The Role of Nation-Building Policies in the Preservation of the Nation in post-Soviet Kazakhstan

The break up of the Soviet Union in 1991 marked the end of the Cold War by abolishing the bi-polar world order. Unsurprisingly, the end of the war did not mean to be a fresh start for the rest of the world either for Russia itself or for the newly independent republics of the Soviet Union. The newly independent countries had to cope with the rules and requirements of the world order. The process of transition imposed differing problems to each of these countries in varying degrees. These young republics had to adopt a market-economy together with other liberal reforms in accordance with the dominant power structures which dispose the power and balance in world politics. Besides the restructuring part of their agenda, to organize their state structures and to declare their independence as nation-states the ex-Soviet countries and their leaders together with their elites took charge and assumed the task of building their nations by awakening the national sentiments of their people. As an ex-Soviet republic, Kazakhstan was also embedded with problems of being a nation-state with its vast geography, resources and unique demographic structure. This process of transition is a never ending one and it disposes serious challenges and problems in front of these countries.

Kazakhstan, like other ex-Soviet countries, had also faced with the challenges of being a nation-state. Statistical data from the Kazakh Statistical Agency show the rate of ethnic composition in Kazakhstan as of the date January 1, 2007 as Kazakh (Qazaq) 59.2%, Russian 25.6% and other ethnic groups including Ukrainians, Uzbeks, Germans, Tatars and Uygurs and others 15.2%. Hence, it is the special nature of Kazakhstan what makes it different in terms of demography when compared to other post-Soviet republics. The diverse demographic situation in the Republic puts serious obstacles in the formation of a Kazakh national identity. The establishment of a national-identity is one of the most important requisite of nation-building process. The diverse nature of Kazakhstan together with the dominance of Russian culture puts barriers in the formation of the national identity understandably. 

In order to accomplish the process of nation-building in favour of the people of Kazakhstan, the government of the newly independent republic adopted nationalist policies. These policies aimed the standardization of Kazakh culture through out the country. However, the process of cultural standardization would not seem to be achieved easily in Kazakhstan. Cultural standardization, on the other hand, is an important marker in the debate of establishing a nation-state as scholars from different fields reflect the importance of establishing a common culture in modern terms to foster a national identity. However, when we take into consideration the special demographic structure of the Republic of Kazakhstan together with its Soviet past it is easy to see that the cultural standardization process would take time and requires serious political, cultural and social efforts.

The launch of nation-building policies in the Republic of Kazakhstan right after the break up of the Soviet Union aim to promote the status of Kazakh national identity as well as to support its use in state and public life spheres in order  to foster the national consciousness among the public to preserve their nationhood. To build up a modern and a secular nation-state Kazakhstan have to cope with a rigid language policy in order to take its place in the international political arena as a developing nation. Although, official efforts combined with the discourses of the political elites aim to promote the status of the Kazakh language, various factors such as, the demographic structure, the quality of the Kazakh language and the rural and urban dichotomy, hindered the effective enforcement of these policies. The main argument of the study is that due to the existing factors which are mentioned above the usage of Kazakh language by the people of Kazakhstan as a means of communication in the short-run does not seem to be attainable. The Kazakh language, within the process of national identity formation, acts and would remain to act as a symbolic tool. In this context, it would be appropriate to further argue that the language policies are used as a social tool in order to preserve the nationhood of Kazakhstan. 

The aim of the paper is to analyze the relationship between various agents, especially the language policies and their utilization in the formation of national identity in the post-Soviet Kazakhstan. The efforts of building a nation-state in modern terms include various stages of transition depending upon the historical and political past of each and every country. The use of language as an element of national identity is widely used and studied by scholars. The link between nationalism and language would be worth to be taken into consideration. As the preservation of a nation is based upon the protection of the national agents the use of language as a political policy tool seems to be quite important. The research question of this study is whether the government based policies such as the language policy serve as a symbolic tool in the process of nation-building and the preservation of the nation or does it really serve to be a functional one?

In this study, documentary research is chosen as the research method. Official documents including language laws, governmental declarations, reports, personal documents and personal discourses are used as primary sources. Additionally, the Constitution of Kazakhstan adopted in 1993 together with the current Constitution of Kazakhstan, declarations and statements of the officials of the Republic of Kazakhstan as the President Nursultan Nazarbaev in official web-sites and academic publications are used. Besides the laws and decrees, official state programs such as the “Cultural Heritage Program for 2004-2006” are examined together with other programs such as the “Law on the Languages of the Republic of Kazakhstan (1997)”,  “Conception of Broadening the Sphere of Use of Kazakh Language (2006)”, State Program on Functioning and Development of Languages from 2001 to 2010 (2001)”, “On the Problem of Transition to Latin (2007)” and “Language Policy in the Republic of Kazakhstan (2005)”. In addition to the primary sources, academic books and international publications treating the issue of socio-linguistics, nationalism and nation-building, politics, linguistics, sociology, sociology of language are used. Documents of the existing literature in French and English on the issue of national identity, language and nationalism, nation-building and sociolinguistics are also used. 

In this regard the first part of the study will be treating the background of the nation-building and nation-preserving policies both by taking into consideration the theoretical frame and both by moving further into literature review by using case studies. In the second part of the study the case of Kazakhstan will be dealt delicately by giving a detailed and comparative point of view. 

As a result of the research it is found that in the post-Soviet Kazakhstan government based nation-building policies, particularly the official language policy of the Republic, are serve to be symbolic rather than being functional. These findings are important to further move on and study the agents of nation-preservation. 
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