, is still able to state that his rodnoj jazyk remains Kazakh, 

despite having very little fluency or even familiarity with the complexities of 

spoken Kazakh. An additional observation in the context of the survey of 

Kazakhstanis, Kazakhs, more often than other ethnic groups, were interested in 
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the question of self-identification. Among Russians, they struggle/work with the 

question, with whom do they most closely correlate (Fierman, 2005). 

We take from the preceding scenario the observation and assumption that, 

even as an expression of cultural identity, the question of language use and 

identity is particularly striking in Kazakhstan. Among Russians, it is common to 

find those who claim that is it difficult to decide between identifying with either 

the local community (i.e., a nation outside of Russia) and simply identifying as 

residents of a given place. In particular, there is difficulty in choosing between 

an identity based on citizenship and an identity simply by virtue of being a local.   

The largest ethnic groups in Kazakhstan, the Russians and the Kazakhs, 

are divided not only with regards to nationality, but also by language. Ethnic 

Kazakhs make up 63 percent of the population, and many of them do not speak 

Kazakh, while ethnic Russians comprise only 23 percent of the population. 

However, practically every citizen has a functional command of the Russian 

language [Suleymenova, 2009]. 

The linguistic situation in Kazakhstan has received attention from the 

government and is being addressed, and the politics of this are fairly flexible and 

lend themselves to finding a solution to a dilemma that is fairly common in 

multilingual societies. I conclude this section with the statement from 

Suleymenova (2009) “… we must support and develop the official language 

(Kazakh), but on the other hand, we must also preserve the multilingual 

character of society.’’  
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3.1.2. The Status Planning of the Kazakh Language 
 
 
 

The first official document on raising the status of the Kazakh language 

adopted by the government (Language Program) of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist 

Republic, saw the light in 1987. The second document was passed in 1989. This 

was the actual law on the Kazakh language, which had the same goal: to promote 

the use of Kazakh mainly at all levels in education while preserving the use of 

Russian as the language of interethnic communication (Fierman, 1998).  The 

good news about promoting Kazakh, unfortunately, was well received only by 

Kazakh nationalists living in the southern part of Kazakhstan, especially those 

in rural areas, who already had been preserving and promoting the language and 

cultural heritage.  The actual Law on Languages, dated July 11, 1997, Article 7, 

n 151, based on the Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan, granted the 

Kazakh language the status of the State Language. 

One example of this status planning was the implementation of the Kazakh 

language proficiency exam for the Presidential “Bolashaq” (“Future”) Program 

scholarship, a degree program funded by the government of Kazakhstan and 

administered in the U.S. by American Councils for International Education.  The 

mechanism of the program limited the chances of many Kazakhs to integrate 

into the world’s education system, and they have the opportunity to study 

abroad, and it represented the positive image of Kazakhstan only to those who 

are quite proficient in Kazakh. In addition, the Kazakh language subject for the 



Dotton 36 

 

Common National Exam (Edinnoe Natsional’noe Testirovanie, ENT), the 

University Entrance Exams, received more importance in weighting applicants’ 

acceptability to the most prestigious schools of Kazakhstan. The schools that 

require scores of 18 or higher (the scores are scaled to 20) in Kazakh include the 

most prestigious, newly founded Nazarbayev University in Astana (Aitken, 2012). 

  The implementation of the policies began taking place in ways that were 

intimidating to non-native speakers of Kazakh, which include a considerable 

number of ethnic Kazakhs who, due to Soviet Russification, do not speak Kazakh 

as a native language. This new prejudice against ethnic Kazakhs who are not 

proficient in the Kazakh language is reflected in job loss and in day-to-day 

interpersonal communication in the streets and market places. The nuances of 

the culture of “shala qazaq” and “naghyz –qazaq” (literally “half a Kazakh” versus 

“genuine Kazakh”) has resulted in number of sociolinguistic phenomena that 

marginalize those ethnic Kazakhs who don’t know their allegedly, “own 

language.” In addition, emigration from villages to urban centers after the fall of 

the Soviet Union has resulted in a culture, particularly in Almaty, the former 

capital of Kazakhstan, of the wealthy (the elites), usually Russian-only speaking 

Kazakhs, who look down on poorer residents, who, due to their socioeconomic 

situation in the villages, speak primarily Kazakh. This institution is enshrined 

in the word mambet, an old ethnophaulism that has been reclaimed by some 

Kazakhs, but is still considered extremely pejorative by others. Typically, mambet 

is used to describe a backward, uneducated, poorer Kazakh from the village who 
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speaks Kazakh, in contrast to the wealthier, educated and usually exclusively 

Russian speaking urban Kazakh.  

The Status Planning of the Kazakh language was widely discussed and 

criticized in the press and amongst all the minority people. A sudden and harsh 

requirements for Kazakh prerequisite skills did not seem to fit in the needs of 

society (Neustupny, (1974; Ruiz, 1990). Thousands of Russian-speakers of 

different ethnicities became concerned about not only their own future in 

Kazakhstan but also their children’s future. This led to substantial outward 

migration at that time (Kulzhanova, 2014). Facing the potential loss of a large 

part of the Russian-speaking population, which would result in the loss of 

professional workers and educators, the government had to loosen its language 

policies. Furthermore, strong opposition to the language policy and the potential 

for civil unrest added to the pressure put on by local and national government.  

 

3.1.3. Nationalism vs. Nationism  
 
 

 Although the ambitious goals of the modern Kazakhstani state aspired to 

build a prosperous nation, the language policies engendered nationalistic 

purposes that undermined this hope of prosperity. Eastman (1983:14, citing 

Fishman, 1969a:193) explicates the distinctions between nationism and 

nationalism, “… NATIONISM refers to the degree of effective operation of a 

political entity and is best served by political integration, while NATIONALISM, 
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on the other hand, is more concerned with ethnic authenticity than operational 

efficiency…”  (citation) 

 The elite and educated administrators of independent Kazakhstan began 

to develop policies to restore an ethnically specific national consciousness; it was 

designed to restore respect for and the prestige of their mother tongue “ana-

tili/rodnoi yazik”, and maintain Russian for operational efficiency of the State. 

For English speakers, the notion of “mother tongue” just means the first 

language of the speaker in question, in Russian it implies the language that is 

indigenous to one’s ethnicity (Bahry, Niyozov, and Shamatov, 2008).   

Kuzhabekova (2009) says that one of the first problems that Kazakhstani policy-

makers faced, when determining the official language of independent 

Kazakhstan, came from the contradiction in the goals posed about nationality, 

language and socioeconomic policies. Fierman (2005) attempts to analyze this 

problem using the same terms suggested by  Brubaker and Cooper (2000), such 

as  “sense of identity” and  “groupness,” which intend to build a new nation and 

at the same time to strengthen the multiethnic society by promoting the 

minorities. Whereas Fierman (2005) sees the president of Kazakhstan, Nursultan 

Nazarbayev’s pronouncements on the subject of ethnic and supra-ethnic 

identification as an echo of Soviet ideology, many of the nationalists consider 

this policy the same way.    

However, Nazarbayev, himself, has criticized the poor implementation of 

language policies and the effectiveness of programs aimed at the acquisition of 

the Kazakh language (Nazarbayev, 2008). Accordingly, the president pointed out 
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the need to establish a peculiar national model of a modern educational system 

similar to the Western style (Nazrbayaev, 2012).  Although many students attend 

Kazakh schools, where the language of instruction is primarily Kazakh, the 

language of their lives outside of school remains Russian. Kazakh language 

schools are, by majority, public schools. The language of the private schools is 

usually Russian. In Almaty, the former capital, the elites send their children to 

the American School of Almaty (English), BEST School (Russian), Haileybury 

Academy (English), DOSTAR International Lyceum, which was actually funded 

by the government of South Korea (English/Russian/Korean), and the Intelekt 

(Intellectual) Schools (English, Kazakh, and Russian with emphasis in science). 

Although Kazakh is one the core courses in these schools, overwhelmingly, in 

none of these schools do the students speak Kazakh outside of the classroom 

(Aitken, 2012).   

Fishman (1991:371) says that assigning the task of improving a mother 

tongue status to schools is somewhat unique and equally mistaken, thus 

pointing to the importance of the role of parents and the community: “Without 

considerable and repeated societal reinforcement schools cannot successfully 

teach either first or second languages, furthermore, where such reinforcement is 

plentifully available, languages are required and retained even if they are not 

taught in school.” (Fishman, 1991:371). 
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3.2. Language Shift and Reversing the Language Shift in Kazakhstan 
 
 
 

Language shift is typically attributed to such causes as migration, 

industrialization, urbanization, educational and other government pressures, 

decline in speaker population, and changes in language prestige (Fasold, 2006). 

Due to the fact that Kazakh was the only titular language among the former 

Soviet countries to be a minority language on its own former territory, Russian 

became the language of prestige since it is the language of the government and 

education, and the language that opened doors to many opportunities, including 

higher education and jobs.  Parents intentionally chose to teach their children 

Russian as their first language even at the expense of their native languages.   

However, there had always been a part of the population with strong ethnic or 

national identity who either did not have an opportunity to take advantage of 

learning the Russian language (people living in remote locations, for example) or 

who otherwise resisted the assimilation (Russification) processes. Movements to 

reverse the Kazakh language shift started at the beginning of the 1980s, with an 

indigenization-revitalization program “Atameken” that included extensive use of 

the Kazakh language and promotion of Kazakh national history, culture (Lee, 

2004). The focus was made on increasing the number of Kazakh schools. As a 

result, the number of students attending Kazakh schools increased by ten 

percent during 1990-1994, while the number of students attending Russian 

schools decreased by eight percent (Fierman, 2006). As a result, in higher 
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education, Kazakh became a language of instruction and the use of Russian 

significantly decreased.   

Throughout Kazakhstani history, the demographic facts reveal that the 

ethnic majority Kazakhs inhabited the rural regions. For instance, during the 

Soviet era urban ethnic Kazakhs constituted from 20-26 percent of the overall 

population of Kazakhstan (Fierman, 2009). Meanwhile, voluntary and 

involuntary immigrants (Fishman, 1991:57) contributed to the growth of the 

urban non–Kazakh population, as a result of which Kazakhstan experienced a 

large scale language shift from Kazakh to Russian. In 1991, ninety percent of the 

overall population were literate in Russian (Fierman 2006, cited by Fierman, 

2009).  Despite the difficulties language planning officials are experiencing in 

reversing the language shift, there have been naturally occuring demographic 

and social changes contributing to Kazakh language maintenance and 

development (Fireman 2005). The massive outward migration of Russian 

speakers to CIS countries (Commonwealth of Independent States, whose 

participating countries are former Soviet republics) after the fall of the USSR has 

drastically decreased the number of Russian preschools. In return, the number 

of children attending Kazakh pre-schools has significantly grown. The impact of 

this demographic shift in the number of Kazakh speakers can be seen in a variety 

of social situations. 

The government has made enormous efforts to strengthen the power of the 

Kazakh language (and, planned or otherwise, lower the status of Russian) since 

Kazakhstan declared independence in 1991.On the other hand, oddly enough, 



Dotton 42 

 

though, the state government has spearheaded a number of new laws to boost 

economic and cultural relations with Russia, including an open border and tax 

free customs regulations. The Kazakh-Russian relationship is dynamic in not 

just economic terms, but historical, social, cultural terms as well.  

Unsurprisingly, Russian continues to be a language of priority at this point in 

Kazakhstan’s modern history. The impact of prevalent use of the Russian 

language can be explained through the framework of language as a problem, as 

a right, and a as a resource by Richard Ruiz (1984). For instance, a very strong 

assimilationist language policies of the Soviet Union have forced ethnic Kazakhs 

and other minorities to give up their language and culture in order to become 

Russian speakers, and have an access to quality education and labor. The new 

language reforms promote learning Kazakh, re-gaining cultural heritage, but, at 

the same time, it is very difficult to be successful in achieving higher education 

and building a successful career without the necessary skills of the Russian 

language.   
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Chapter 4: Language Modernization: The Shift from Cyrillic to Latin in 

Modern, Multicultural, Multiethnic, and Multilingual Kazakhstan  

 

In this section I present a case study and analysis of corpus planning and 

its effects on language modernization in Kazakhstan through the proposed shift 

in script, from Cyrillic to Latin, by 2025,  and close textual analysis of primary 

recourses-documents, and historical archives and contemporary government 

issued documents related to language situation; systematic interpretation of 

primary resources thorough theoretical framework by Richard Ruiz (1984) 

language as a problem, language as a right, and language as resource.  I detail 

the proposed shift, citing the reasons for the shift, the role and practice of 

language reform documentation in Kazakhstan, as well as the effect that the use 

of a given script has on other minority languages in a multilingual society like 

Kazakhstan.  

This chapter also provides examples and discussion about the issues 

related to Kazakh Cyrillic and Romanized Turkic languages, particularly the 

bearing these written forms have on the development of Kazakh modern era and 

the extent to which this policy may have an impact on schooling and 

modernization efforts for Kazakhstani nation-building efforts. 

The data presented here were collected in the field in the form of interviews 

by the researcher with language experts and officials from the Southern 

Kazakhstan Department of Education, and analysis of these opinions, as well as 

an analysis of public opinion regarding the shift to the Latin alphabet through 
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interviews by the researcher with friends and acquaintances who work in 

multiple levels of society in Kazakhstan. This analysis concludes with a 

discussion of the linguistic divide and public opinion and criticism with regards 

to “modernization” through Latinized Kazakh. Finally, the chapter closes with a 

discussion of the analysis and the state of implementation for the planned 

orthography shift.  

 

4.1. Methods 

 

This study of language modernization is an attempt to define linguistic, 

literary, and social conditions and challenges, especially in the remote areas. 

The research was conducted in the southern region of my home country, 

Kazakhstan. The reason I decided to conduct research in this region is because 

my personal experience of learning and using the languages that are spoken in 

Kazakhstan was quite different in the southern region than in other parts of 

Kazakhstan.  I grew up in a village that was populated mostly with ethnic 

Kazakh, with the exception of my own family. Thus, the Russian language did 

not play a role in the daily communication in my family or outside of school 

life. We each had a great desire to learn and speak Russian.     

The research consisted of two distinct stages. The first phase consisted of 

interviewing consented informants who were involved in implementing 

language policies, specifically about the planned switch from the Cyrillic 

alphabet to the Latin one.  The second phase consisted of interviewing friends 
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and acquaintances about the possible impact of the alphabet shift on their 

daily work, school and social experiences.  In addition, the data collection 

consisted of government documents, local newspaper, online news articles 

(http://www.onlinenewspapers.com/kazakhst.htm) and audio recordings of 

language specialists, school directors and teachers. The full version of the 

Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan and other government issued 

documents were obtained through the website WWW.zakon.kz , and at the 

public libraries in the cities of South Kazakhstan.  

It was reasonable for me to communicate with officials in this city where 

I am familiar with local libraries and educational institutions.  I had access to 

the online resources of the public libraries, and the library, open to the public, 

of the Kazakh -Turkish International University, by which I was employed 

1996-2004, and the University South.  All the library information desk clerks, 

and reception desks were briefed on the study to ensure that they are aware of 

the goals of the research and the resources and documentation needed for the 

research. They were told that if a person was to be directly involved in the data 

collection or analysis processes that their specific roles would be discussed 

beforehand. 

The following questions were asked of the consented informants who are 

involved in the implementation of the language policies: 

• How is the planned shift perceived by the educators of the South 
Kazakhstan Region? 

• Who is responsible for implementing new policies on languages? 
• Have they started to study the pros and cons of using the Latin alphabet 

in Kazakhstan? 
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• How will the planned shift contribute to the popularity of the Kazakh 
language?  

• What work is being done to start preparatory work to transit to the Latin 
alphabet? 

• What might be the biggest challenges in fulfilling this project? 
 
 Friends and acquaintances were asked a similar set of the questions: 
 
• What are your thoughts about the planned shift from the Cyrillic 

alphabet to the Latin alphabet? 
• What language do you use primarily for communication at your work?  

 
• What impact might switching from the Cyrillic to the Latin alphabet  

have on your everyday routines related to the use of the written 
language, such as reading books, magazines, and television? 

• In your opinion, how will the Kazakh language benefit from this 
transition? 

 

 

In order to maintain respondent confidentiality, the names of the places 

and participants were replaced by pseudonyms. When obtaining informed 

consent at the beginning of the study the participants were promised that none 

of the quotations used in the data analysis would make them recognizable. 

They were contacted via emails and phone calls to arrange interviews. 

Interviews, approximately an hour in length, were conducted with the head of 

the regional and Ainabulak district department of education, with the director 

of the “Samal” secondary school, and with two teachers at the schools “Samal” 

and “Zhambyl.”   

I also included the possibility of interviewing two or three friends and 

acquaintances to receive their general feedback on the alphabet change at work 

and in social settings. To complete the research, 15 people were consented to 

be interviewed for this study. As seen in the table below, despite the interest 
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shown in participating in the research, only eight out of fifteen informants were 

interviewed due to their busy schedules.     

Table 1: Research Participants  

 
 

4.1.1. Data Analysis 
 

The analysis of the data of the research on  modernization is based on the 

results of an extensive review of 1) official documents related to language policies; 

2) on-line/magazine/newspaper and scholarly articles on Kazakh history, 

 
Name Occupation 

Languages 
Gender 

Age 
Range 

First Everyday 

1 Baqyt Head of the 
Ainabulaq District 
Department of 
Education   

 
Kazakh 

Russian   
Kazakh 

male 50-60 

2 Erzhan “Samal” School 
Director 

Kazakh Russian   
Kazakh 

male 50-60 

3 Gulsim Ainabulaq District 
Department of 
Education worker 

Kazakh Russian   
Kazakh 

female 45-55 

4 Saule “Zhambyl”  School 
teacher 

Kazakh Russian female 25-30 

5 Maria  Physician Kazakh Russian female 50-55 

6 Aisulu  Public worker Kazkah Russian female 50-55 

7 Marzhan “Samal”  School 
teacher 

Kazakh Russian female 55-60 

8 (Relative) Public worker Kazakh Russian male 60-65 
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culture, language, education, and politics; 3) interviews with the officials of the 

educational departments, schools and language specialists, and acquaintances.  

The data was analyzed by transcribing audio recordings of the interviews 

and by applying close textual analysis of primary documents, historical 

archives and contemporary government issued documents related to the 

language situation. Systematic interpretation was conducted on the primary 

resources thorough theoretical frameworks, including language as a problem, 

language as a right, and language as resource (Ruiz, 1984). 

 

4.2. President Nursultan Nazarbayev’s Official Announcement of the 

Planned Shift 

 
Despite the long history of interaction with Russia and the Russian language, 

Kazakhstan has moved towards the removal of the Russian Cyrillic alphabet for 

Kazakh in favor of the more ‘international’ Latin alphabet.   

On January 11, 2013, at the meeting of the senate, the president 

announced a planned shift from Cyrillic to the Latin alphabet for Kazakh. The 

president emphasized that the forthcoming transition of the language to the 

Latin alphabet would have a substantial and positive impact on Kazakh 

culture.  

4.2.1. Attitudes Towards the Alphabet Shift 
 

This proposed shift has led some to argue that Latinization may halt the 

reverse shift of Russian to Kazakh. In other words, despite the efforts to 
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increase the number of Kazakh schools and raise the status of the Kazakh 

language in modern society, parents might prefer to send their children back 

to Russian-only schools. This type of shift in the face of orthographic reform is 

not unprecedented, as this was the trend that took place in Uzbekistan during 

that country’s experience with orthographic reform (Kulzhanova, 2014). 

 Nevertheless, in Kazakhstan’s case, the country has made its proactive 

philosophy and ambition very well known; it is a country with a very concrete 

and determined goal of obtaining and maintaining a certain degree of prestige on 

the global economic stage. This is particularly obvious in regards to Kazakhstan’s 

continued interested in establishing humanitarian and cultural contacts with a 

number of European and Western foreign countries. To achieve these ambitious 

goals, President Nursultan Nazarbayev and his administration have invested 

particular interest in conversion of the national orthography for Kazakh from 

Cyrillic to Latin by the year 2025.  

Kazakhstan has shared close political, cultural and economic ties with 

Russia for centuries. In fact, unlike the other Central Asian nations, for example 

Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan’s relationship with Russia dates back 

to the eighteenth century. In the modern era, these ties are being strengthened 

with the leaders of Kazakhstan, in particular President Nursultan Nazabayev, 

who have been expanding and strengthening diplomatic and economic relations 

with Russia in the form of the Eurasian Customs Union between Russia, Belarus 

and Kazakhstan. In addition to this trade union, President Nazarbayev is also 

credited with fostering Kazakhstani involvement in numerous international 



Dotton 50 

 

organizations, such as the chairmanship of the Organization for Security and 

Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) in 2010, the Organization of Islamic Conference 

(OIC), and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), of which Kazakhstan 

is a founding member.  

Kazakhstan, in addition, acts as a partner in Operation Enduring Freedom 

with the international coalition “of the willing” in Afghanistan; it will act as the 

host of the 2017 World Expo for renewable energy; and it has proposed candidate 

cities for multiple world-wide sporting events, including the Asian Winter Games, 

and Almaty as a candidate city for the 2022 Olympics (Aitken 2009:205). 

Nursultan Nazarbayev strongly believes that for further development of political 

and economic leadership, for growth in international recognition, and in order to 

become one of the ten top oil producing countries in the world, modernization of 

the Kazakh language orthography appears to be pivotal.  

4.2.2. The Trinity of Languages Policy 
 

As Kazakhstan proved itself to be a respected partner in the field of 

diplomacy and in international relations with not only the countries of the 

former Soviet Union, but also with the United States and Europe, the 

government is making tremendous efforts to boost the role of English in 

Kazakhstan. Fishman (1968:492) points out that, in a developing nation, 

especially in transition to modernization, local languages are recognized for 

short term purposes, while acquisition of a foreign language seems to be of 

greater importance. 
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 President Nursultan Nazarbayev proposed a new project named the 

“Trinity of Languages” (Aitken, 2012) to make  the country trilingual. in the 

state language of Kazakh, in Russian, "the language of inter-ethnic 

communication," and in English, "the language of successful integration into 

the global economy." Nazarbayev’s strong message at the solemn meeting to 

celebrate the twenty-first anniversary of Kazakhstan’s independence can be 

viewed as reflecting his ambitious goals of being on the way to pose real 

sociocultural, even political, challenges. "The main criterion of success in 

education reform is achieving a level whereby any citizen of our country can, 

after receiving an education and qualification, become a specialist in demand 

in any country in the world," said the president (year). 

In order to implement language policies, educational reforms with a 

gradual transition to a Western style of education system have begun. The 

country started building schools and universities in accordance with the high 

standards of modern education in all its aspects (Cummings, 2005, 2009). 

However, only big cities and the capital, Astana, have given birth to the 

Nazarbayev New University Kazakhstan Institute of Management, Economics 

and Strategic Research (KIMEP in Almaty), which have attracted scholars from 

well-known universities from around the world by using instruction in English. 

New educational initiatives are also the result of the Intellectual Schools 

Network (NIS), the purpose of which is to achieve academic excellence in 

Kazakh, English, and Russian, with emphasis in math and science.   
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There also seems to be a great amount of concern about ethnic Kazakhs’ 

role in the ‘Trinity of Languages” (Aitken, 2012) policy. There is no doubt that 

English is being manipulated as a social resource (Eastman, 1983:29) to 

achieve the ambitious goals of the government. In his interview with Lillis 

(2007), Professor Soltys of KIMEP, stressed that Nazarbayev, "a pragmatic, 

technocratic leader," contends that Kazakhstan’s elite has a stake in making 

sure such a bid succeeds. "Kazakhstan or the people around Nazarbayev want 

to enter the global market because they control oil," he said. "It’s the personal 

preferences of the executive-dominated elite that motivates the policy of the 

country – the right policy for perhaps not the right reason."  

4.3. Language Reform Documents    
 

To gather and study the possible government issued documents related to 

language policies, I visited www.zakon.kz and http://www.nlrk.kz/, the website 

of the National Library of the Republic of Kazakhstan. The website provides an 

electronic delivery service for the requested documents at edd@nlrk.kz 

The documents related to the specifics of the legal framework for the 

adoption of Kazakh as a state language, as well as the status and effects of the 

1997 Language Law, have been well reviewed and studied by a number of Kazakh 

scholars (Beisenova 2013; Kulzhanova, 2014; Smagulova, 2008, 2006;). 

 The close analysis of the documentation related to the language reforms 

in this research considers the motivations and planned effects of concentrating 

efforts on developing Kazakh as a fully functional state language. Within the 
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scope of this study, we provide a close analysis of the principal two primary 

source documents, namely, the Law on Languages dated July 11, 1997, Article 

7, n 151, which granted the Kazakh language the status of the State Language, 

and the most recent edition of the State Program of Development and Functional 

Use for the Languages in the Republic of Kazakhstan for the years 2011-2020. 

While the opinions and interpretation in this data presented by Beisenova (2013) 

and Kulzhanova (2014) are considered as well as an examination of these legal 

documents on the legal status of individual languages with regard to the 

proposed development of the State Language and other minority languages, our 

central focus remains on the shift from Cyrillic into Latin. 

I begin this section with a description and analysis of the Language Law 

of 1997 and the developments that are conferred upon the languages following 

the Framework of Development and Use for Languages in the Republic of 

Kazakhstan for the Years 2011-2020. In particular, I make note of the rights 

conferred upon citizens of Kazakhstan with regards to education in, and 

preservation of, their “native languages.” Furthermore, the intended goals of the 

program and the timeline for these goals to be achieved are compared closely to 

provide a baseline for the status of the shift from Cyrillic into Latin. We present 

here brief discussion of the intended goals of both documents and the current 

state of legislation that enacts the proposed language policy.  

Law No. 151-I, “On Languages in the Republic of Kazakhstan,” enacted 

July 11, 1997, (before and hereafter referred to as “The Language Law of 1997”) 
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gave unilateral official status to the Kazakh language as the state language. 

However, in Article 5 of the same document, Russian is also given equal legal 

standing, stating that Russian shall be officially used in administrative and local 

government. While the law establishes many of the legal precedents for the status 

of Kazakh as the official state language, it is important to note that, functionally, 

there is no exclusivity in the language of the law. For example, in many sections 

pertaining to the language used in Armed-Forces, Legal Proceedings, 

Transactions, and Bureaucracy, the law stipulates the right for each citizen to 

conduct him or herself in Russian or “other languages, if necessary.” The much 

more important function, then, of this law, is not to establish Kazakh as the sole 

language in which governmental and bureaucratic activities will be carried out. 

Rather, it is the governmental and regulatory bodies that are made responsible 

for the creation and regulation of materials printed in a given language. In the 

law, “local” and “regional” bodies are given responsibility for the development, 

conduct, maintenance and proposal of linguistic materials. Given this fact, as 

well as the relative legal leniency with respect to the language that may be used 

in a variety of situations, the question of official language becomes a question of 

functional language. In a nation such as Kazakhstan, where, according to the 

most recent census data, the concentration of given ethnic groups may vary 

dramatically, the use of Russian over Kazakh becomes one of demographics and 

the geography of population dispersal. It is for this reason that the shift from 

Cyrillic to Latin is interpreted as a potentially divisive move on the part of the 

government. Furthermore, the demographic divide across the country is a 
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principal factor that motivates the focus of our case study in the Southern 

Kazakhstan Oblast.’ As this is the region of the country that is most solidly 

Kazakh-speaking, the effects of the earlier shift from Latin to Cyrillic will have 

its most far-reaching and immediate effect here.  

4.3.1. State Program of Development and Promotion of the Languages in 
Kazakhstan for 2011-2020 

 

The first goal of this section is to provide an analysis and dissection of the 

third State Program of Development and Promotion of the Languages in 

Kazakhstan for 2011-2020.  A close reading of the language of the Program 

reveals a number of underlying assumptions and (likely deliberate) ambiguities 

in the phrasing of the law.  

It may be worth taking a moment to turn our attention to the possibly 

deliberate stipulations and the specific goals of the program by taking a close 

look at the language in the original Kazakh. The goal of the program is laid out 

in the first page, in which the “responsibilities” and “obligations” of the proposed 

program indicate that there is a significant difference in framing: 

 
“Қазақстанда тұратын барлық этностардың тiлдерiн сақтай отырып, 
ұлт бiрлiгiн нығайтудың аса маңызды факторы ретiнде мемлекеттiк 
тiлдiң кең ауқымды қолданысын қамтамасыз ететiн үйлесiмдi тiл 
саясаты" 
(http://online.zakon.kz/Document/?doc_id=31024348) 

 
 

“A harmonious language policy of promoting the use of the state language 
as a main factor of strengthening the unity of the nation while preserving 
the languages of all the ethnicities living in Kazakhstan” 
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Of particular interest is the use of the word ‘ult’ in the sentence regarding the 

“unity of the nation” in Kazakh, ұлт, ‘ult’ unambiguously refers to Kazakh 

ethnicity. Therefore, a close-reader of this clause in the program is left to wonder 

which precise audience is the promotion of the language for?  Does it plan to 

strengthen and unite the Kazakh (ethnic) people or does it, more so as the public 

is lead to believe, lead to solidifying and strengthening the unity of the 

Kazakhstani people? The phrasing of this aspect of the program shows that the 

impact of the responsibility falls upon Russian-speaking ethnic Kazakhs to come 

together with monolingual speaking Kazakhs to work in the interest of the unity 

of the ‘ult’. The other ethnic minorities of Kazakhstan facing similar language 

issues, therefore, are not required to learn Kazakh in the same way. The 

constitution additionally grants those ethnic minorities the right to use either 

Russian or their own native languages.  

The program continues to expound on the “responsibilities” or 

“requirements” that it intends to carry out: 

 

Мемлекеттiк тiлдi оқытудың әдiснамасын жетiлдiру және стандарттау-
improve methods of teaching 
мемлекеттiк тiлдi оқытудың инфрақұрылымын дамыту-to improve the 
infrastructure for teaching (Kazakh) 
мемлекеттiк тiлдi оқыту процесiн ынталандыру-motivate the process of 
teaching of the national language 
мемлекеттiк тiлдi қолданудың мәртебесiн арттыру-to raise the  prestige 
of the use of Kazakh  
мемлекеттiк тiлге сұранысты арттыру-to raise the demand for the 
national language   
қазақ тiлiнiң лексикалық қорын жетiлдiру және жүйелеу-to enrich and 
systematize the lexical fund of the Kazakh language  
тiл мәдениетiн жетiлдiру-to develop the culture of the language 
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коммуникативтiк-тiлдiк кеңiстiктегi орыс тiлiнiң қызмет етуi- in the 
communicative –language space the function of the Russian language 
Қазақстандағы тiлдiк әралуандықты сақтау 
ағылшын және басқа да шет тiлдерiн оқып-үйрену –learn English and 
other foreign languages 

 
 
From these passages we determine that the organizational framework of the 

program is one that is geared towards a focus on the needs of the Kazakh ‘ult.’ 

However, as mentioned above, the constitutional rights available to citizens of 

Kazakhstan permit them to conduct themselves in society in a language of their 

choice, even Russian. The issue of an ambiguously defined audience in terms of 

nationality is further made apparent when taking the statements of President 

Nazarbayev into consideration:  

Мемлекет басшысы Н.Ә.Назарбаев: «Бiз барша 
қазақстандықтарды бiрiктiрудiң басты факторы болып табылатын 
қазақ тiлiнiң одан әрi дамуы үшiн барлық күш-жiгерiмiздi салуымыз 
керек. Сонымен бiрге елiмiзде тұратын барлық халықтардың өкiлдерi 
ана тiлдерiнде еркiн сөйлей, оқи алуына, оны дамытуға қолайлы 
жағдай тудыру қажет» деп атап көрсеткен болатын. 

 
The head of state, President Nursultan Nazarbayev, states: “We must 
direct all of our concentration and energy into the development of the 
Kazakh language which is a main factor for uniting all the Kazakhstanis. 
The development of the Kazakh language is the key to providing a platform 
for all nationalities of Kazakhstan to develop their own language. From 
this effort, all representative of nationalities that live together in our 
country must come together to develop the conditions in which they will 
be able to freely speak, read and develop their own mother tongues.”  
(http://www.inform.kz/ru/ukazom-prezidenta-rk-utverzhdena-
gosudarstvennaya-programma-razvitiya-obrazovaniya-respubliki-
kazahstan-na-2011-2020-gody_a2331530) 
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The use of the term барша қазақстандықтарды ‘all Kazakhstanis’ is quite 

striking, and contradictory, to the previous language referring to ‘ult’. Quite 

unlike the term ‘ult,’ qazaqstandyqtar is very much an inclusive concept; 

namely, it refers to anyone who holds citizenship or permanently resides in 

Kazakhstan. Therefore, the reader is left confused as to what the intended goal 

of the Program is in terms of who is obligated to have a mastery of Kazakh. 

 Furthermore, with these contradictory and confusing goals in mind, we 

are not left more convinced that a shift from Cyrillic to Latin will, in any way, 

lead to more unity, among either Kazakhs or other ethnic groups. The program 

does not mention the shift from Cyrillic to Latin at all. While this is likely due to 

judicial or legislative oversight, the shift from Cyrillic to Latin has practical 

consequences for the implementation of the program, wherein literacy and 

proficiency in the “national language” is continually stressed.  

“Қазақ жазуын одан әрi жетiлдiру сауаттылықты арттыруға 
бағытталған конкурстық iс-шаралар кешенiн ұйымдастыру және 
өткiзу арқылы iске асырылатын болады. Сонымен бiрге мемлекеттiк тiл 
мәселесiмен айналысатын мерзiмдi баспа басылымдарын мемлекет 
тарапынан қолдау талап етiледi.” 

 
“Further development of the written form of the Kazakh language will be 
achieved by setting and carrying out competitive measures aimed at 
improving literacy. In addition, government support for published 
materials related to the language issues will be required.”  

 
This is the only concrete proposal for literacy in the Kazakh language that 

could be found in the body of the proposal. This condition, therefore, lays the 

groundwork for the education of adult citizens in the language, yet makes no 

actual reference to the orthography. Rather than being a centerpiece of 
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modernization and unification, it appears the orthography is more of an 

afterthought to the implementation of this program. 

 In consideration of the opinions regarding the divisive nature of the shift, 

it would seem that the Language Program, rather than the orthography, presents 

a much more contradictory and confusing model.    

Those are the concerns for the dimensions of the language planning that 

might have negative effects on revitalizing Kazakh, consequently there might 

be a threat to national unity (Ruiz, 1990; Haugen, 1966; Jernudd & Gupta, 

1971).  

The second goal of this section is to provide an overview of the work that 

has been done since the 2001-2010 draft of the program. This is done in order 

to look at the effectiveness as well as the tone of presentation of demographic 

data (i.e., the amount of materials and media available in the Kazakh language). 

In particular, I consider the reported figures regarding the amount of schooling 

available at the time of the third draft of the program (i.e., leading up to 2011) 

and data in the present. Additionally, I will discuss the types of materials, the 

medium of instruction and the reported number of people who are speaking 

Kazakh. Finally, this section looks at how much work has been and is being done 

with regard to the orthographic shift from Cyrillic to Latin.  

  Perhaps the most surprising claim in the program is the goal for speakers 

in 2020, by which time 100 percent of students in Kazakhstan will be projected 

to have a B1 mastery of Kazakh. This claim is highly unlikely, as it does not 

include, nor even discuss, the likelihood that students who graduate from 
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schools where the primary language of instruction is Russian will have little use 

for, or training in, the Kazakh language. It is further surprising when this 

statistic is put into context. According to the program, the amount of students 

that are expected to be performing at this level by the year 2014 is only at 20 

percent. This figure rises later to 60 percent as a goal for the year 2017. The only 

way that this would be feasible would be the complete replacement of all Russian 

schools with Kazakh ones. As this is not likely to occur, the notion that 100 

percent of students in Kazakhstan will graduate with a B1 mastery of the 

language is highly improbable.  

      A second factor to consider is the role that the instruction of foreign 

languages takes in the program. While it is mentioned multiple times in both the 

recent Language Law of 1997, the Constitutional Rights of Kazakhstani citizens 

with respect to language use, as well as in the introduction of this program, that 

each citizen is entitled to both received schooling in and develop their own native 

language, the goals of the program list only competency in Russian and English. 

It is stated that, by 2020, they project that 20 percent of students graduating 

will have “mastery” of English. If this truly an expected goal, it should be born in 

mind that this figure will only be able to be achieved by the most privileged 

members of society, who, as in many other countries in the former USSR, can 

afford the tuition for schools that can support their educational credentials. In 

her talk about “Medium of Instruction, Literacy and Educational Equity: Survey 

of Almaty High School Students,” presented at the 11th Language and 

Development Conference, which took place in New Delhi, December 15, 2015, 
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Juldyz Smagulova (British Council India 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_dmJ5OwOb8A)  stressed the systematic 

imbalance in educational opportunities and access to learning resources 

between students of Kazakh and Russian-medium schools, and the problems 

the educational system is dealing outside the schools, such as socio-economic 

differences between students.     

The majority of schools in Kazakhstan, as illustrated thus far, have enough 

of a challenging time finding equilibrium with respect to Kazakh and Russian, 

which, unlike English, are languages with which every Kazakhstani citizen, at 

some point in time, has come into contact. While it does not specifically refer to 

the policy of orthographic change, we consider here that the plan to develop the 

level of fluency in English for students in Kazakhstan to be correspondent with 

the plan to switch from Cyrillic to Latin. For many people, knowledge of English 

will entail the learning of the Latin alphabet. The majority interviewed in this 

study about current trends in the country believe that the country will be ready 

for the switch from Cyrillic to Latin by introducing comprehensive English 

education; that is, for many Kazakhstanis, the switch from Cyrillic to Latin must 

first be preceded by an increase in competency in English.  

4.4. Public Opinion and Criticism  
 
 

Keeping in mind concerns about further pushing Kazakh and Russian 

apart in terms of sociolinguistic identity, the question of the alphabet and 

orthography has arisen.   
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“Certain people claim to have seen evidence of a shift in Kazakhstan’s 

geopolitical interests. This claim is baseless and there exists nothing of the 

sort. Allow me to set the record straight. The change to the Latin script is 

an internally driven need for the development and modernization of the 

Kazakh language. One shouldn’t look for a black cat in a dark room, so to 

speak, especially if there never has been one there. I’ll remind you, that 

from the 1920s to the 1940s, the Kazakhstan language already was using 

the Latin alphabet. The national languages were also in Latin. The national 

languages of 3 out of the 15 constituent republics of the former USSR were 

also written in the Latin script, from the inception of the Soviet Union to the 

very moment of its collapse,” said Nursultan Nazarbayev during his State of 

the Nation address in 2011.  

Nazarbayev has also emphasized that the pending shift to the Latin script 

for Kazakh will have a tremendous impact on the development and growth of 

national culture. He sees this process as one that must be well prepared for and 

carried out with great attention and oversight. The president of the country 

recognizes that the use of Cyrillic in the creation of a written form of Kazakh 

instrumental in documenting literary and scientific works. While the inception 

of a national writing system for the Kazakh language was instrumental in 

providing the language with the tools it needed to become documented, 

Nazarbayev’s claim remains particularly geared towards playing on nationalistic 

and ethnic ties. He notes that it is paramount to maintain the connection 

between the past and the present generations of Kazakh speakers, even in the 
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face of modernization efforts.  The necessity for a national committee to provide 

oversight throughout this process of transition is heavily emphasized in public 

speeches.  

Despite the president’s very public commitment to maintaining the 

connection between the generations of written Kazakh, the general public 

opinion on the benefits of the switch is divided and this division is largely a 

linguistic one (Kulzhanova, 2014).  

  Subsequent newspaper reports on the project claim the following reasons 

for the need to switch from Cyrillic to Latin:  

"Switching the Kazakh alphabet to Latin means for Kazakhs changing the Soviet 

(colonial) identity, which still largely dominates the national consciousness, to a 

sovereign (Kazakh) identity," the report stated (Isa, 2014;   

www.qazaquni.kz/2013/02/19/15223.html ). 

Among the many arguments in favor of switching the Kazakh alphabet to Latin, 

boosting the national identity of the Kazakh people is the main and decisive one. 

Kazinform (www.kazinform.kz ), the state news agency, has already set a 

precedent for the use of Latin for Kazakh: it offers a newswire using both the 

Latin and Cyrillic alphabets for the Kazakh language, with the Latin version 

aimed at non-Russian-speaking ethnic Kazakhs in countries such as China, 

Mongolia and Iran.  (www.kazinform.kz/qaz ). 

This explanation for the use of Latin keeps to the party line, assuming 

that the Latin alphabet is required to bring the Kazakh language into 
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communities beyond its own sovereign borders. However, even a moment of 

consideration of this fact would still not provide evidence for the claim that 

Latin is needed for the modernization of Kazakh, as the predominant scripts 

for Kazakh in China and Iran are an adaptation of the Arabic alphabet and the 

predominant writing system of Mongolian is also a modified Cyrillic-based 

script.  

4.4.1. Public Opinions Based on the Analysis of the Interviews Conducted 
During the Research 
 
 

In this section, I explore the following questions regarding the proposed 

shift from Latin to Cyrillic in Kazakhstan:  

1) What is the reaction of the local population to the proposed shift from 

Cyrillic to Latin? Do they think this will have a far reaching effect in their 

everyday lives, or do they relate to the question of writing systems 

indifferently? To what extent have local government and school officials 

prepared for the shift from Latin to Cyrillic?  

2) How is the shift from Latin to Cyrillic perceived by educators, 

administrators and the local public? Have the pros and cons and the 

administrative costs and benefits been thoroughly studied to prepare for 

the implementation of the Latin script? 

3) How well has the process of the shift been documented and 

implemented?  

While keeping in mind the above listed questions, the guiding research 

question in this study is:  
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How are the language planning polices being implemented in modern  

Kazakhstan?   

My research objectives are twofold. Firstly, I focus on exploring the 

existing methods of the implementation of the planned language reforms, 

especially planning campaigns and legislative documents related to the switch 

from Cyrillic to Latin for the Kazakh language. Secondly, I study the selection 

of the committee that is involved in the Latin Alphabet Shift, and its activities 

to train the working age population, to preserve and transfer the vast body of 

the Kazakh national treasure – literature - as well as the implications of the 

implementations on social, cultural changes. This research reveals the degree 

of concerns among educators, linguists, and other social communities in the 

country. 

In addition to these questions, I also collected data in the form of 

personal interviews with representatives, educators, and administrative 

officials in the Ainabulaq region of the Southern Kazakhstan Oblast. The choice 

of focus in the Southern Kazakhstan Oblast is rooted in the fact that the 

Southern Kazakhstan Oblast is among the most densely populated regions in 

the country with regards to the native Kazakh population. Therefore, unlike 

the case of Almaty or Astana, which are the largest metropolitan areas in 

Kazakhstan, data from the Southern Kazakhstan Oblast offers insight into a 

region of the country that is majority Kazakh speaking. In these interviews, I 

focus principally on the perception of the shift from Cyrillic to Latin and the 
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extent to which educators and the local public believe this shift will be 

beneficial to the modernization and popularization of the Kazakh language. 

The names of the officials involved have either been changed or abbreviated in 

accordance with the wishes of those who were recorded. IRB approval was 

obtained to conduct the interviews. 

4.4.2. Perceptions and Preparedness – Public Opinion 
 
 

The most pressing research question in this data collection, as well as the 

most subjective, was assessing the public’s reaction to the proposed shift from 

Cyrillic into Latin. I consider here both the perception of the shift as well as the 

degree of acceptance of this news by the general public.  

The research data was collected in my home town, Shymkent, by 

approaching the city, district departments of education, village schools (urban 

and village), higher educational institutions, as well as interviews of language 

specialists at the departments of education.   

I interviewed and recorded the head of the regional department of 

education, school directors, teachers, as well as acquaintances, in order to 

discuss the impact of the language planning policies on the efforts and 

activities in secondary schools.  

Today, the number of the schools in the above mentioned region of South 

Kazakhstan has reached 70, of which less than a dozen are Russian schools, 

whereas, previously, there was only one Kazakh school in the center of the 
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region, in the city.  In fact, none of the 100 percent Russian medium schools are 

left in this region, according to the officials of the education department.   

Nevertheless, Russian remains a central subject in the curriculum at these 

schools. When there is a focus on English, they think that this will make the 

shift from Cyrillic to Latin just that much easier. In this sense, it is very much a 

“strike while the iron is hot” mentality, as there has been no such time in the 

past where Russian has been at such a low point in the South Kazakhstan 

Oblast. In his comments the head of the regional department of education said: 

 “We haven’t received any official documents, nor decrees, regarding any 

of this, despite the fact that the word is definitely out and it is being discussed 

on television, in newspapers and so on. What’s really important now is bringing 

the realization that that this shift will happen to the general public. The 

intensified focus on learning English is part of this preparation.”  

The representatives of the educational system of Southern Kazakhstan 

didn’t seem to be concerned with the promotion of English and the issue of 

whether it might affect the development and use of Kazakh just as Russian did. 

A teacher in the 100 percent ethnic Kazakh village school said: 

 “Learning English should not affect, in any way, the learning of the 

Kazakh language for the kids, because, you see, for example, we have at the 

moment a very Russo-centric mentality. We absorbed this type of thinking by 

having learned the Russian language. If we take the Russian alphabet out of 

society, and put the Latin one in, we’ll use the Latin alphabet, of course, and the 

Kazakh way of thinking, the Kazakh way of life, and the Kazakh language will all 
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remain and stay in the place, the way that it is. In other words, it won’t affect 

our Kazakh mentality much, just Russians…. the Kazak language, that survived 

the oppression from the early days of the Russian Empire, through the Soviet 

era, up to now, will never die,” she said.  

Compared to the above opinions, the principal of one of the schools saw 

that the problem was more than just teaching or bringing up the standards for 

English. He stated that 60 percent of the school directors who attended the 

national convention of school directors did not support the shift from Cyrillic to 

Latin. The reason they were opposed appeared to be challenges in having the 

funds for the shift and providing specialists.  He also brought up the continuing    

notion that in Kazakhstan they were supposed to switch from a 10 grade to 12 

grade system. They have already been discussing this change in the system for 

the last ten years. “Ten years! If this has not yet been implemented, then it will 

likely take years to prepare for and carry out a shift from Cyrillic to Latin on a 

national scale,” he said.  

We will have to see the degree to which this kind of approach to language 

learning could ever be successful. Truthfully, while this belief that Russian will 

fall to the wayside in favor of comprehensive English or Kazakh education, it 

largely will depend on the geopolitical relationships between Astana and Moscow 

in the coming years. Despite 22 years of independence from the Soviet Union, 

the major cosmopolitan cities in Kazakhstan, namely Almaty and Astana, 

resoundingly use only Russian in daily life. Kazakh is learned and used by ethnic 

Kazakhs and other citizens with an interest in the language, but the reality of 
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the situation in the current age is that a Russian speaker living in Almaty or 

Astana will be able to navigate life just fine without ever needing to master or 

speak the Kazakh language.  

Although the opinions and criticisms expressed in the interviews varied 

significantly, the majority of interviewees favored promoting Kazakh by 

suppressing Russian, while others found it important to keep Kazakh as a 

language of the home and refocus on Russian in order to receive a quality 

education. An acquaintance of mine, a public office worker, said during the 

interview: “Many are sending their kids back to Russian schools. Russian 

schools have better resources and better prepared teachers. I have two nieces. 

The one who attends a Russian school speaks both Russian and Kazakh well, 

and she possess much higher knowledge overall than the one who attends a 

Kazakh school.” Remarks of this kind can be heard from many parents, the Law 

on Languages   and they have the right to choose the school they want to send 

their children to. The Article 6 in the Law on Languages, dated July 11, 1997, 

Article 7, n 151, based on the Constitution of the Republic Of Kazakhstan states:    

“Each citizen of the Republic of Kazakhstan shall be entitled to use a native 

language, to freely choose the language for communication, upbringing, 

education and creation. The state shall take care of the conditions for study and 

development of the languages of the peoples of Kazakhstan. In the places of close 

settlement of national groups their languages may be used conducting 

activities.”  
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At this point, it is worth mentioning that during its attempt to Romanize 

its alphabet, Uzbekistan faced the same challenges – transfer to Russian medium 

school (Uzman, 2010). Since Russian remains in high demand in Uzbekistan, 

Uzbek parents started sending their children to Russian medium schools, which 

are known for providing a better education. 

 

4.4.3. Evidence of the Natural Shift to Latin 
 
 

According to the analysis of the interviews, we can assume that the most 

shared opinion is that a key solution to the linguistic challenge appears to be the 

acceptance and promotion of the English language to implement language 

reforms. A medical worker in her answer to “what is there being done with 

respect to the proposed shift?” said (who?) “I mean, getting them to understand 

and expect, really, to anticipate the change, that’s the first step. You know, it’s 

possible that … There are tons of names that are just in Kazakh, in Latin, in 

English; it comes up again in things like signs or slogans, writings everywhere.  

 Everybody is learning English.” The photos below could serve as a good 

explanation for the interviewees’ thoughts:  
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Fig. 1. South Kazakhstan, October 2015 

 
Fig.  2. South Kazakhstan, October 2015 
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Fig.  3. South Kazakhstan, October 2015 

 
The photos indicate that, despite there being no official enforcement or legal 

document that has put it into action, the shift from Cyrillic into Latin has already 

begun in the public sphere. We see that, at least in the form of advertisement for 

local business, the use of the Latin script is prominent enough to be used by 

vendors who, in all likelihood, have minimal exposure to the Latin alphabet or 

English. In particular, we see this for businesses as varied as local eateries, on 

bus station placards and in pawn shops.  

     In the case of ASPAN in Fig.1, which in Kazakhstan means “sky” or “heavens,” 

it is presented in the Latin script, with a description of the company in 

English.  It is an obvious choice to use Latin for this type of industry in 
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Kazakhstan, in particular because the use of the Latin script communicates 

modernization, international cooperation and a globally minded approach to 

business. As in many countries and contexts, technological development is 

closely tied to the status of the country as a whole. In this line of thinking, first 

world, highly developed countries naturally produce and work in high-end 

technological development. It is also possible that many young Kazakhs are 

working in such a company. Young Kazakhs are much more likely to have both 

exposure to and familiarity with English and the Latin alphabet than their 

parents, who grew up in the era of cultural and intellectual embargo against 

English language materials in the Soviet Union. Whether this is a deliberate 

attempt to create an air of development or a by-product of a more globally minded 

citizenry is unclear. What is clear is that the use of the Latin script has already 

begun among the common people, whether it is in its fledgling stages or not.  

       Additionally we see multiple uses of the Latin script in the signage 

for Lombard, which was a kind of pawn shop in the former Soviet Union. While 

Lombard (Fig.2,3)  is certainly not in the same tier as a technology company, in 

terms of positioning for forward and international thinking, it is still considered, 

in Russian as well as in Kazakh, a foreign word (since it originated in Italian, for 

the region Lombardia.. The use of Latin in this context is one that points out a 

foreign word. It shows the attempt to modernize and extend the scope of business 

to a more international and outwardly focused market. We again see, in this, the 

active adoption of the Latin script under the guise of modernization, despite there 
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being, hitherto, no publicly available documents or proclamations that require 

or even lay out the shift from Latin to Cyrillic.   

 

4.4.4. Challenges and Possible Misconceptions  
 
 
 Based on the above collections of interviews, there are a few common 

trends that emerge, which form our analysis. Most saliently, all of the 

interviewees agreed that the announcement about the shift from Cyrillic to Latin 

is well known and has been discussed as a future topic of work. The shift will 

happen sometime in the future, but no participant was able to actually name 

any official documents detailing the conditions, needs, support or 

implementation of the shift. 

 Furthermore, all the interviews hold very different opinions about the 

status of Kazakh with respect to Russian. However, all are certain that the 

current administration is front-loading an effort to increase the quality and 

breadth of education in English in order to prepare the younger generation for 

the adoption of the Latin script. Another common trend that emerged in the 

interviews was an indifference to the effect that this shift may have on the ability 

of the public to understand and use Russian. While the exact expression of this 

point of view varied from one extreme, i.e., not caring if one’s children learned to 

speak, read or write in Russian, to borderline indifference, i.e., believing that 

everyone will still use Russian in the public sphere, all interviewees did not seem 

to look at the shift to Kazakh as having any bearing on the status of the Russian 
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language. Quite interestingly, a few of the interviewees expressed their opinion 

in terms of the adoption of the Latin “language” instead of “script”. They had to 

be reminded that the proposed change was not one that involved “the Latin 

language,” as no one in Kazakhstan is suggesting that school children be 

required to learn a new language, rather the shift only involves the adoption of 

Latin orthography for the Kazakh language. Finally, and perhaps the most 

prominent trend found in the comments of the interviewees, was the conviction 

that the progress of the shift was only in its first or fledgling steps. 

All interviewees reported that the people (i.e., the common public) were 

simply “not ready” for the change from Cyrillic to Latin. However, they all had 

very clear opinions regarding the challenges and the pending legal definitiveness 

of the proposed shift. Despite there being no confidence in the preparedness for 

the change from Cyrillic to Latin, all of the interviewees also expressed confidence 

that the shift will come into effect, it will be enacted by administrative powers, 

and it will have an far-reaching effect on society. 

Some people expressed concern about the use of funds for something as 

"cosmetic" as a change in script, claiming that it is excessive. Detractors voiced 

the concern that to begin such an undertaking during a financial crisis would 

mean that the allocation of funds for the change in script would only lead to an 

increase in unemployment.  

The heated debate about the change in scripts has only recently cooled, 

but, nevertheless, particularly in the domain of social media, debates and heated 

discussions about the change in alphabet arise in these contexts. As in the case 
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of many divisive topics, the issue of adopting Latin over Cyrillic repeatedly rears 

its head in the arena of national debate. This not only indicates the complexity 

of the issue at hand, but also that such a change is potentially divisive for a 

multilingual and multiethnic society like Kazakhstan.    

The major goal of the change in official script for Kazakh is the 

popularization and promotion of the use of Kazakh in the public sphere. It was 

considered, from its inception, as a way to ensure that Kazakh would take on 

the role of a modern, international and fully-functional language.  

In principle, the status of the national language occupies a symbolic 

position in the national soul. Just as a national flag, a state coat of arms, or a 

national anthem might serve to represent an array of national symbols, the 

official language also contributes to the expression of a given country's 

independence. In other words, the struggle to recognize and support the Kazakh 

language as the official language is synonymous with the struggle to carve out a 

unique place for Kazakhstan, as a nation, on the world stage. It follows then, 

that a significant part of Kazakh society views the change from Cyrillic to Latin 

as something overwhelmingly positive, having seen within this change the 

proclamation of their own linguistic independence.  

A second part of society, however, sees the change as a massive threat to 

the literary legacy of the Kazakh language, in that a lack of competence in 

reading Cyrillic will cut off the majority of the population from being able to 

access materials that are recorded using the Cyrillic orthography. While on the 

surface this may seem like an unfounded or even irrational fear, it is important 
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to note that the Kazakh language  has a written tradition that dates back only to 

the late nineteenth century. Therefore, any threat that endangers the public's 

ability to interact with Cyrillic-based texts is not only a threat simply against 

works written in the Cyrillic alphabet, but in truth, it would be a threat against 

the entire literary tradition of the Kazakh language as a whole.  

 Although the study of language planning shows that the motives behind 

language planning and language policies are often unclear (O’Callaghan, 2004), 

in the case of Kazakhstan the plan for switching from the Cyrillic alphabet to the 

Latin one seems to have clear goals and objectives:  in particular, to promote the 

country’s integration into the global economy, and to boost its national identity 

by distancing itself away from Russian culture.     

Alas, the increased investment and some positive changes in the attitudes 

towards the language planning policies in implementing this program have not 

yet begun at local work places and educational institutions. In addition, the 

socioeconomic conditions favorable to further strengthening Russian-Kazakh 

ties will, most likely, promote the intensive use of Russian, and allow Russian to 

remain an instrumental language. However, significant changes in the 

curriculum, and providing greater motivation through more meaningful content 

and assessment of learning, may lead learners to productive shift and to arrive 

at proficiency in Kazakh. 

4.4.5. Linguistic Divide 
 

Language planning studies show that modernization leads to a 

tremendous linguistic divide. Fishman (1974:18) states that modernization 
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and development, which are part and parcel of most nationalist ideologies 

underlying language planning, are often felt in the reactions of various groups 

of the speech and writing community. Further, Fishman (ibid) indicates that 

very little attention is devoted to the social, economic and political factors 

related to the process of language policy decision making. Once policy 

decisions have been made, the technical aspect of the language becomes a 

major concern in the target population as well as among the policy makers 

themselves. Since the government has announced its plans to switch from 

Cyrillic to the Latin alphabet, a furious public debate has arisen. A large group 

of intellectuals – including writers, academics and journalists known for their 

vigorous promotion of Kazakh-language interests – have written an open letter 

to the President of the country against the planned change. 

The excerpt below is from a letter (signed by 66 ethnic Kazakhs) to the 

president of the country with concerns regarding the switch; it seems to indicate 

that the switch to the alphabet might be another challenge for preserving 

Kazakhstan’s long-lasting multicultural traditions.   

  «Латын графикасына бүкіл Қазақстан, еліміздегі барлық басылымдар, 

барлық ұлт өкілдері бірлесіп көше ме, жоқ, немесе жалғыз қазақ тілі ғана бет 

бұра ма?» деген сұрақ алдымызды орады. Егер бүкіл республика латынға 

көшуді мақсат тұтса, онда біз бұл ашық хатты жазуға ниеттенбес те едік. 

Латын қарпіне «Мемлекеттік тіл» деген аты бар да заты жоқ жалғыз қазақ тілі 

ғана көшпек. Бұл еліміздің бірлігіне, тұтастығына нұқсан келтірмей ме? »-

дейді ашық хатта” 
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“Is the whole Kazakhstan, all the publications, all minority languages, 

shifting to Latin, or only the Kazakh language?”  A question of this nature has 

crosses our mind. If the entire country moves towards the shift, we wouldn’t 

be raising this issue. If the so-called “state language,” which has a name but 

not indeed, switches by itself, the consequences might lead to a threat to the 

unity of the country.” (Isa, 2013; www.qazaquni.kz/2016/02/19/15223/html) 

While some intellectuals are concerned that the change might damage 

the unity and integrity of the multiethnic population and strengthen the 

linguistic divide in Kazakhstan, others are in favor of the Latin alphabet, a 

convenient way of promoting the country’s integration into today’s high-tech 

world. 

It has been over two decades since the Kazakh language has received the 

legal status of a state language. Nevertheless, Russian still largely dominates 

the national consciousness and remains, overwhelmingly, the language of 

government and everyday life (Fierman, 2006; Smagulova 2006). Thus the 

supporting group views switching the Kazakh orthography to the Latin 

alphabet as a boost to the national identity of the Kazakh people. However, the 

major concern of the linguistic community, which is led by the famous Kazakh 

writer Mukhtar Sakharov, is the fate of nearly two centuries of scholarship on 

(and transcription of) Kazakh folklore and the Kazakh oral and musical poetic 

tradition of the Kazakh language literature and other historical manuscripts 

in Cyrillic, as well as the negative experiences that happened in the attempt to 
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switch to the Latin alphabet in Uzbekistan (Uzman, 2010). The nationalistic 

linguists have fears about the treasury of work written during the Soviet 

period. All literary work – folk tales, poetry, literature, and heroic tales – was 

created and written in Cyrillic. History shows the consequences of the early 

alphabet shift – from Arabic to Cyrillic – as a result of which nearly everything 

written in the Arabic script has been lost or remains inaccessible for the vast 

majority of Kazakhs, and they worry that this too might happen as the 

consequence of the shift from Cyrillic to Latin.   

Although the history of the Kazakh people traces back to the Bronze Age, 

the written form of the Kazakh language was established in the 19th century 

and, assuming that the current plan to replace Cyrillic with Latin goes through, 

this will be the third alphabet change within the last 100 hundred years.  
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Conclusion 

 

According to the summaries given above we can conclude that language 

planning in Kazakhstan is deeply engaged in multiple stages of language 

planning and policies, dealing primarily with corpus, status, and acquisition 

planning. These stages are seen in the form of status planning (i.e., the legal 

enshrining of Kazakh as the state language), language purification (by means of 

systematic replacement of Russian loanwords and constructions with made up   

Kazakh words), and language modernization, with the role of the Kazakh 

language as a symbol for an independent country and society (i.e., national and 

self-identification). Our review of the legal documents pertaining to language 

planning, namely the Language Law of 1997 and the third  DRAFT of the State 

Language Program for Languages in the Republic of Kazakhstan, indicates that 

the legal standing of languages, as well as the rights of the citizens with regards 

to language use, are at times confusing and even contradictory. The imposition 

of the widespread use of Russian in Kazakhstan, as well as the confusing 

semantic terrain of terms such as native language versus native speaker, is a 

breeding ground for nationalistic ideology to conflate language use with 

belonging in the country. Furthermore, Russian and Kazakh, as well as English, 

as languages of instruction and communication in the public sphere, take 

functional priority (Fergusson, 1977) over minority languages, which, as we have 

indicated in our analysis of the Language Law and the State Language Program, 

are supposed to enjoy equal political status with Russian and Kazakh. 



Dotton 82 

 

Additionally, our analysis of these documents revealed a lack of attention to 

orthography and little to no mention of Cyrillic, Latin or otherwise. Rather, the 

framework of these documents aimed at promoting basic communication and 

literary skills in the language of a citizens’ choice. In this vein of discourse, the 

analysis shows that whatever the writing system for the state language may be, 

the ability of students completing schooling in Kazakhstan will be expected to be 

at near 100 percent in the state language, i.e., the Kazakh language. The choice 

of educational instruction in the language of one’s choice, however, appears to 

be an illusion, for, at the very least, members of the Kazakh ethnicity. A close 

look at the documents in question, primarily the Program for Language Use in 

the Republic of Kazakhstan and discourse from the head of the government, 

President Nursultan Nazarbayev himself indicates a mismatch in terminology. 

The president claims that the driving factor for comprehensive education in the 

state language is the unity of the Kazakhstani people (i.e., all citizens of 

Kazakhstan, regardless of ethnicity). However, as discussed above, the Program 

for State Languages in the Republic of Kazakhstan names the principle factor for 

comprehensive education to be the unification of the ult, which, as indicated in 

the chapter above, unambiguously refers to Kazakh ethnicity and only Kazakh 

ethnicity. These terms, therefore, are not only confusing, but also contradictory, 

as the Program for State Languages in the Republic of Kazakhstan adopts a pro-

Kazakh, nationalistic approach, while the president maintains that all work done 

on the development of Kazakh is done in the interest of interethnic and 

Kazakhstani unity. According to the President himself, the movement to reform 
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the Kazakh orthography from Cyrillic to Latin will modernize and support 

Kazakh. Whether this is capitulation to nationalistic goals or an example of 

Nazarbayev playing both sides of the issue cannot be conclusively decided. The 

accounts discussed in our case study further illustrate a lingering sense of need 

to prepare the people for the shift from Cyrillic to Latin. In all accounts detailed 

in the interviews from our case study, nothing concrete has been done in the 

way of preparing the country for the pending shift from Cyrillic to Latin for the 

Kazakh language. 

 Despite the lack of concrete legal documents on the topic of the shift in 

orthography, the general public is aware that the change from Cyrillic to Latin is 

being discussed. Furthermore, both educators and the general public believe 

that the best way to prepare for the shift is to increase efforts in teaching and 

learning English. English, rather than the development of materials for the 

acquisition and use of a Latin alphabet based Kazakh literary standard, is seen 

to be the solution. This being said, even the most perfunctory look at 

advertisements and signage in modern South Kazakhstan, the most densely 

Kazakh-speaking region of the country, is full of examples of businesses using 

the Latin script in an attempt to appear modern and forward thinking. From this 

we have drawn several conclusions, the discussion of which we present here. We 

begin with a retrospective look at the concept of nation and internationalism in 

the Soviet era.  

Internacionalizm, Internacional’nyj and internacional’nost’, and, in truth, 

any concept in the Russian language that uses the borrowed word international, 
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is, by all accounts, a false friend. In the Soviet period, it was not a term that 

called for a movement that extends between countries, i.e., the Soviet Union and 

beyond. Rather, it was a concept that called for interethnic communication, 

cooperation and cultural exchange within the Soviet Union alone. In Russian, 

terms such as mezhdunarodnyj (literally ‘in between people’) is more apt to 

express the English concept of international. However, for the Soviet Union, 

anything having to do with peoples, cultures and concepts outside of their own 

borders is better captured by inostrannyj (‘foreign’). It was not possible, then, to 

be both internacional’nyj and inostranyj at the same time. The goal of 

internationalism in the Soviet Union was rooted in an attempt to support and 

develop ethnic minorities and the tool for this was, unquestionably, the Russian 

language.  

The Soviet Union, being a massive, multiethnic state could only hope to 

unite peoples as sharply different as, say, ethnic Estonians and ethnic Kazakhs, 

by the use of a common language. However, the teaching/learning/use of this 

common language required a common cultural understanding. Therefore, rather 

than having Estonians, Latvians, Georgians, Kazakhs, Uzbeks, Ukrainians and 

Russians (and others) communicate with one another as Estonians, Latvians, 

Georgians, etc., simply by using a shared tongue, the design of the Soviet 

language policy was to bring these people together as a group of ethnicities that 

also shared a common cultural point of view (c.f homo sovieticus, the new Soviet 

man). As discussed earlier, this policy, in terms of natural language ecology and 

diversity, had disastrous effects and lead to intense Russification of many 
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ethnicities as a result. While the far-reaching effects of this policy on local 

populations and linguistic expression is particularly concerning, the goals of the 

Soviet policy were successfully carried out. By means of not only educational 

language policy, i.e., far-reaching federal mandates on Russian as a language of 

instruction in schools, but also via a multitude of social and 

economic opportunities, the many ethnicities of the Soviet Union were able to 

both master and use Russian as a tool for upward economic, educational and 

social mobility. To this aim, many ethnicities of the Union certainly did become 

unified and they were unified as an amalgamation of Russian-

speaking, Soviet people. Kazakhstan, it would seem, is attempting to do 

something either very similar to, or identical with, this type of policy.  

The status planning illustrates the Kazakhstani government’s attempts to 

raise the status of the national Kazakh language. The language-as-problem 

orientation (Ruiz, 1984) characterizes the language planning policies attempt to 

achieve several goals at the same time with Kazakh language enforcement: to 

revitalize native language and culture (Russian language and culture is viewed 

as the problem here), to raise the prestige of the country and to unite the multi-

ethnic population by means of the language (‘if everybody speaks the same 

language’ idea). The unity of the Kazakhstani people is meant to be at the 

forefront, with President Nazarbayev claiming that the development and support 

of the Kazakh language is the guiding factor in achieving the unity and stability 

of Kazakhstanis.  However, the Programme goals outline a concentration on the 

Kazakh ult. In addition to this, national minorities, i.e., people who are neither 
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Kazakh nor Russian, are only taken into consideration as a side note. It is at this 

point that the modern Kazakhstani language policy diverges from that of Soviet 

language planning, in both practice as well as pragmatic and theoretical 

assumptions. In the Soviet language policy, only one nacional’nost’ (ethnicity or 

nationality) was considered, i.e., the Soviet nationality. Therefore, in 

Kazakhstan’s recognition of multiple languages and multiple ethnic groups, 

which, in turn require their own forms of support, the paradigm has entirely 

shifted to one of unifying a single, new nationality into a focus for creating 

pluricentricity among multiple ethnicities.  

There are some problems with language planning in Kazakhstan. First, 

and perhaps the most important, is that the language planners use the language 

as a political tool without regard to the multi-ethnic and geographic realities of 

the country.  The implementation of the new policies is far from being connected 

to their intended goals. Russian remains the main, if not the only, language of 

social interactions among the youth and ethnic groups, and in public places. 

Secondly, multilingual language polices in education should be aimed at 

developing a principle for multilanguage models (Norbert, 2005). The 

implementation goals of the Kazakh language policy are also troublesome, if 

policy makers hope to emulate the success of Soviet policy makers in achieving 

nationwide proficiency in the state language, the Kazakh language.  With an 

overwhelming number of people considering Russian as their primary or main 

auxiliary language, the conditions that lead to Russification and widespread 

Russian competency are not repeatable in Kazakhstan. Therefore, 
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Kazakhification, or replacing Russian with Kazakh in all spheres, is not likely to 

happen in a context that both permits and claims to support linguistic 

pluricentricism. The Kazakh language policy program is aimed entirely at 

reforming the educational system. The focus has been, and appears to remain, 

on training teachers, specialists and educators to expand the vitality of the 

Kazakh language by promoting it through the schools. However, as previously 

noted, the success in bringing competency in Russian to a wide breadth of the 

Soviet population was the result not only of mandates and federal support for 

Russian-based education, but also of the multitude of opportunities for 

economic and social mobility afforded to citizens who could speak, read and write 

in Russian. The same type of scenario is not possible in Kazakhstan, as both 

legally and practically, the country is linguistically varied to the point of 

pluricentrism. In this respect, the policy’s goals for 100 percent competency in 

the state language is most probably doomed to failure. This does not, however, 

dismiss the point of unification among ethnic groups. There is the possibility of 

facing the dilemma of Westernization, too. As Fishman (2006:20) states, “Corpus 

change also involves and reflects ongoing sociocultural change and there is no 

cultural change that does not harm the prerogatives of at least some portion of 

the population.” A shift to the Latin script might be doomed to failure, unless the 

government launches a well prepared long-term program which would balance 

the interests of all of the communities in  Kazakhstan  with a strong  theoretical 

framework and methodological approach, because Kazakhstan’s neighbor, 

Uzbekistan, did not succeed in doing so. The language policy makers of 
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Kazakhstan should focus on the factors that go beyond schooling, namely the 

social and economic factors that contribute to promoting the Kazakh language. 

This promotion should be done in order to help all Kazakhstanis to better 

understand the instrumentality of the Kazakh language in job opportunities, 

business development, and educational mobility for the future. In other words, 

rather than simply mandating a need to learn Kazakh, it would be more effective 

if policy makers strive to make a culture in which young Kazakhstanis will 

naturally strive to learn both Kazakh and Russian in order to achieve the same 

economic and social mobility that was afforded to their parents by learning 

Russian.   
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