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LANGUAGE POLICY AND IDEOLOGY IN KAZAKHSTAN:
ETHNIC RUSSIANS’ ATTITUDES TOWARD THE STATE

LANGUAGE USE

'A.T. Turgaleyeva, 2M.K. Kakimzhanova, 3G.A. Tolymkhanova

ABSTRACT

After the collapse of the USSR, Kazakhstan began to build its
own language policy. It was necessary to raise the status of the
Kazakh language and at the same time maintain ethnopolitical
and social stability. When determining the main priorities of
language policy, one of the most difficult factors influencing
this process was to take into account the ethnic and linguistic
needs of the population. It is the language that is one of the
most important factors of national identity. This study analyzes
the attitude of ethnic Russians to the use of the state language
and linguistic ideology in Kazakhstan. The study is aimed at
identifying the attitude of ethnic Russians to the use of the
state language in social communications and in the choice of
education. In the context of ideology, the article uses the term
«kazakhization», which was introduced in previous studies on
linguistic ideology in Kazakhstan. Key research questions: how
do Russians feel about the language ideology in Kazakhstan?
How do they relate to the choice of education (teaching
instruction) and what are the problems in social communication
in Kazakhstan? A questionnaire survey was used as the main tool
for collecting data for the research project. The research results
showed that ethnic Russian respondents have a neutral attitude
to the ideology of the Kazakh language.

Key words: Language Policy, Language Ideology, National
Identity, Ethnos, Social Communications.
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KasakcTaHgasbl UAEOIOrUA XKIHe TiN cascaTbl:
MeMJIeKeTTiK Ti/ifi KoNAaHbICKa eHrisyre 3THUKaJIbIK, OpPbICTapAblH, Ke3Kapachl

AHdamna. KCPO biablpafaHHaH KkeliH KasakctaH e3iHiH Tin cascaTtbliH >Xyprize 6actajbl.

Kasak TiniHiH MapTebeciH keTepy >XaHe

3THOCaACK, a.ﬂeyMeTTiK TYPaKTbIIbIKTbI CaKTay KaXXeT

6onabl. Tin cascaTbiHbIH, Heri3ri 6acbiMAbIKTapblH alkblHAAY Ke3iHAe OCbl MpoLecke acep eTeTiH
eH Kypaeni daktopnapabliH 6ipi XanblKTblH 3THOCTbIK X9HE TiINAIK KaXeTTiNikTepiH eckepy 60n-
Abl. Tin yntThIK BiperennikTin aca MaHbi3gbl dakTopaapbiHbiH 6ipi 60sbIN Tabbinagel. byn 3ept-
TeyZe 3THMKaNbIK OpbICTapAblH KasakcTaHga MeMaeKeTTiK Til MeH Tifl MAEONOTUACBIH KONAaHyFa
KaTblHaCbl TafjaHAbl. 3epPTTey STHMKaNbIK OPbICTAPAbIH MEMAEKETTIK TiNAi 9/1eyMETTIK KOMMYHM-
Kauuanapaa >aHe 6inim 6epyai TaHAayAa KoAAaHyFa KaTblHAacblH aHblkTayFa bafbiTTanfaH. Mge-
ONoTnsA KOHTEKCTIHAE, MaKanaga KasakctaHgasbl TiNgik naeonorns 6ovbiHWA angblHfbl 3epTTey-
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Nepae eHrisinreH «kasakuaaHablpy» TePMUHI KoagaHbIAAbL. Herisri 3epTTey cypakTapbl: opbicTap
KasakctaHaafbl Tingik naeonorvssa kanan kapangbl? Onap 6inim 6epy 6oMbiHILA TaHAay >KacayFa
(OKbITy HYCKay/bIfbl) kanan kapangbl xaHe KasakcTaHAarbl 91eyMeTTiK KapbIM-KaTblHacTa KaHAal
Macenenep 6ap? 3eptrey xobachl ascbiHAA AepekTepai XXMHay YLUiH Heri3ri Kypan peTiHae cayan-
Hama KOAZaHblIAbl. 3epTTey HaTUXKeNEepPi STHUKAbIK OPbIC PeCNOHAEHTTEPIHIH, Ka3ak, Tili ngeono-
rmsacbliHa 6enTapan KaTbiCbl 6ap eKeHiH KepceTTi

TyliiH ce30ep: Tin cascartbl, Ti UAEONOTUACDI, YATTbIK Bipereinik, 3THOC, 81eyMeTTiK KOMMYHW-
Kaumsnap

A3bikoBas noanTuka n ngeonorma B Kasaxcrae:
OTHOLUEHMNE ITHNUYECKUX PYCCKUX K MCMO/Ib30OBaHUIO rOCYAapCTBEHHOIO A3blKa

Annomayus. Mocne pacnaga CCCP KasaxctaH Hayan CTPOWTb COBCTBEHHYHO A3bIKOBYHO MOAU-
TKy. Heobxog1Mmo 66110 NOAHATL CTaTyC Ka3axCcKoro fA3blka U MPU 3TOM COXPaHUTb STHOMOANTUYE-
CKYIO 1 COLManbHyt0 cTabuibHOCTb. [pu onpeaeneHn OCHOBHbIX NMPUOPUTETOB S3bIKOBOW NOAN-
TUKW, OAHUM M3 CaMblX CIOXHbIX GaKTOPOB, BANAFOLLMX Ha 3TOT NpoLiecc BbiI0 y4ecTb 3THUYeCKue
N A3blKOBble NOTPEBHOCTU HaceneHusa. IMEHHO fA3bIK ABAAETCA OAHUM W3 BaXKHEMLWX PpakTopoB
HaLMOHaNbHON NAEHTUYHOCTU. B AaHHOM McCaefoBaHMM aHaAM3MpPyeTca OTHOLLEHWE STHUYECKUX
PYCCKMX K UCMONb30BaHMIO TOCYAaPCTBEHHOMO A3blka W A3bIKOBOW ugeonornn B KasaxcraHe. Vic-
CefloBaHNe Harnpas/JeHO Ha BbliIBIEHWE OTHOLLEHWUA STHUYECKMX PYCCKUX K MCMOJIb30BaHMWIO rO-
CyAapCTBEHHOrO fA3blka B COLMaNbHbIX KOMMYHMKaLWAX U B Bblbope obpa3oBaHus. B koHTekcTe
NAEONOTMN B CTaTbe WCMO/b3YeTCH TEPMUH «Ka3axu3aLma», KOTOPbIA 6bln BBeAEH B MpeablayLmnx
nccnefoBaHUAX Mo A3bIkoBOM mnaeonormn B KasaxcraHe. OCHOBHble UccieAoBaTeNbCKME BOMPOCHI:
Kak OTHOCATCA pycckue K A3blIkoBomn naeonormmn B KasaxcraHe? Kak oHu oTHocaTcs K Bbibopy obpa-
30BaHuWA (MHCTPYKLMA 0ByyeHns) 1 kakime ecTb Npobaembl Npu coumansHom obuieHnn B Kasaxcra-
He? [ina cbopa AaHHbIX B pamMKax NCCaef0BaTe/IbCKOro NpoekTa Hbi1 MCNoNb30BaH aHKETHbI OMpoc
B KayeCcTBe OCHOBHOIO MHCTPYMeEHTa. Pe3ynbTaTbl UCCNeA0BaHNA NOKa3aaW, UTo 3STHUYeCKNe pycckme
PecrnoHAeHTbl UMEKOT HeMTpasibHOe OTHOLLEHMWE K MAE00TNM Ka3axCKoro A3bIKa.

Knroyeewbie cnoea: A3bIKoBas NOANTUKA, A3bIKOBAA UAEONOTUA, HaLMOHaNbHAsA NAEHTUUYHOCTb,
3THOC, couManbHble KOMMYHUKaLUN.

Introduction

The intensive Kazakh language revital-
ization process is named as "kazakhiza-
tion” after the country’'s independence
by most Central Asian researchers [1-3].
In this study the term "kazakhization” re-
garded as ideology. The term language
ideology can be defined as “sets of beliefs
about language articulated by users as a
rationalization or justification of perceived
language structure and use” [4. p. 57]. Also,
Rumsey [5, p. 12-13] identifies language
ideology as “shared bodies of common-
sense notions” where one language can
be regarded as appropriate rather than the
others. As De Jong interpreted language
ideology as “what is and is not acceptable
language and language use..." [5, p. 13]. In
this study language ideology assists to de-
scribe the common feelings and attitudes
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of ethnically Russians towards the Kazakh
language ideology within the "kazakhiza-
tion” [1-3], [6-7] or “kazakhification” pro-
cess [8]. Thus, this study will analyze how
minority ethnic Russians think about the
state language ideology in social life. The
study investigated only ethnic Russians
beliefs because before independence they
were majority and dominant language
owners in Kazakhstan. Also, it is better to
control one ethnicity beliefs and attitudes
towards Kazakh language ideology with-
in this small-scale research. The following
paragraph analyses past research results
to construct current research problem.
Earlier several studies had been carried
out in order to regulate interethnic relation-
ships and language attitudes. For instance,
1995-96 three surveys were conducted by
a team of sociologists in the 5 main cities
of Kazakhstan [9, p. 153]. They showed that



most ethnic Russians actively discourage
the Kazakh language use. Vast majority of
Russian respondents of the survey recog-
nized themselves as the citizens of ex-So-
viet Union or present Russian Federation
whereas only few ethnic Russians identified
themselves as the citizens of Kazakhstan.
Equally on the basis of the investigation OI-
cott pointed out that the result of the poll
which was conducted by Kazakhstan's Par-
liament Information Analysis Center in 1998
displayed that approximately 46 % of the
country’s Russian population regarded that
their motherland was former Soviet Union
[8]. Later, Nurseitova, Smagulova and Su-
leimenova conducted large-scale survey [7,
p. 461]. The findings were collected from
November 2005 till February 2007 measur-
ing language attitudes, competence and
performance [1]. The results of their survey
stated that language use and attitudes to-
wards the Kazakh language use tend to be
more negative among minority ethnicities
of Kazakhstan and that is why this study in-
vestigates current attitudes of ethnic Rus-
sians living in Nur-Sultan.

This exceptional diversity in Kazakhstan
territory was very challenging issue in nation
building. That is why from the beginning of
the independence the state authorities un-
derstand that language is one of the major
factors in national identity. National identi-
ty is “the subjective state of a sense of be-
longing, as a group phenomenon, in which
the members of a group “identify” with
one another” [10, p. 17]. In order to identify
themselves people use different tools such
as language, religion and culture. In that
point, language plays an important role in
the process of ethnic identification. Oth-
er authors consider language as an index,
symbol or marker of ethnicity and culture
[11]. As result of nation building process
most researchers [1-3], [7] noted appear-
ance of two opposing language ideologies
in Kazakhstan society. About the existing
language ideologies Smagulova mentioned
in her paper "Multiplicities of language
ideologies” [1]. The first is multilingualism
and the second is monolingualism, “Russi-
fication” and “Kazakhaization”. Kazakhiza-
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tion can be understood as the Kazakhstan's
government policy and ideology to struc-
ture the national identity of Kazakhs and to
raise the status of the titular language [1-3],
[7]. Also, this policy shows the ideological
language planning of Kazakh government.
Webb interpreted the ideological language
planning as the constituting belief, attitude
and patterns by the hegemonic group [12].
It reflects to Kazakhstan as the government
established the Kazakh language as the as-
cendant to set up new ethnic relations and
nation building process in a young inde-
pendent country [3].

The purpose of our research is to ana-
lyze ethnically Russians’ attitudes towards
the Kazakh language ideology. This study
can identify ethnic Russians’ attitudes to-
wards the national language use in social
communication and in educational choice.

We will focus ethnic Russians’ attitudes
about kazakhization ideology and the use
of Kazakh in social communication and in
educational choice. This study attempted to
answer to the following research question:

What are the attitudes of Russian ethnic-
ity towards the Kazakh language ideology?

What are their attitudes towards edu-
cational choice and social communication?

This study design is quantitative survey
which replicates past empirical longitudi-
nal survey design as it lasted nearly for two
years [1]. It helps us to understand cur-
rent opinions and general attitudes about
the state language ideology. Descriptive
statistics analyzed four sets of attitudinal
items such as attitudes on learning the
Kazakh language, attitudes on use Kazakh
language for social interaction, attitudes
on evaluation of Kazakh language ide-
ology and attitudes on Kazakh language
policy evaluation. Sets of attitudes were
designed on the basis of the study of Mc-
Cormick [13] on the evaluation attitudes
and perceptions of Ontario workers about
community economic development pro-
cess. His example of grouping attitudes
helped us to synthesize attitudes and re-
vealed clear findings.

For data collection of our research proj-
ect, we used questionnaires as our main
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tool. We consider that questionnaire can
help us to explore and study the attitudes
of Russian ethnicity toward the Kazakh lan-
guage ideology and use in Kazakhstan. As a
rule, in small-scale research non-probabili-
ty sampling can be appropriate [14, p. 155]
specifically saying, convenience sampling
method. It gives a researcher easy access to
the researching sites because a researcher
may know some people from the sites or
she or he worked before [15, p.36] and it
is not time. Similarly, we have chosen two
universities and two Russian companies
because some of us studied and worked in
those universities; and in Nur-Sultan’s two
Russian companies’ divisions there were
some specialists whom we know before the
study. In addition, convenience sampling
method could save our time and money be-
cause we did not travel long time in looking
for appropriate researching sites.

We prefer to develop our own question-
naire with specific items and based on the
principles of the survey methodology. Be-
fore conducting our questionnaires, we did
a piloting test to the content of question-
naire with several peer ethnically Russians
cohorts for the accuracy and relevancy of
the questionnaires. Hornberger's [16] and
Smagulova’s [1] empirical studies were the
foundations in creating the questionnaire
items for this study. For instance, Horn-
berger asks about motives and attitudes
that direct them “to focus much on the ac-
quisition of Spanish and minimizing their
attention to the Quechua language”. In
the questionnaire there were some items
too about Russians’ attitudes which are
used to identify the reasons for using and
learning the state language (see Tables A
in appendix). For data analysis the study
used descriptive statistics. In the study de-
scriptive statistics measured descriptively
four sets of attitudinal items at a basic level
[14]. As it was shown in the Figure C in the
appendix C, it gave us attitudinal trends
of frequencies and percentages of the Ka-
zakh language ideology and use among
the forty Russian respondents. Creation of
bar charts could graphically present varia-
tions of attitudes within the four sets. And
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the research could identify ethnic Russians
common beliefs about the national lan-
guage use in social communication and
educational choice in Nur-Sultan sites. The
main limitation for further analysis was
small sample size as we mentioned above.
That is why, the study could not do cross-
tabulations and central tendency analysis
within descriptive statistics.

Results

The findings of the study show the results
of responses among Russian employers
and students. The attitudes of Kazakhstani
ethnically Russians toward state language
use in our small-scale survey research are
presented in this section. According to the
features of questions, we grouped a set of
attitudes: attitudes to learn the Kazakh lan-
guage, attitudes toward use of Kazakh in
social interaction, attitudes toward evalua-
tion of Kazakh language ideology and pol-
icy. Generally, in accordance with the set
of attitudes we could know how ethnically
Russians in Nur-Sultan support and under-
stand the Kazakh language ideology.

These set of attitudes were investigated
by analyzing frequencies of responses from
the questionnaires. The first set of attitudes
include questions such as “do you currently
wish to learn the Kazakh language?”, “would
you like to speak Kazakh fluently?”, “did you
learn the Kazakh language earlier?”, “what
do you think about your current Kazakh lan-
guage proficiency level?”, “can you mention
the most significant reason for learning the
state language?” and "do you recommend
your children to learn the national language
of Kazakhstan?”. The second set of attitudes
contain the questions such as “do you usual-
ly use the Kazakh language in daily conver-
sation?”, and “if you get an official response
(orally/ written) in the Kazakh language, how
do you react in such situation?”. The third set
of attitudes entail two items: "how do you
evaluate the development of the Kazakh lan-
guage in Kazakhstan?”, and “the knowledge
of state language is very important to inte-
grate in the Kazakhstani society”. The fourth
set of attitudes involve questions such as



'how does the Kazakh language policy im-
pact on your life in Kazakhstan?” and "what
is your attitude towards teaching History of
Kazakhstan and Geography in Kazakh soon
in all Russian medium schools in Kazakh-
stan?”.

The findings, which are generated from
the analysis of frequency and percentage of
response scores in the descriptive statistics,
revealed the more neutral attitudes towards
the Kazakh language ideology of ethnically
Russian respondents in Nur-Sultan (Figure
1). For the first set of attitudes toward learn-
ing the Kazakh language, this study shows
that 57 percent of ethnically Russians learn
Kazakh because it is the national language
of Kazakhstan, and 35 percent of respon-
dents learn Kazakh for living in Kazakhstan.
However, only few people (2,5 %) feel the
necessity of learning Kazakh for career suc-
cess and the same number people feel that
they are forced to learn Kazakh. Moreover,
the most Russians (85 %) prefer to send
their children to Russian medium schools
and encourage them to learn Kazakh as a
school subject. Also, it is interesting to note
that nearly all of them (92 %) have learned
Kazakh as a subject at schools. But in an-
other item about the Kazakh language pro-
ficiency level, we identified that nearly one
third of respondents (30%) do not know Ka-
zakh language at all; nevertheless, slightly
more than 32 percent of them understand
the Kazakh language but they find it diffi-
cult to speak. Only 37 percent of ethnically
Russians have low Kazakh proficiency out of
40 respondents. In the following item it was
clearly seen that approximately half of the
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respondents (47 %) wish to speak fluently
and learn Kazakh at present. Other 40 %
feel less need to learn the Kazakh language
taking neutral positions.

The second set of attitudes of ethnically
Russians toward the use of Kazakh language
for social interaction shows that slightly
more than half of ethnically Russians (67 %)
who live in Nur-Sultan rarely speak Kazakh in
daily conversations. In most cases, Kazakh-
stani ethnically Russians do not receive offi-
cial responses in the Kazakh language whilst
40 percent of them received responses in
Kazakh. As a result, they need help for trans-
lating or interpreting the meanings in such
situations. For the third set of attitudes find-
ings shows that the vast majority of respon-
dents (47 % strongly agree and 35 % agree)
believe that the Kazakh language is import-
ant for them to integrate into Kazakhstani
society. Also, the large numbers of ethnically
Russians (67 %) pointed out that the Kazakh
language is developing and predicted that it
will have favorable future as well (Figures 2).

The frequencies and percentages of the
fourth set of attitudes reveal negative and
neutral attitudes of Russian ethnicities to-
ward teaching "History of Kazakhstan and
Geography” in Kazakh at Russian main-
stream schools. The halves of them (50 %)
absolutely disagreed of teaching “History
of Kazakhstan and Geography” in the Ka-
zakh language; slightly less half of people
(40 %) hold neutral positions about this
educational language policy. Moreover,
almost all Russian ethnicities (90 %) in the
survey did not feel any influences of lan-
guage policy on their lives (Figures 3).

Figure 1
Attitudes of ethnically Russians on learning the Kazakh language

Can you mention the most significant reason for learning the state
language?

M national language 57,5%

plan to live in Kazakhstan
35%

necessary for carmeer success
25%
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Figure 2
Attitudes of ethnically Russians on the Kazakh language ideology

The knowledge of state language is very important to integrate in the
Kazakhstani society

H Disagree 22.5%,
W partly agree 35%,
strongly agree 42 5%

Figure 2. Pie-chart about attitudes of ethnically Russians on Kazakh language ideology about
the role of Kazakh for integrating Kazakhstani society

Figure 3
Attitudes of ethnically Russians on the Kazakh language policy

What is your attitude towards teaching History of Kazakhstan and
Geography in Kazakh soon in all Russian medinm schools in
Kazakhstan?

B Yes 2.5%:;
mno 50%,

I never heard about these

changes 7.5%
my attitude toward the

change is neutral 40 %

Figure 3. Pie-chart about ethnically Russians attitude toward teaching History of Kazakhstan
and Geography in Kazakh in all Russian medium schools in Kazakhstan

Discussion

This study provides the analysis of the
present attitudes of the ethically Russians
toward Kazakh language use and Kazakh
language ideology. Findings of the study
indicate that ethnic Russian respondents
have neutral attitudes about the Kazakh
language ideology. Generally, they under-
stand the importance of learning Kazakh
language and they encourage their chil-
dren to learn Kazakh. However, they do
not want their children to study the His-
tory of Kazakhstan and Geography in the
Kazakh language because as we assume
they do not have enough academic Ka-
zakh language proficiency. Also, this study
reveals that Russian ethnicity does not feel
any language pressure in their social com-
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munication. It means that both Kazakh and
Russian equally exist in the official social
communication. The study highlights that
language ideology does not stress ethni-
cally Russians who live in Nur-Sultan to
use Kazakh actively in their social interac-
tions in various spheres of their lives. This
is akin to the point of Dave [17, p. 112],
he states that people who do not know
the state language can easily find jobs in
major economic sectors such as industry,
banking, transport and communication in
Kazakhstan. Hence, the domination of Rus-
sian speaker in social domains lessens the
need to learn or use Kazakh for ethnically
Russians.

The attitudes of Russian ethnicity to-
ward social communication and education
choice climes as neutral because, on the



one hand, they believe that it is important
to learn and use the state language, but on
the other hand they are not ready to learn
History of Kazakhstan and Geography in
the Kazakh language. They don't com-
pletely accept new language reforms yet.

However, descriptive statistics within
small-sized respondents (40) we could find
out positive changes in common feelings
and attitudes of ethnically Russians, who
live in Nur-Sultan city, toward the Kazakh
language ideology and the state language
use. As the obtained data are very small
the study cannot generalize them to all
ethnically Russians living in Nur-Sultan or
to other Russians who live in other parts
of Kazakhstan. Overall, the study presents
that ethnically Russians accept the state
language ideology. They admit the legal
position of the Kazakh language and at-
tempt to learn the Kazakh language.

It is interesting to compare these data
with the results of the survey conducted by
J.Smagulova [1, p.462] eight years ago. Ac-
cording to that data, 48.4% of Russian eth-
nicity don’t speak Kazakh and 36 % - with
difficulty. In our survey,30% of Russian eth-
nicity do not know Kazakh language at all;
nevertheless, slightly more than 32 percent
of them understand the Kazakh language
but they find it difficult to speak. The com-
parison shows a little change of attitudes
toward the Kazakh language. However, an-
other data demonstrates that the attitude
to use Kazakh is changed. Smagulova [1,
p.465] presents that only 0.6% of ethnical-
ly Russians use Kazakh and in comparison
with this results 67% of them rarely speak
Kazakh in everyday conversations. But in
our research, it is a small-scale research
which conducted only in Nur-Sultan, thus
the results can't be compared complete-
ly. Also, the findings show that all Russian
ethnicity learnt Kazakh at schools before,
but they can't speak. It also reveals the real
quality of teaching the Kazakh language in
Russian medium schools.

In general, more people reported a
preference for learning Kazakh because
of the promoting language policy. While
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respondents of Kazakhstani ethically Rus-
sians show the interest in Kazakh; howev-
er, they are not ready to exclude Russian,
because it gives educational, economical,
and informational opportunities.

Conclusion

The results of this study highlight the
neutral attitudes toward Kazakh language
ideology and state language use of ethni-
cally Russian respondents in Nur-Sultan.
They do understand the importance of
the Kazakh language, and they encourage
their children to learn Kazakh as a subject
at schools. However, as for the educational
choice of certain subjects which are clearly
mentioned in the educational policy, that
is, to teach History of Kazakhstan and Ge-
ography in the state language- Kazakh,
vast majority of them showed negative at-
titude that they don't want their children
to learn these subjects in Kazakh. Regard-
ing the social interaction, they do not en-
counter language problem of low Kazakh
competence, as we ascertain that Kazakh
and Russian coexist in the official com-
munication. Further research is needed to
study general attitudes of Russian ethnicity
toward Kazakh language use across all re-
gions in Kazakhstan.
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