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Abstract

No state 1n the former Soviet Union was more eager to ¢onduct a census in the post-1991 years than
Kazakhstan. For nattonalists and ruling elites, the census was expected to confirm that Kazakhs bad achieved a
majority status within thesr “own” country, afier having been reduced 10 a minority of the population under Soviet
rule, This study analyzes the both the resulis of the 1999 census in Kazakhstan and, just as important, the

demographic and language politics that shaped the census.






Introduction

Conducting national censuses in @ climate of enormous population changes. migratians, deterioration in
the health and welfare structure, and resource scarcity has proved to be a challenging undertaking for the post-
Soviet states, Despite these obstacles. no state was politically more determined, and psychologically more
anxious 10 conduct the census than Kazakhstan, where demographers, nationalists and the ruling elites eagerly
awaied the anneipated data attesting to the majonty status attained by Kazakhs i their “own” historical
homeland, after having been reduced to a minonty over the past 60 years. An estimated loss of two-fifths of the
kazakh population dunng the ill-fated forced settlement of nomads in the 19205, followed by waves of settlers
and mugrant workers from the European parts of the former USSR, transformed Kazakhstan into the most
“mternational” of all the Soviet republics n the post-1945 penod.

The 1999 census established that Kazakhs have crossed the erucial demoegraphic and psychological barrier
and now constitute a majonty with S3.4 percem, up from 39,7 percent in 1989 (Table 1), The Russian share
dropped from 37 7 percent 1o 29 9 percent over the same penod, The census results also demonstrate that
Kazakhstan is fast becoming more Turkic or Muslim, thus diluting its Slavic or “European” ethnic profile. The
Turkic groups (Kazakh, Uzbek. Kyrgyz, Uighur, Karakalpaks, and Tatar) together form 61 percent of the
population, up from 48 percent m 1989, and conunue to have a higher birth rate, with the exception of the Tatars.

While these data may not augur weil for Kazakhstam President Nusultan Nazarbaev's fervent desire to
maintain a “Eurasian” profile, in which a sizeable share of Slavic and “European”™ ethmic groups is crucial, it
certainly affirms the vision of Kazakhstan as a homeland of Kazakhs. The ongomg emigration of Slavs and
Germans and the rapidly gprowing share of Kazakhs have bolstered the natonahizing wends, paradoxically easing
the tension between ethnonanonal and ¢ivic or multinauonal visions of statehood,

Kazakhstan 15 the most Russified of all Central Asian republics in both ethmic and linguistic terms. The
expected increase in the Kazakh share at the agpregate level, as well as in al) oblasts and cities. generated
remendous mcentives tor the state elite to avail themselves of the stansncs 1o aftest 1o the demographic edge of

the Kazakhs, the continuing “vouthfulness of the Kazakh nation™ in the face of the aging of the Slavic and




Eurcpean ethme groups. and most importantly, 1o porray an optimisne picture of the mereasing proficiency in the
state language (Kazakh) among all citizens.

Indeed the most surpnising outcome of the 1999 census pertains to knowledge of the state language: if in
1989 less than one percent of the Slavie and European nationalities claimed any knowledge of Kazakh, just a
decade later almaost |5 percent of them ¢laim 10 know it Virtually all Kazakhs (99.4 percent) ¢laim knowledge of
the state language, 1.e.. the language of their “own” natonality. Ina state where Russian remains the dommant
language of inter-ethnic communication and a vast majority of Kazakhs are more af €ase functioning in Russian at
all levels, these data go against the thrust of all major sociological and ethnographic studies of the linguistic
dynarmics within the country over the last decade (Dave 1996: Frerman [997). The census did not directly inquire
about knowledge of the “nanve language”, instead 1t inferred the respondent’s knowledge of his or her pattonality
language on the basis of the responses to the questions on the knowledge of the state language and of other
languages, This provides a comiext for understanding the surprising statisnc that 99 4 percent Kazakhs know the
state language

Though appeasing the culrural and linguistic anxieties ol Kazakh elites, the 1999 census results have also
uncovered troubling depopulation trends that fuel 4 sense of insecunty and vulnerahility to rapidly growing
populations to the south and east and dash Kazakhstan's aspirations for regional hegemony. With its toral
populanon reduced to 14 % milion. Kazakhstan has lost flmost nine percent of 11$ populaton in the last ten years,
largely due to emugranon. Kazakhstan 15, in terms of size of termtory. the ninth largest country in the world,
almost the size of Argentina. although it ranks about 70 in terms of population. Uzbekistan. kazakhstan's major
rival for regional hegemony, has an estmated population of 24 mullion (about 17 mullion of whom are Uzbeks),
and 15 growing by nearly two and a half percent (about 450,000} annually,

Due to its landlocked locanon. nch natural resources and sparse population, Kazakhstan was tumed into a
targer of economic and demographic incursion for much of the twentieth century, which also accounted for its
rapid industrial and urban development. These changes rendered the country’s population census and ethnic
composinon parnicularly sensinve polincal 1ssues. According to the Russian impenial census of 1897, Kazakhs

numbered 3.39 million and formed 81 7 percent of the total population in the pre-Soviet borders. According 10




the first Soviet census of 1926 Kazakhs constiuted 57 ] percent of the population in their newly-constituted
national republic whereas the Slavic groups together formed 3| percent.

The nanonal delimitation of Central Asia, executed by the Bolsheviks during 1924-25. forged a sense of’
territorial nationhood by identitying distnct nationalities from a plethora of ethnic, sub-ethnic, clan, and religious
groupings. It created two full-fledged natonal republics, Uzbekistan and Turkmemstan.  Tajikistan was
constityted as an autonomous republic ( ASSR) within the Uzbek nanonal republic until 1929 when it was granted
the status of a union republic. Though the natonal delimitation promoted a temitonalization and an enhanced
sense of nanonal idenntication among the (zbeks and Turkmen. 1t plaved a less salient role in boosting the
national power of the Kazakhs

The Kirgiz { Kazakh) Autonomous SSR. created within the RSFSR 1o 1920, was enlarged by including the
mainly Kazakh-inhabited Syr Darya and Semirech'e regions in the south, which had earlier been placed under the
administration of the Turkestan Autonomous Republic.' However, the Cossack-dominated region of Qrenburg,
including the ety of Orenburg, which had served as the capital of the Kirgiz (Kazakh) Autonomous SSR since
1920, was mansferred to the RSFSR. The Karakalpak Autonomous oblast, placed under the jurisdiction of the
Kazakh SSR between 1926-34. was transferred to the tzbek SSR in 1934, The Kazakh and Kirgiz ASSR were
removed from the admimstranion junsdiction of the Russian Federaton only in 1936 when they obtmned the
status of union republics,

The Kazakhs suffered considerable population foss as their nomadic economy reached a critical point in
the carly twennieth century due to numerous fammines, The overnding concern for Kazakhs in the early 1920s was
not sunply to obtain umon republic stams (as it was for the Turkmen commumsts), nor to elevate the “tribal” or
shuz-based’ consciousness into a national one (as the new Soviet policies on nationalities called for), but to

facilitate the settlement of nomads at minumal economie, human and cultural costs, In 1926 only about a fourth of

' Kazakhs used the self-dedignation ' Kitgiz-Kaisak® and referred to the contemporary Kirgiz as Kara-Kirgiz Kirgiz
ASSR was renamed Kazakh ASSR m 1926

* Kazakhs have traditionally been divided inio three major tribal confederations or hordes (), each composed of
a number of clans claiming commen ancestry and inhabiting a shared temritory The Elder horde (i 2fmez) inhabited
ihe southern territories, the Middle horde (oria 2huz) occupied the territory of the central steppe and northern and
eastern regions, and the Younger horde (fish! =fiez) predominated in the western and central parts of Kazakhstan
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the Kazakhs led a sedentary mode of life, the rest dependent on the livestock economy and seasonal agricultural
farming. Unlike the sedentary agranan groups, which were undergomng hgh populanon growth, the size of the
pastoral nomadic populations wended to remain stable due to their dependence on the available grazing area.
Population density in the nineteenth century was just over one person per s, km, but the ammval of Slavic and
Cossack settlers led to a shrinking of the nomadic pastures and increased pressures on land and water resources,
leading to the outhreak of famines.

Disputes over land were among the most acnmomous 1ssues in Kazakhstan in the 1920s, leading to
violent ethnic riots between the Slavs (Cossacks) and Kazakhs (Martn 1996 532-48). F_ 1. Goloshchekin, who
became the First Secretary of the Communist Pamy 1n 1925, behieved that an immediate sertlement of nomads
icollectvizanon of the nomadic pastures) was the only solution to the land question. thus justifving the necessity
for carrymg out a “small October™ (malvs oktiabr '), which he claimed, had hitherto bypassed the Kazakh au/.

The extent of demographic havoc wreaked by forced settlement of nomads in the 19205 was reflected in
the 1937 census, which showed the kazakh population droppmg sharply from 3,637,612 1n 1926 to 2,181,520, a
loss of 39 8 percent (Table 1) The alarming drop in the number of Kazakhs, Ukramians, and other people led to
the abroganon of the 1937 census and the arrest and purge of many promunent specialists on charges of
“nationalism.”™

The depapulated lands of Kazakhstan soon became the “dumpmg ground” for deportation of various
“enemy” nationalities. as well as for convicts sentenced to hard labor, In 1937, a special decree 1ssued by Stalin
led 1o the deportation of 95.24 | ethnic Koreans 10 Kazakhstan from the Far Eastern regions of the RSFSR
borderng with Korea. Feanng possible collaboration between the Soviet Germans and the Nazs, Stalin abolished
the Volga German autonomous republic m 1941, deporting mast Germans from the Volga region and other parts
of the European regions of the L/SSR to Siberia and Central Asin. During 1941-42 444,000 Volga Germans were
deported to Kazakhstan. By [949 the number of the deportees into Kazakhstan had nsen to 820,165, which
included 30,2526 Chechens and Ingush, 33,088 Karachai, 28,130 Poles, 28,497 Meskhetian Turks, and 17,512

Balkar (cited in Alekseenko |998: 98)




The Virgin Lands campaign inaugurated by Nikita Khrushchey led to the ammival of about 640,000 settlers
from the Slavic and Baltic republics duning 1954-56, The 1259 census unveiled a totally mansformed ethmc
profile of the republic. with the Kuazakh share reduced to a mere 30 percent of the population and the Slavic and
European nanonalities together forming nearly 60 percent of the total (Table 1), The Slavic influx into
Kazakhstan had ceased by 1970 with the economic downturn in Central Asia. Altogether. between 1970 and
1989, the number of Slavs and {Germans in Kazakhstan decreased by 940,000, and Kazakhstan encountered the

highest loss as a result of inter-regional mugranon between 1970 and 1980 (Alekseenko 1998).

Angling for demographic superiority: pre-census politics

Agamnst this background. the first post-Soviet census was seen as the moment for Kazakhs o at last assert
their sovereignty over the vexed demographics in the country.  Given their relative youthfulness and higher rates
of natural growth, the attainment of a majonty status for Kazakhs and an increase m their numbers and share in all
previously Russian-dommated oblasts appeared mevitable in the aftermath of post-impenal demographic
developments. Kazakh demographers and academics, as well as the state apparatchiki, saw the confirmation of
thewr nationalist visions in the country’s demographic swing 1n tavor of the titular group, Makash Tatimov, a
praminent Kaziakh demoirapher who has enjoved considerable state support and has held positions as an advisor
on nationalities and migraton |ssues, emphasized in 1992 that “objective changes in demography” will determine
the course of Kazakh nanonal and lingwistic revival.' The nationalist view that changes in “demography” (a
euphemism for the increasing share of Kazakhs) will bring about a shift in faver of the Kazakh language found
widespread endorsement among the Kazakh siate officials.

Seeking to fill tn the “blank spots™ in Kazakhstan's history, Tatimov. along with historrans Manash
Kozybaev and Zhuldyzbek Abylkhozhin (1989}, termed the collectivization of 1929-33 the “genocide” of the
Kazakh nation, which clamed 2 5 million Kazakh lives. Masanov (1999 |37) argued that the loss of Kazakh
populanon was a regrettable. though inevnable consequence of socio-economic policies of the Bolsheviks and

cannot be attributed 1o any deliberate “nationalities policies” or a “Russificanon drive.” For Kazakh nationalists,




however, the destruction o1 the radinonal nomadic life-styvle, an (imposed) urban and industrial ethos, meludng
the drinking culture inculcated by the Russians in which vodka replaced the wraditional drink kumyss, are all seen
as measures contributing to the shninking of the Kazakh genetic pool (genofond). Some parhamentary deputies
have even proposed a lepalization of polygamy as 4 means of veviving the genetic potential of Kazakhs (RFE/RL
Newsfine, |3 May 1998)  Tatmov was emphatic in (992 that Kazakhs will fully restore their genetic pool by the
vear 2010 and number about 12 malhon These projections of the growing number of Kazakhs in their homeland
were fuelled by a nanonalist euphona over the return of the Kazakh diaspora.’

In order o facitate the mstaliation of tular Kazakhs into all echelons of power, especially m areas
where Slavs are dominant, the Kazakhstam leadershup has resored 1o such measures as relocanon of the counry’s
capital and aheratnon of the internal regional boundares. By moving the caprtal from Almary in the Kazakh-
domunated south 1o Astana in the Russian-dominared heartdand. President Nazarbaev has sought 1o channel a
movement of Kazakhs from the south to the north. as well as procure the loyalty of Russified Kazakhs in the
northeast who have beenr inder-represented n the central polincal and adminisrranve organs,

Further consolidanng ns unitary and centralized structure, Karakhstan undertook a significant
gerrymandering of its internal termironal boundanes in 1996-98. The Semipalatinsk and Zhezkazgan oblasts,
contarming 54 and 49 percent ethme Kazakhs respectively. were merged with East Kazakhstan (67 percent Slavic
in 1989} and Karaganda (63 percemt Slavic in [989)  Parts of Kokshetau (the Kokshetau town and the
surrounding areas) were mcorporated within Akmola and North Kazakhstan. Similarly, the Kostanai oblast was
enlarged to include parts of Torgar. The changes. atfectmg all Russian<domuinated border regions (except
Paviodar), enlarged the size of these oblasts and mcreased ethnic Kazakh share in the reconstituted units. The
decision was presumably guided by the caloulations that their large size and high share of Kazakhs would serve as

an antidote to any potential secessiomist clams.

'Interview with Makash Tatimov, December 14, 1992, Almaty
* His Halvg namia was published in 1992 on the eve of the First All-Kazakh gurulted (World Congress of Kazakhs)
in Almaty



Projecting “multiethnicity™ in a nationalizing context

The Kazakhstam elites have compelling incentives to portray the country primarily as a homeland of
Kazakhs and a multicthnic republic in which vartous nationalities peacefully cohabit. No longer required to
mamniain an “international™ profile by accommodating waves of settlérs and speaking Russian, as in the Soviet
peniod. a significant Slavic presence is nonetheless seen by the state leaders as a strategic necessity for
maintainmg a “Eurasian” image and establishing credentials as an aspinng civie state, commuitted to preserving its
multiethnic make-up and “inter-ethnic harmony”,  Post-Soviet Kazakhstani internationalism, however, is shaped
by many of the discursive and msutunonal legacies of its Soviet-era predecessor and displays a distmcnvely
“Kazakh face” (Schatz 2000 129-130),

An earlier draft of the present Constitution (adopted i 1995) desenbed Kazakhstan as a state founded on
the principle of the "self-derermmanon of the Kazakh people ™ The clause was then deleted but a disnnetion
between “Kazakh” and “other” people of Kazakhstan has continued to prevail in semi<official, academic,
journalistic and popular references. The preamble to the Constitution refers to Kazakhstan as the “indigenous
homeland of the Kazakhs.” inhabited bv “Karakhs and other nationalities.” The present Constitution also coined
the concept “the people af kazakhstan (rarod Kazakhstana).” remimiscent of s ideclogical precursor, “the Soviet
people * Notwithstanding Nazarbaev's trumpeting of the nonon of nared Kazakhstana, there 1s little official
effort to institute a supra-ethnic “Kazakhstani™ identity. No ¢ensus category for “Kazakhstani” was created,
instead, “nationality” continues to remain firmly inscribed in all identity documents,

Since 15 introduction in the 1930s as a mandatorv passport and identity category, nationality has served
as a most influential mechanism of insttunonalizing a biologically-poverned, “hackward-looking™ conception of
a language-based identity ( Arel 2000° 168), in which any departure from one’s aseribed nationality or native
language 15 an instance of (forced) assimilation. This mandatory “fifth line” (piataia grafa) on identity papers has
been viewed as a major obstacle in realizing a ¢ivie vision of state and moving from a racialized, group-centered
conception of identity 10 an individual-centered one. In the long run. the disappearance of official nationality in

one’s identity documents could significantly influence a sense of nanonal belonging, remove obstacles for inter-



peneranonal assimilation and cultivate a “civic” or territorial attachment to the state (Arel 2001).° In the short
run, however, the remedial nature of the post-Soviet state-building policies designed to benefit the titular
nationality militates agamst the removal of the nationality category from official documents.

The new passports retain nationality on the first page, written in the state language and in Russian,
whereas the second page, written in English and Russian, omits all reference to ethnicity, replacing it instead with
n line indicating citizenship (Smuth et al 1998: 155). This suggests that information on nationality 15 primarily
intended for “mternal consumption ™ Amcle 10 of Kazakhstan's Conshtation allows a cinizen o “indicate or not
indicate his'her natonal, party, 1 religions affilianon” (Konstinatsiia 1996; 9 Although it 18 no longer
mandatory to respond to the guestion on nanonality, respendents habitually fill in the column. It 1s not
uncommon for officials to etther “suess™ the nationality of the respondent or simply ask for nationality affiliation
if the respondent has failed to provide it Kazakhstan has introduced a system of personal identification cards,
which contatn a place for nanonality although it ¢an be lefi blank  The state has made little effort to educate its
citizens thar indicating one’s nanonality 15 @ matter of choice and not a requirement. Few citizens seem anxious
to exercise such a choice. One Russtan eitizen of Kazakhstan, a Shymkent-based journalist, caused a stir in 1997
by claimmg “Kazakhstani™ as his nanonality. He was allowed this chorce only after making special petiton with

the authorities and expending his personal resources.”

Language and census; fabricating a new linguistic reality through statistics

('ensus-takers, crudelv speaking, seck to measure the demographic and ethnic profile that 1s objectively
“gut there ™ Yet the classification of what 1s “out there” and the categones employed to measure it are mvariably
subject to larger policy issues, wWeological objectives, and developmental agendas pursued by the state. Statistical

measures. when applied to subjective categones, such as “language proficiency” and “ethmicity”, are never

' The Baltic States, with the exception of Latvia, have dropped nationality as a passport and a census category and
Latvia may be pressured to remove 1t in the foreseeable future tn order to expedite the much sought-atter integration
with Europe. Ukraine has also removed the nationaliny entry from the passport though it has retained it as 8 census
category  [Debates are raging in Russia over the definition and the pros and cons of retaining nationality as a census
and passport category {Perepns " 2001 )

"Kazakhstanskaia pravda, 4 March 1997,




obvious and neutral devices, especially 1 a highly fluid and changing ethnographic and hinguistic climate. Thus
the census becomes a snapshot of the demographic scene in a carefully calibrated ethno-linguistic landscape.
Consequently, the official projection of the changing social reality imo an objecuve statisncal category becomes
the baseline for inducing more change along the projected marker in subsequent years.

The positivist legacy of Soviet social sciences endowed facts, numbers and nationalines with an
objecnfied existence. The questions about “nattonality” and “mother tongue™ (rodnad iazyk) in the Soviet
censuses were first and foremost questions of “primordial” or ascriptive ethnic self-identification and not a
measure of cultural attachment or actual proficiency in the language (Silver [976). According to the 1989 census
data. 98.5 percent of Kazakhs claimed Kazakh to be therr "mother tongue,” These figures. il isolated from the
socio-cultural setting, would imply that 98.5 percent of Kazakhs use Kazakh as their “first language,” and
presumably, speak 1t most of the nme. The 1989 statistics also showed that 64 percent of Karakhs claimed
lluency in Russian as the “second language.” Among the Muslim groups, only Bashkirs (83.4) and Tatars (82.2
percent) were ahead of the Kazakhs in 1989 in proficiency wn Russian as the second language (Kaiser 1994; 290~
a1, 276-77)

Om the basis of these datw, Anderson and Silver (1990) claim the presence of “unassimilated” bilingualism
among Central Asians, including the Kazakhs. The contennon by Silver in an earhier arncle (1976: 418) tha
*bilingualism is not simply a ransitional stage but may be an end point in the process of linguistic Russification,”
perhaps inadvertently endorsed the pervasive denial by the Soviet rulers of a gradual linguistic Russification of
several non-Russwan groups. In the absence of field observanons and sociological accounts of language use,
analyses based singularly on census data failed to reveal the profound changes in language repertoire and a
progressive shift away from the mother tongue in favor of Russian, the “second language.” taking place among
Kazakhs from the 1970s onwards.

Sociological surveys and articles in the late 19805 and early 1990s demonstrated the pervasive
Russification of urban Kazakhs, particularly those under age forty. Kazakhs formed 27 percent of Kazakhstan's
urban population in 1989, [nformal observations in early 1990s suggested that just under one third of the urban

Kazakhs were able to speak Kazakh with any fluency and even fewer had any ability or need to read and write in
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it. ‘What the Kazakh natonalists in the post-Soviet chmate came to deplore as a loss of language and ethnic
Memory — a mankuriizatsia of thewr national identities — is a consequence of a dislocation of the traditional
nomadic ¢ulture, and the eliminanon of national intelligentsia and literary elites under the Stalimist purges. This
senge of dislocation pushed the Kazakhs, especially the urbamzing stratum, toward the adoption of Russian
language, which served as a velucie of social mobiliyy and imegranon o a “world” civilizanon (Dave 1996).

It was left to concerned lmguists and cultural intelligentsia nding the wave of national revival in the late
19805 to highlight the painful fact thar a vast majority of young Kazakhs, espectally those living in urban and
Russian-donunated settings, were not proficient in therr native language. There were varying estmates of
“proficiency” in Kazakh and conflicting views on how “proficiency™ 15 to be determined. as a result, the levels of
“proficiency” and the numbers o1 those not proficient in the native language became a matter of highly subjective
assessments. Abduali Qaidarov 11992), |ater Daidar, a Kazakh linguist and the head of the language revival
society (Jazaq tili, estimated that some 40 percent of kazakhs were not able to speak the language, though he was
quick to add that 1t was not thesr rault, but therr musfortune

Tatmov ( 1993) disputed these numbers, arguing that the native language proficiency of Karzakhs should
be determined not by the extent of public usage (in multicthmie settungs), but by the extent ta which the language
15 spoken in the fanmly (1.¢. mtra-ethme setings), On this entenon, the number of Karzakhs who do not know
their own language s only 28 percent. and not 40 percem as widely believed, My own ethnographic observations
during the perrod 1992-95 suggest thar almost two thirds to three fourths of Kazakhs living i urban settings
spoke Russian almost exclusively though many of them claimed to understand Kazakh and speak it if necessary,
Few of them felt a necessity 1o read or write in Kazakh, There was no significant difference in language
behaviaur in multiethmic rural settings, though Kazakh was more commonly spoken in Kazakh-dominated rural
areas or towns. Although Kazakh has gained immensely in terms of its symbaolic salience, a wide disparity stll

exists between claims of proficiency i the language and ns actual use,

"Mankurt, derived fiom a novel by the Kyrgyze writer Chingiz Aitmatoy, refers ta a person who has lost his or her
ethnic and cultural roots

10




A refusal to know?

Arel (2000 141} pomts at three language “situations” that census-takers generally seek to capture: (a) the
language firse learned by the respondent. (b) the language most commonly used by the respondent at the time of
the census and (¢) the knowledge of particular official language(s) by the respondent: Most censuses elicit
information on the first lwo situations, either deriving ethnic affilianion on the basis of the claimed mother tongue
or determining what languages are most wadely used, and among what groups. The Kazakhstani census takers
have prnimarily targeted the third situation — knowledge of the state language — for eliciting (and manufacturing)
the necessary data. This 1s a significant departure trom the Soviet era censuses, which asked respondents to
indicate their “mother tongue.~ The mstructions to census takers in the {926 Soviet census clearly specified that
if a respondent is unable 10 idennfy his nationality (ethnic markers were fluid in agranan communites),
nattonality was to be inferred on the basis of the “mother rongue ™

From 1970 enwartls, respondents were asked 1o designate not only thewr nanve language but also any
(though only one) other language of the peoples of the USSR in which they were fluent, thus allowing the state to
compile data on the extent of hilingualism among the vanous nanonalines  “Mother tongue™ was Jargely
understood as an ethime marker, a symbaol of ethnic or cultural identity, and not the preferred language of use or
the language the respondent was most fluent . Once stamped on the passport, “nationality™ more or less
remained unchanged and “mother tongue™ as an ethnocultural marker became inexinicably linked with one's
nationality affiliation. The figures on the growing proficiency in the “second language” (invanably Russin, the
language of inter-ethnic communicanon), yielded more useful insight into the extent to which the mother tongue
had been pushed out.

An illustrative case 15 that of ethnic Koreans in the Soviet Union, a4 majority of whom live in Central Asia
The 1999 census results show that 25.8 percent of Kazakhstan's Koreans claimed knowledge of Korean. Hardly
any Koreans under age sixty have a Korean first name or any facility i theyr purported native language. Thus,
those who claimed proficiency in Korean were endorsing the symbolic salience of language for ethnic identity and
not clamming a¢tual proficiency, The finding that 97 7 percent of Koreans are fluent in Russian (second language)

reflects their actual language repertoire. In an mterview with the author in Almaty m August 1999, Gennadit



Mikhalovieh Ni, the pressdent of the Korean Assocation of Kazakhstan, unhesitatingly referred to Koreans as a
“Russian-speaking nation’ ( russkowazyveimara natsiia).

The 1999 census questionnaire no longer has the category “mother tongue,” although question five of the
pilot census form used in 1997 did contain this category.” Question & in the census form only asks about
knowledge of the “state lanzuage ™ [t asks respondents to indicate knowledge ot the state language by choosing
ane ot the four categories: [} know (viaden), [if] know weakly (sfaba viadeiu); [in] do not know (ne viadeiu),
and ] learming (zuchanny The final data computed on the basis of these responses indicate that 99 4 percent of
Kuazakhs know the state language. followed by other speakers of Turkic languages — Karakalpak, Kyrgyz and
L'zbek ~ over 70 percent of whom claim knowledge of Kazakh While only 15 percent among the ethnic Russians
clarm to know the “state language.” this 13 a remarkable improvement from 1989 when less than one percent
claimed any facility in Kazakh Equally heartening for state-building purposes are figures stating that a vast
number (132 mllion. about 17 percent) of Russians are “learming” the state language. In contrast, only 95,976
out of 798 mullion Kazakhs, or about 1 2 percent, mentioned that they were “learning” the language. The
instructions to the census takers (/nstrukisia 1998) state that the category “learmng” the state language applies to
those who know it “weaklv™ or “not ar all. ™

Moreover, the instructions state that “knowledge™ of the state language refers to those who “use the state
language without difficalties as a mode of commumication in varnious social spheres and understand it well,
irrespective of the fact whether they can read or write in 11" (ltalics author's, fnstrukistio 1998: 17). One can thus
infer that a sigmificant propomon of Kazakhs do not habirually use Kazakh, have only a very basic knowledge of
it. and are nol investing the effort to learn it. Quite ingemiously. the sub-question following the question about the
“state language” asks respondents to “mention languages (except the state language) which you know fluendy”
(emphasis mine, razyki, kotarvm vy svobodno viadeete), offering a choice of up to two languages. Thus the

question on “state language” 1s about a basic familianty and not proficiency or command. Therefore, | have

* The next question in the Pilor census asked respondents 1o indicate language that they have a fluent command of
{ ‘whazhite drugol iazvk, kotorym svobodio viadeete ) The question on “nationality’ was framed as “to which
nationaiity, narodnost or ethnic group do vou belong,” the wording very similar to that used m the 1926 census
which emphasized the self-designation principle
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translated the question on state language as a question gbout the “knowledge™ of the state language (which does
not presuppose fluency). This sub-question 1s the only means of gleaning data on fluency in (and consequently.
pervasive use of) Kussian,

The question on the knowledpe of the state language, based entirely on subjective evaluation, is
methodologically flawed though politically convement  Overestimation of language skills is common in self-
evaluation and evaluation of students, The question on state language seeks neither to distil the actual use of the
language nor competence in distinct domains (writing, speaking, comprehension). One might think that a state
deternuned 1o carry through a language revival project 15 keen to obtain accurate and elaborate data on the degree
of proficiency in that language.

Since the state language facility expectations under the sub-categortes “know,” “know weakly,”
“leamning,” are not at all ngorous, one can surmse that perhaps only a rare Kazakh will admut on an official
document. or fo the census fakers thit he or she does nof know Kazakh. or has a very rudimentary facility in the
language Only | 4 percent of Kazakhs admined that they have a “weak knowledge™ of the state language. Not
only is there A stigma and embarrassment antached 10 not knowing (or admitting that one doesn’t know) one's
native language. such an admission in public could also needlessly jeopardize one’s career prospects or
reputation

The language law adopted in 1997 siales that it is the duty of every citizen of Kazakhstan 1o master the
state language. while dodging the corresponding 1ssue of the obligation of the state and financial allocation
facilitating the acquisition of proficiency in the state language. Quite consistent with Soviet era practices, the
1999 census results indicate that citizens’ responses do tend 1o endorse the official line and validate the identity
categones employed by the state. The results show that Kazakhs are at the forefront of having successfully
performed ther “duty"” to master the state language and other Russian-speaking groups are also making
impressive smmdes

These results also confirm how stanistics are used 1o construct “objective” facts and justfy a non-existing
reality. Vet these figures need 10 be placed and understood in a wider political and socio-lingwistic context.

When the pool of people possessing spoken and written fluency 1n an “aggnieved” language is narrow, what
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matters is not simply the degree of clumed or demonstrated proficiency in the language, but also a shaft in
psychological orentanon toward It The demonstration of facility in an aggrieved language by a non-native
language speaker invanably 1s taken as an indicator of his‘her goodwill and respect for the language and culture of
the particular people, For a vast mmonty of Russophone groups, the lack of proficiency m Kazakh during the
Soviet period was above all a reflection of an “impenal™ disposition, [n their perception, consistent with the
Lemmist-Stalinigt evolutionary thinking on nations and language, Kazakh was not a “full-fledged” language, but a
“dralect”™ that did not even have us "own" script and was “unworthy” of learming.

(onfernng state language status on Kazakh has led to a shift in public attifide toward the language, both
among Kazakhs and others. In the Soviet era, speaking Kazakh in pubhic, or even in private, was dended as a
mark of “provincialism.” whereas speaking Russian was seen as 4 sign of being, “cultared” (kad ‘turnase’). The
shift in public attitude rowird Kazakh among Russian-speaking Kazakhs, tnggered by the elevation in the
symbolic status of Kazakh. has also mfluenced Slavic groups 10 modify their amitude toward the language.

Druring inferviews between 1993-95, Kazakhs who were unable te speak their narive language offered a
dual set of responses. Regreting their own lack of proficiency in ther nanve language, they emphasized that they
witnted thewr children to command the native language. also highhightng that it 1s now “prestigious” to know the
language. Had Karakh not been accorded the status of the state language, 1t 15 doubrful if these Russian-speaking
Kazakhs would place a simular emphasis on acquining proficiency in Kazakh, In other words, the support and
legutimanon for Kazakh among Kazakhs with weak knowledge in their nanve language derive from its status as
the state language. Thus the desire to leam one’s "natve language”™ 15 pohitically induced and 1s not a
reawakening of a “primordial” aspiration. Blessed with sime parronage, Kazakh 1s overcoming the Soviet-era
stigma o “backwardness” dnd being “devoid of future prospects” (hesperspekiivayt),

While Kazakh may not displace Russian, certainly not in the next couple of decades, there is an increasing
recogninion that proficiency in Kazakh 15 impontant. [ts imiportance derives not from I1s commumicative ability
(which remains very limited and is of value only when accompamed with proficiency in Russian), but from its
symbolic status and normative value as the state language. In this regard, what is crucial here is not linguistic

ability per se — for soomal expectatons about linguistic facility in that language are low — but the broader social
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and cultural implications of demonstrating an effort to speak that language. A little knowledge and effort can rake
ape quite far,

In most soctal settings. uttertng phrases such as “salemuisiz be” (a form of greeting), “galingiz galai”
(how are you?), “shagsy” (good), “rakimet” (thank you), “keshiringiz™ (excuse me) significantly aid in breaking
cultural or political barmiers  The very wallingness and ability to utter some of these phrases is an indication of a
positive attitude toward the language. Once a non-Kazakh speaker {whether an ethmc Kazakh or other) has
established a certam degree of “credibility™ by urtering some Kazakh greetings and demonstrating a desire 1o
speak in the language, conversanons subsequently shift to the language that 1s mumually easv and “natural™ for
both parties in the given setting.

The questions that the census-tukers have opted 1w avoid vield a more vital clue than the ones they have
asked. Information about knowledgze of Kazakh. measured in degrees (fluency, basic profictency. do not know)
and in distinct domains (speaking, writing, comprehending) is what they have chosen nof 1o obtain. On this basis
one can surmise that the pnonty for state elites 1s not to fully capture the vanous contours of current language use,
but to procure the necessary data to demonstrate the “steady success”™ of its ethno-linguistic policies, as well as the
maintenance of “ethnic harmony,” while restoring the lost status of Kazakh,

The 1999 census results reinforce the linkage between nanonality and language (“mother tongue™) by
indirectly eliciting informanon on the knowledge of the language ascribed to one’s own nationality on the basis of
responses to the quesnons on proficiency in the state language (for Kazakhs) and fluency in other languages (for
non-Kazakhs)., This mformation 1s presented i the sechon on “the population structure according 10 nationality
and language proficiency,” which contains the column “proficiency in the language of one’s own nationality™
ftazyk svoer naistonal mostt). Continuous with the Soviet census pracuces, the primordialist conception of an
inextricable nanonality-language nexus remains deeply entrenched in the mindset of the Kazakhstam census-
makers and officials, although politcally expedient reasoning hay dissuaded them from directly asking about
native language proficiency or fluency in Russan.

The fundamental issue for the siate elites in kazakhstan was not whether Kazakh could become the

primary language of intra-ethnic communicanon or the effective language of state business. The primary
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challenge for the post-independent Kazakhsrani leadership was whether a legal starus as the sole state language
could be conferred upon Kazakh in view of the fact that Russian already prevailed as the de facto language of
inter-ethme commumnicanon. Kazakh's status as the sole state language was justified above all on the twin
grounds of affirmanve action and a primordialist hnkage of nanonality and language. These can be summarnsed
m views such as: “Where else can Kazakh be spoken. 1f not on 11s own homeland? Kazakh needs protection as
the state language precisely because it is o weak Janguage, unable o withstand a natural competition with
Russian ™

The ten-year state program on language policy introduced n garly 1999 focuses on “increasing demand
for the use of the state language” and “creatng condinons for learming it.” {1 lavs down how these objectives are
1o be realized through admimstranve and bureaucrane measures, ovently steening clear of any discussion of
“political” or “ethnic” dimenstons of lamguage. [t requires otficial bodies to complete the majority of
docuwmentation in Kazakh, and supulates that at least 50 percent ofall TV and radio broadcasting should be in
Kazakh (RFERL Newsline. 9 February 1999)

Maost Kazakh officials at the rop levels have bener facility in Russian than in Kazakh, which is a major
reason for the meffective implementation of the language program. No formal means for testing proficiency in
the state language ¢xists. nor 15 any documentation required for aftesting to the proficiency. The Kyrgyz
parliament debated a bill on imtroducing a Kyrgyz language proficiency test, but eventually withdrew the bill in
April 2001 (RFE RL Newsline, 27 Apnl 2001 ), justifying the withdrawal in terms of a desire 1o stem the
emigration of Russian-speakers

in both countries. candidates tor presidential election have to pass tests for proficiency in the state
language and the eritena are unrmstakably political, and not hingwistic. Wherever language testing requirements
exisL 11 15 entirely a matter of either subjective assessment. [0 an interview with the author on 9 September 1999,
Erbol Shamerdenov, the head of the Commuttee on Implementation of the State Language, pointed at the
increasing official documentabon in the state language as a measure of the “success” of the language policy. The

overall thrust of the state language program in Kazakhstan is on increasing the demand for Kazakh and
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demonstrating success in meetmy 1argets rather than a qualitative improvement and widening of the linguistic

demunin

A politicized demography

Some prominent cntics of the "natonalizing policies,” or "Kazakhization,” maintain that since Nazarbaev
enshrined the notion of conswucting Kazakhstani statehood on the “ancestral land of the Kazakhs™ in the preamble
of the Constimtion, the study of demography and migration has become politicized (Maganov 1999, Alekseenko
2001 Documenting the rapidly increasing representation of’ Kazakhs in the government and administration,
Kolsta (1998) also argues that the dynamics of ethnic representation ace anticipating. and thus jumping shead of,
rather than resultmg from changes in the ethno-demographic structure. |f ethnic representation were indeed to
follow demographic changes, one would have 1o wait unnl the next generation comes of age, as “after all not
mfams but adults fill public offices™ (Kolste 1998: 61).

The vears {994-95 consututed the crucial defining peniod when non-titular emigration reached its peak.
Altogether. 481,000 people left Kazakhsran in 1994, with 309,600 in 1995 and 229400 i 1996 (Statisticheskil
Htulletn 1997 12-15), While non-titular emigration is a combined outcome of post-impenal migration trends
and Kazakhization policies, the crucial npping pomnt was reached during 199495 after which emigration became
the norm, no longer needing a tngger A large propormon of the emigrants were ethnic Germans, who constituted
the fourth largest nanonality within Kazakhstan, numbering 958,000 in 1989 Though a small nurmber of
Kazakhstan's Germans have moved to Russia. most others have left for Germany. The German exodus 1s
motivared mainly by immigranon policy in Germany, which ennitles a person of German descent to obtain
German cimzenship, Nearly half of Kazakhstam Germans had emugrated by 1996 and by the year 2000, almost
three fourths had left Kazakhstan (RIFE R Newsline, 31 May. 2001).

According to estimates from the Kazakhstan Stanstical Agency, a total of 1,846,466 people left

Kazakhstan between 1991 and 1999 1t1s very difficult to obtamn the exact figures on emigration because many

* hitp kazstat asde k'L ]| fmigr him. Appendix 4, M Kh Asylbekov and V'V Kozina, Kazakht Demiograficheskie
Tendentsti 80-90-ikh godov, Almaty: Oerkeniet. 2000, pp 99-100
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decide to emigrate without fommally processing papers in Kazakhstan and some others retumn 1o the onginal place
of restdence. In the typology of Albert Hirschman, “exnt™ hag been the dontinant responise by culturally and
pohnically disgruntled Russians who perceive the nationalizing course as irreversible and see little future for their
chuldren in the ethrueally recontipured landscapes of Caucases and Central Asia. The aceeleranon of
Kazakhization and anxiety over a detenioration of their status are among the key factors that have miggered an
exodus of the Russian-speaking population from Kazakhstan since 1991,

Independent scholars in Kazakhstan and in Russia have contested the census statisncs on the number of
Slavs in Kazakhstan. Aleksandr Alekseenko, 4 Kazakhstan Russian demographer, points to the disparity between
the official data released by Kazakhstan's State Stanstical Agency (natskomsial) in the mtercensal period and the
1999 census dara on the number of Slavs m Kazakhstan  The 1999 census results offered an amended number of
the total population m 1989, crigmally counted as 16,464,464, The revised total for the 1989 census was
16,199,154, which s 265310 or | 6 percent less than the earlier tigures { Alekseenko 2001). The decrease mainty
pertains to the mumber of Russians ( 2.6 percent), Belarusans (2.6 percent) and Ukramians (2.3 percent) and only
0.6 percent for Kazakhs, President Nazarbaev justified the “correction” of the 1989 census data by clainming that
250.000 more Russians (the reference 1s intended to say “Slavs” -~ BD) had been erronecusly added on
(“pripisali”) in the 1989 census (Kazokhstanskara pravda. 6 Apnl 2000),

Computing rthe data refeased by vanious sources such as Demograficheskit ezhegodnik Kazakhstana,
Statisticheskii sbornik (years 1997 and 1998), Regional 'nvi statisticheskil ezhegodnik Kazakhstana (1997), and
Statisticheskit binlletn (1997), Alekseenko conrends that the Kazakh share only comes 1o 48 7 percent, and not
$3.3. Correspondingly, the Slavic share 1s 358 and not 34.4 as per the 1999 census. The dispanity between the
1999 census results and the preceding stansnces provided by the National Stanstical Agency, according to
Alekseenko, may be explained by the extreme fluidity of the migration process and the fact that many Russian-

speaking groups 1n the northeastern regrons refused 1o let census-takers into therr apx:mnents.‘” However, he

" The refusal by many Slavs to let the census takers into their apartments does not seem to have merited any official
attention, nor did the state 'plan’ 1o degl with such a possibility In contrast, the Kyrgyz census-takers undertook
serious measures to enhance public participation in the 1999 census  One means to procure public participation was
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holds the “politicization of stansncs™ and the vanous "demographic calls™ in the Kazakh press, such as “Kazakhs

must constitute a majonity,” “the Rubicon must be crossed.” responsible for this dispanty,

[mplications for the next census

Thus census, which has dropped the category “mother tongue”™ used m the Soviet period but retained the
category “nanonality,” will be the baseline far subsequent censuses in post-Soviet Kazakhstan. I the results of
the 1999 census patat a flattermg scenano, a far more unpalatable set of demographic facts may be in the offing in
the next census, assurming 1115 held on schedule in the vear 2009 By this nme, the annual growth rate among
Kazakhs is likely to fall below one percent, conmbuting 10 the aging of the titular population

As far as language policy 18 concerned, what the state has failed to achieve on the ground has been
attained through stabistics. The near umversal proficiency in the state Janguage (and therr “mother tongue™)
among the Kazakhs has for the time bemng put a lid on concerns mobilized by Kazakh nationalists over the fate of
the Kazakh language and the ensuing cultural loss. “Countng” is a form of legiimation. The heartening
statistics an knowledge of the state language may not be a bad thing as the relaxed ¢riteria for measuring language
proficiency make it easier both for the state mnd individuals o refrain from overtly politicized identity battles and
concentrate on their respecnive prionties and concerns in a chimate of mutual apathy and 1solation, The absence of
a polincal debate on language or on the census data is a mark of alienaton of the citizenry from the state, in which
the citizens publicly endorse the “official” identity categories while pnivately pursuing their individual preferences
and prospects. When clamming proficiency in the state language 15 both easv and nisk-free Tor the titular group,
there are few incentives 1o fight a political battle over the language 1ssue and resist the language policy of the
state.

Yet the optimistie data on state langeage proficiency also impart a premature and misplaced sense of all
heing well with the Kazakh language revival and contribute to the overall shoddiness in teaching and widening of

Kazakh language use through bureaucranc means. These data contribute 10 the overall deterioration in standards

a loery draw based on the questionnaire in which one of the prizes was an apartment in the center of Bishkek
(Kudahaev 1999: 324)
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of teaching Kazakh, as well as m preparation of official documents in Kazakh or translating into the state
language. The implementanon of the state language policy thus remarns a stanstically successtul, though socially

ineffective undertaking.
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