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ABOUT THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE  
IN THE FORMATION OF NATIONAL UNITY 

 

In this article, the authors explore the complex relationship between language, nationalism and na-
tional unity. The authors draw attention to the socio-cultural nature of language, its integrative potential 
and impact on national identity. The authors systematize existing theoretical and methodological ap-
proaches, offering a new perspective on the dynamics of language and its role in strengthening national 
unity. The authors substantiate the role of language in shaping national identity, inclusiveness and argue 
that has an impact on mitigating social discord. Emphasizing effective language governance and institu-
tional support, the authors draw attention to policies that promote social cohesion and stability, which 
allow for a broader understanding of the complex relationship between language and nationalism, as 
well as influence the strengthening of common values, the overcoming of barriers and promotion of 
inclusiveness, which ultimately helps to create a more stable and harmonious social environment. The 
scientific and practical significance of this work is that it can help specialists in this field understand the 
complexity of the role of language in social stability. 

Key words: language, national unity, nationalism, postcolonial theory, ambivalence, hybridity, 
mimicry.
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Ұлттық біртұтастықты қалыптастырудағы тілдің рөлі жөнінде

Бұл мақалада авторлар тіл, ұлтшылдық пен ұлттық бірлік арасындағы күрделі байланыстарды 
қарастырады. Авторлар тілдің әлеуметтік-мәдени сипатына, оның интегративті мүмкіндігіне 
және ұлттық болмысқа ықпалына назар аударады. Авторлар тіл динамикасы мен оның 
ұлттық бірлікті нығайтудағы рөліне жаңаша көзқарас ұсынып, қалыптасқан теориялық және 
әдістемелік тәсілдерді жүйелейді. Авторлар тілдің ұлттық бірегейлікті қалыптастырудағы 
рөлін, инклюзивтілікті және әлеуметтік жіктелуді азайтуға ықпалын атап көрсетеді. Тиімді тілді 
басқаруға және институционалдық қолдауға баса назар аудара отырып, авторлар қоғамның 
бірігуі мен тұрақтылығына ықпал ететін, осылайша тіл мен ұлтшылдық арасындағы күрделі қарым-
қатынасты түсінуді арттыратын, сонымен қатар ортақ құндылықтарды нығайтуға, кедергілерді 
жеңуге және инклюзивтілікке ықпал ететін саясатқа назар аударады. сайып келгенде, неғұрлым 
тұрақты және үйлесімді әлеуметтік ортаны құруға көмектеседі. Бұл жұмыстың ғылыми-
тәжірибелік маңыздылығы сол сала мамандарына тілдің қоғамдық тұрақтылықтағы рөлінің 
күрделілігін түсінуге көмектесе алады.

Түйін сөздер: тіл, ұлттық бірлік, ұлтшылдық, постколониалдық теория, амбиваленттілік, 
гибридтілік, мимикрия.
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О роли языка в формировании национального единства

В этой статье авторы исследуют сложную взаимосвязь между языком, национализмом и на-
циональным единством. Авторы обращают внимание на социокультурную природу языка, на его 
интегративный потенциал и влияние на национальную идентичность. Авторы систематизируют 
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существующие теоретические и методологические подходы, предлагая новый взгляд на дина-
мику языка и его роль в укреплении национального единства. Авторы фундируют роль языка в 
формировании национальной идентичности, инклюзивности и оказывает влияние на смягчение 
социальных разногласий. Подчеркивая эффективное языковое управление и институциональ-
ную поддержку, авторы обращают внимание на политику, которая способствует социальной 
сплоченности и стабильности, что позволяет расширить понимание сложных взаимоотношений 
между языком и национализмом, также оказывает влияние на укрепление общих ценностей, пре-
одолению барьеров и содействию инклюзивности, что в конечном итоге помогает создать более 
стабильную и гармоничную социальную среду. Научное и практическое значение этой работы 
заключается в том, что она может помочь специалистам данной области понять всю сложность 
роли языка в социальной стабильности. 

Ключевые слова: язык, национальное единство, национализм, постколониальная теория, ам-
бивалентность, гибридность, мимикрия.

Introduction

This paper aims to address the question: How 
does language contribute to the formation of na-
tional unity in a post-colonial context, particularly 
in Kazakhstan? While nationalism has been wide-
ly studied, the specific role that language plays in 
forming or undermining national unity, particularly 
in post-colonial states like Kazakhstan, has not re-
ceived sufficient attention, as is discussed below. By 
exploring this gap, the paper aims to contribute to 
a deeper understanding of the relationship between 
language and national unity.

Situations, tensions, and attitudes towards the 
state language that could destabilize modern Ka-
zakhstani society raise concerns about national se-
curity, the cohesion of society and the future of the 
state. If we look at the path of developed countries 
with a strong foundation, the problem of nation-
building has been systematically addressed through 
the implementation of strategies which have in re-
cent decades been subjected to extensive academic 
research. Meanwhile in Kazakhstan during the years 
since independence, a significant number of studies 
discussed below have examined the state’s language 
policy and its impact on national unity. However, 
for a more in-depth assessment, a comprehensive 
study needs to be conducted, covering not only gov-
ernmental initiatives but also real linguistic practic-
es among the Kazakh population, public perceptions 
of the Kazakh language, and the role played by that 
language in the cultural and economic spheres. 

The issue of national unity is subject to constant 
dynamic changes due to political, social, and cul-
tural influences, necessitating further research to 
address evolving challenges. The factors that influ-
ence national unity include a sense of shared history 
(Deutsch, 1969), economic parity, political stability, 
open social dialogue, educational opportunities, and 
linguistic cohesion. Additionally, the promotion of a 

standardized national language can serve as a foun-
dation for legitimizing political power and as a uni-
fying force that integrates a nation within a shared 
cultural framework (Hobsbawm, 1990). 

In countries where different national groups 
live, state policies might aim to create a common 
civil society to manage ethnocultural diversity. Na-
tional identity can thereby be fostered by promot-
ing shared cultural and linguistic characteristics that 
create a sense of belonging to a particular nation, 
which is used to mobilize citizens and support cer-
tain political ideas. Also closely related to the idea 
of the nation in politics are issues of national secu-
rity and sovereignty. Furthermore, national identity 
may derive from ethnic or religious affiliations, and 
from this perspective, it holds significance for the 
governance of society, particularly in societies with 
ethnic or racial diversity. All these aspects dem-
onstrate that the complex relationship between the 
concept of the nation and political processes can 
play a decisive role in shaping political identities, 
strategies, and decisions.

Although national identities have a long history, 
nationalism as a political idea only emerged in the 
18th and 19th centuries, initially articulated primar-
ily by European figures such as Johann Herder, Gi-
useppe Mazzini, Ernest Renan and Johann Fichte. 
For figures like Mazzini, nationalism was an ideal-
istic means of organizing political society around 
the seemingly natural affinity of the nation (Rowley, 
2012), rejecting in the process the pre-existing ter-
ritorially based structures and hierarchies dominated 
by landed elites. 

This process of emergent nationalism also co-
incided with the first convulsions of anti-colonial 
struggle in Latin America, ignited not least by the 
impact of the French Revolution on men like Fran-
cisco de Miranda (Racine, 2003). After the end of 
the Second World War, a further wave of decolo-
nisation from European rule occurred in Asia and 
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Africa. It was this process, rather than the earlier na-
tionalist revolutions in Latin America,1 that sparked 
the emergence of post-colonial theories of national-
ism in the 1970s and 1980s. In addition, the spread 
of mass culture, including film production, provid-
ed both new vectors for carrying national culture, 
and potential threats to the maintenance and inter-
generational transference of national attributes and 
memories. Along with the internal changes in con-
sciousness that occurred, the capabilities and scale 
of production also influenced the disappearance of 
clothing, household items, and other national char-
acteristics exemplified in popular culture. A number 
of important works emerged from scholars to map 
and reflect on the impact of these developments, 
among the most influential of which were those 
of B. Anderson, E. Gellner, E. Hobsbawm, and A. 
Smith. At the same time, the legacy of colonialism 
produced its own literary response in the form of 
the theories of postcolonialism articulated most sig-
nificantly by F. Fanon, E. Said, G. Spivak, and H. 
Bhabha. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, major publica-
tions on nationalism have included Benedict Ander-
son’s “Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 
Origins and Spread of Nationalism” (1983), Ernest 
Gellner’s “Nations and Nationalisms” (1983), An-
thony D. Smith’s “The Ethnic Origins of Nations” 
(1986), Eric Hobsbawm’s “Nations and National-
ism Since 1780” (1990), Etienne Balibar’s “Race, 
Nation, Class: Ambiguous Identities” (1991), Homi 
Bhabha’s “Nation and Narration” (1990), Michael 
Billig’s “Banal Nationalism” (1995). The 1990s ad-
ditionally saw the foundation of several journals to 
explore these themes, including “Nations & Nation-
alism” (1995) inspired by Smith’s work. “This con-
structivist paradigm also includes postcolonial stud-
ies as a core premise for the study of nationalism” 
(Dinter, Marquardt, 2021: 9).

Almost all of these works emphasize the pivotal 
role of language in the formation of nations. Before 
the Enlightenment era language, particularly in writ-
ten form, was primarily employed for conveying 
and interpreting medieval religious and theologi-
cal texts or for legal codes, statues and contracts. 
The emergence of printing in Europe in the late fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries onwards led to a shift 
from scribal to print culture, facilitating a wider and 

1 Instead, there was for long a tendency to assume that the 
nationalists of Latin America had essentially civil goals about 
political and constitutional change, and ethnic dimensions to na-
tionalism there were only increasingly analysed in the twentieth 
century (see Miller, 2013).

faster spread of text and a greater fixity of meaning 
(Dingley and Catterall, 2020). As a result, increas-
ingly the printed word was assuming the role of a 
national symbol, thus fostering unity by demarcat-
ing distinctions between “us” and “others” (Ander-
son, 2016). The growing challenges associated with 
globalization, migration, and political polarization 
further exacerbate difficulties in ensuring political 
stability, social cohesion, and economic develop-
ment, thereby undermining national unity. While ef-
fective language, education, and integration policies 
can strengthen unity, poorly implemented policies 
may lead to ethnic tensions, inequality, and social 
unrest. In the modern world, fostering inclusive na-
tional unity is crucial for maintaining stability, pre-
venting conflicts, and ensuring long-term economic 
and social progress (Kang et al., 2024).

In addition, the growth of multiculturalism and 
migration has led to changes in language and in the 
complexity of the relationship between different 
ethnic groups. Language thus emerges as a primary 
instrument for regulating various social processes, 
with a nuanced understanding of its contextual us-
age facilitating insights into the dynamics of cultural 
evolution. To elucidate the intricate nexus between 
language and national unity, it becomes imperative 
to delineate a robust theoretical and methodological 
framework. This article underscores a commitment 
to advancing conceptual frameworks conducive to 
the effective analysis of the interplay between na-
tional unity and language, underscoring the impera-
tive of interdisciplinary research. This thematic do-
main finds resonance in the scholarly activities of 
linguists and political scientists, spanning investiga-
tions conducted within the precincts of Kazakhstan 
as well as globally recognized research endeavors. 
While this thematic area has been subject to inten-
sive scrutiny and extensive scholarly inquiry, the di-
verse experiences engendered by disparate contexts, 
historical legacies, and social stratifications warrant 
exhaustive deliberation.

The primary objective of this article resides in 
laying the theoretical and methodological ground-
work for subsequent research in this domain, ac-
centuating the seminal works that have hitherto in-
formed scholarly discourse. The interface between 
national unity and language constitutes a pressing 
concern of contemporary society, with the delinea-
tion of these frameworks underscoring its topical rel-
evance and salience, particularly within the context 
of Kazakhstan. The integration of global conceptual 
paradigms affords a comprehensive theoretical and 
methodological vista, facilitating nuanced analyses 
of this multifaceted terrain.
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Methods and materials

The article uses the scoping review method to 
analyze and summarize the existing literature on the 
topic, with the aim of providing a comprehensive 
overview of the current state of the problem. At the 
initiation of the research, it was essential to gather 
and synthesize foundational theories and approaches 
that have been internationally tested and recognized. 
This decision was made to build a robust theoreti-
cal framework that enables a deeper understanding 
of the complex linguistic situation in Kazakhstan 
through the lens of broader postcolonial and nation-
alist concepts. Such an approach is justified because 
it allows the problem in Kazakhstan to be examined 
using well-established models, testing their applica-
bility to the Kazakh situation through comparing it 
with similar processes in other countries.

The next phase of the research will focus on a 
more detailed exploration of local contexts, incor-
porating the work of Kazakhstani scholars. These 
studies will provide a more nuanced understanding 
of the unique features of national unity formation in 
Kazakhstan through the role of language.

To identify primary resources, the Google 
Scholar and Scopus databases were employed. Us-
ing the keywords “nationalism” AND “language” 
AND “post-colonial theory” relevant sources were 
sought. Subsequently, suggested sources underwent 
further refinement, excluding the duplicate litera-
ture and irrelevant materials. Preference was given 
to selecting books and scholarly articles exclusively. 
Following this, the content of chosen sources was 
scrutinized, and research works not geographically 
relevant were excluded. Emphasis was placed on 
incorporating classical theories and theorists with-
in the field of cultural studies to establish a robust 
theoretical framework. Additionally, political and 
linguistic research conducted in Kazakhstan was 
included, given the interdisciplinary nature of the 
study. 

The selection of sources is of paramount impor-
tance, considering their ability to integrate diverse 
perspectives, research findings, and concepts. Ad-
ditionally, the chosen sources offer new insights or 
reinterpretations of existing literature, while rep-
resenting different viewpoints and avoiding bias. 
Selecting only foreign literature, we deliberately 
ignored domestic research in order to activate new 
approaches to the study of this topic. In the third 
section, individual domestic examples are given to 
apply and test the validity of the postcolonial theo-
ries identified.

Results and discussion 

Nationalism Studies
“Nationalism” became increasingly and widely 

debated as a subject of academic analysis in the 
later 20th century. An early postwar contribution 
came from the German-American theorist Karl W. 
Deusch. His celebrated Nationalism and Its Al-
ternatives opens with the famous observation that 
“A nation”, so goes the rueful European saying, 
“is a group of persons united by a common error 
about their ancestry and a common dislike of their 
neighbor” (Deutsch, 1969: 3). This view was ex-
pressed, more positively, in the highly influential 
contribution provided by the Irish scholar Bene-
dict Anderson. Whereas Deutsch was looking back 
on nation-building processes with a jaundiced eye 
shaped by his experience of Nazi Germany, Ander-
son had spent a lifetime experiencing contempo-
rary nation-building processes in South-East Asia 
where he lived and worked. Accordingly, in his 
book Imagined Communities (Anderson, 1983) he 
analyzed ideas of national identity and belonging, 
and the nationalist ideologies that politicize such 
frameworks from a socio-anthropological perspec-
tive and proposed that a nation should be viewed as 
an “imagined community” created by imagining the 
commonalities between people who have never met 
each other but feel connected through common sym-
bols, language and culture. For him, a key vector 
of this process was the emergence of print sources, 
language-based means of furnishing that common-
ality, not least through the banal nationalism – such 
as the routine use of inclusive language – that Mi-
chael Billig (1995) was later to highlight. Anderson 
also emphasized specific social mechanisms for the 
formation of national identity, such as spatial fac-
tors (empires, “dominance”, borders) and temporal 
factors (narratives of nationalism, history-making, 
the formation of a national language). Whilst print 
culture and its role in nation-building can already be 
discerned in some countries by the sixteenth centu-
ry, if not earlier (Catterall, 2023a), Anderson (1983) 
says that the emergence of nationalism is a product 
of the Enlightenment. In his opinion, the role of reli-
gion in society has decreased and has been replaced 
by nationalism. He thus posits that the cultural ori-
gin of nationalism lies in the weakening of the status 
of religion or in its function as a source of social 
unity and meaning (a point elaborated in Catterall, 
2023b). That is, if earlier people found meaning in 
religion and sacrificed themselves for it, now the re-
ligious interpretation of the world is rejected, and 
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they turned to the development of their nation and 
language. Indeed, as Durkheim had pointed out long 
before, the nation become increasingly an overarch-
ing ontological framework through which meaning 
was expressed and within which civil society oper-
ated, itself in the process acquiring some of the ap-
purtenances of religion (Dingley, 2008). 

Anderson had been a Marxist when a student at 
Cambridge, and his brother Perry was a key member 
of the British New Left of the 1950s. Writing de-
cades later (Anderson, 1983), however, concluded 
that neither Marxism nor other alternative ideologi-
cal frameworks could compete with the identitar-
ian basis that nationalist ideologies could often 
mobilise. His approach thus allows us to consider 
nationalism as a sociocultural phenomenon that in-
teracts with spatial, temporal and cultural aspects of 
society. He uses the image of “Two-Faced Janus” 
to show the two-faced nature of nationalism, that 
is, to show that nationalism is deeply rooted in the 
idea of a common nation and creates an imagined 
community united by common symbols and myths. 
This comparison highlights the dualistic nature of 
nationalism, meaning that it can be a unifying force, 
but can also lead to exclusion and conflict with other 
nations. In addition, he points out that the colonial 
experience significantly influenced the formation 
of the fictional communities he studied. Anderson 
therefore discusses how colonial regimes used vari-
ous tools such as language, images, symbols and 
ideology to create certain notions of community and 
identity. His work also shows that colonial states cre-
ated alternative laws to strengthen their power and 
sought to link them to pre-colonial imaginaries and 
frameworks. Thus, it is concluded that the colonial 
experience significantly influenced the formation of 
imagined communities through the manipulation of 
consciousness, culture and ideology.

One of the outstanding works since then, British 
sociologist and philosopher Ernest Gellner’s book 
on “Nations and Nationalism”, presents a theory 
of how nations and nationalism arise and develop. 
Gellner (1983) connects the emergence of nations 
with the industrial revolution and its reshaping of 
economic exchange. He believed that industrial de-
velopment required standardization of language and 
education to function effectively, not least because 
of the drive to develop trade and markets. This cre-
ates the basis for the formation of national commu-
nities. The author says that nations arise from the 
standardization of cultural elements such as lan-
guage and knowledge, which smooth processes of 
economic and financial transactions while also, in 
theory at least, ensuring harmony and community 

within society. Gellner proposes the idea of func-
tional exchange, which means that people will need 
to exchange modern goods, services and informa-
tion. National boundaries and standardized cultur-
al elements are said to facilitate this process. The 
concept of a «national project» is introduced as a 
strategic enterprise, as a result of which a nation is 
formed, though it is probably more apt to say that 
Gellner was describing ways in which the require-
ments of modernising processes led to the consoli-
dation of nation-states, usually if not always centred 
on pre-existing culturally and/or linguistically de-
termined national identities. This project involves 
standardizing cultural elements to create a unified 
identity. Gellner emphasizes the role of the state in 
establishing and maintaining national identity. For 
Gellner the state plays a crucial role in the formation 
of a nation, and the emergence of nationalism is a 
response to these changing relations between state, 
economy and society. 

In the study of nationalism, B. Anderson, E. 
Gellner, E. Hobsbawm are united by the idea of 
constructivism. The latter in particular argues that 
mythologies and the “invention of tradition” occupy 
a special place in the formation of various nations 
and states. Hobsbawm, in his work The Invention of 
Tradition, published in 1983 with Terence Ranger, 
says that traditions and nations are invented. This 
work delineates how newly created or renewed tra-
ditions emerge, usually with the active encourage-
ment of elites, to form and strengthen national and 
social identities. Practices from various societies are 
given here, including examples such as the British 
coronation, Scottish dress and the spread of perfor-
mative aspects of national identity enactment, such 
as the singing of national anthems. 

Hobsbawm (1996) examines the influence of 
multiculturalism on language use by discussing its 
historical development and the conceptualisation of 
multiculturalism. He argues that the desire for uni-
versal literacy, the political mobilization of ordinary 
people, and a certain form of linguistic nationalism 
led to the coexistence of people of different lan-
guages and cultures. He also points to the fact that 
we live in a multilingual world and that currently 
there is only one language, namely English, for uni-
versal global communication. He also suggests that 
policy decisions about how languages are used for 
public purposes, such as in schools, are important 
in multicultural states. As Hobsbawm makes clear, 
a common language is an effective practice for un-
derstanding public texts issued by the government, 
hence the role of language and literacy learning in 
historic patterns of nation-building (Weber, 1976). 
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As Guibernau (2007) points out, nation-building 
from the nineteenth century onwards has always 
been accompanied by processes of linguistic ho-
mogenization.

Hobsbawm (1996) argues that the confusion of 
identities between states and nations can be danger-
ous, while acknowledging that frequently the gov-
erning elite of states understandably wish to pro-
mote a sense that nation and state are coterminous. 
Since in practice this is frequently not the case, 
Hobsbawm suggests that consequences can include 
the idea of “ethnic cleansing” and the creation of 
apartheid societies. He also notes that confusing the 
identification of states with nations is dangerous be-
cause it can lead to the exclusion of people who do 
not conform to the dominant culture or language of 
the state. 

Anthony Smith, a British sociologist and theorist 
of nationalism, made a significant contribution to the 
study of this phenomenon. He was a prolific writer 
and one of his most influential books was Nations 
and Nationalism: A Global Historical Survey. Smith 
(1995) introduced the concept of “ethnosymbolism” 
and viewed nationalism as a complex phenomenon 
that includes cultural and symbolic aspects. He ar-
gued that nationalism involves the use of symbols, 
myths, history and language to create and strengthen 
national identity. This is consistent with his gener-
al idea of the cultural basis of nationalism. Smith 
(1995) emphasized the cultural basis of nationalism, 
which he believes goes beyond mere political struc-
tures. He believed that national communities have 
a unique culture that shapes their understanding of 
themselves and others. Smith attached great impor-
tance to the idea of generational continuity of cul-
tural elements. He argued that national cultures have 
residual influences that continue to influence mod-
ern society. In his works, Smith (1995) criticized the 
view of nationalism as merely a political ideology, 
arguing that focusing only on political aspects does 
not allow a full understanding of the origin and na-
ture of national communities. He thereby helped to 
clarify the semantic distinction between nationalism 
and national identity. 

Nationalist theorist John Hutchinson studied cul-
tural nationalism under the influence of his mentor 
Anthony Smith. The concept of cultural nationalism 
was first elaborated by the eighteenth-century Ger-
man philosopher, Johann Herder, with Hutchinson 
seeking two hundred years later to describe this con-
cept critically and examine how it serves as a means 
of linking people and nation (Woods, 2016: 4). 

Hutchinson (1999) argues that viewing cultural 
nationalism solely through the lens of language is 

misguided. In contrast, cultural nationalists seek to 
revive the notion of a distinct and historically root-
ed collective identity that includes unique origins, 
history, culture, homeland, and social and political 
practices (Hutchinson, 1999: 394). Hutchinson re-
jects the assumption that cultural nationalism is a 
surrogate state movement for cultural homogene-
ity, for although states might seek to use the inven-
tion of tradition and authorised heritage discourse 
(L. Smith, 2006) in that way, cultural forms and 
their expression within civil society are not always 
so easily controlled or policed. Instead, he argues, 
cultural nationalism seeks to “rediscover” histori-
cally rooted ways of life (Hutchinson, 1999: 392). 
He thereby argues against the idea that cultural na-
tionalism is archaic or primordial, and emphasizes 
that cultural nationalists act primarily as moral and 
social innovators seeking to formulate the first basis 
of collective progress (Hutchinson, 1999: 393). His 
view is therefore that, contrary to the misconcep-
tion that cultural nationalism is a temporary move-
ment incompatible with full modernization, it is a 
recurring movement with deep historical roots that 
persists and remains relevant, not least to people’s 
sense of national belonging, in the modern world 
(Hutchinson, 1999: 392).

According to Hutchinson (1999), cultural na-
tionalism differs from political nationalism for sev-
eral reasons: while political nationalism sees unity 
as based on legal uniformity, cultural nationalism 
believes that a sense of a common historical past al-
lows us to reconcile social solidarity with the pow-
erful development of individuality. While political 
nationalists tend to group around one symbol, such 
as a flag or an anthem, cultural nationalists consis-
tently use several symbols – which are more likely 
to derive from cultural and popular practice, rather 
than political forms and processes – and strive to har-
monize them, since the nationalist project consists 
of the development of the nation as a multifaceted 
way of life (Hutchinson, 1999: 394). While politi-
cal nationalists tend to form elite-centric parties that 
strive to mobilize against the existing state and ei-
ther capture its institutions or create a counter-state, 
cultural nationalists are mainly led by historians, 
philologists, artists of all regions and strive to create 
historical models, acting both as moral and social in-
novators (Hutchinson, 1999: 399). Cultural nation-
alists need to distinguish the concept of “society” 
from the type of “established” order implemented 
by the state. Society is a “spontaneous” or organic 
order that historically precedes the individual. But 
despite the integrity of this concept, it is not a to-
talitarian system. For a cultural nationalist, true indi-
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vidualism develops through participation in a dense 
network of gender, professional, religious, familial 
and regional identities, which must be maintained 
because national creativity contributes to diversity 
(Hutchinson, 1999: 398).

Postcolonial studies
Almost all of the aforementioned works fore-

ground the direct connection of language with na-
tional identity. The well-known statement of so-
ciolinguistic representative Max Weinreich “A 
language is a dialect with an army and a navy” 
(Weinreich, 1945) emphasizes that the difference 
between them is determined by social and political 
conditions, and not by linguistic problems. Even 
though Weinreich’s aphorism is conveyed through 
humor, it shows the close connection between the 
national language and the nation state.

According to Michael Westphal (2021), who 
considered the close connection between languages 
and national states, emphasizing the ideology of na-
tional existence based on a common language, the 
concept of “national state” is closely related to the 
idea of “national identity”. Language plays an im-
portant role in the formation of national identity, 
as it serves as a unifying factor that unites people 
within the nation. Moreover, the ideology of “one 
nation, one language” is the basis of debates about 
national identity in many national states. This ide-
ology means that the national language represents 
a single whole, and the standard variety of the lan-
guage is equated to the common language (West-
phal, 2021: 25). In general, the concept of the na-
tional state provides the political basis around which 
national identity is built and maintained, and lan-
guage often serves as an important marker of na-
tional identity within these institutions. In addition, 
Westphal (2021) noted that the German romantics 
played an important role in promoting the ideology 
of monolingualism in Germany. In response to the 
French linguistic hegemony in Europe, the German 
romantics established a strong connection between 
the common homogeneous German language and 
the concept of the German nation. They believed 
that language is a unifying force capable of uniting 
various cultural aspects of a nation. For example, 
Johann Herder, an outstanding representative of 
German romanticism, emphasized the importance 
of language in uniting related groups, tribes, and na-
tions, and the importance of the collective richness 
of language in preserving history, poetry, and cul-
tural heritage (Westphal, 2021: 24). 

Nation-building in multilingual post-colonial 
countries is often aimed at the development of one 
language as a common national language. An ex-

ample is the development of Swahili as a national 
language in Tanzania after independence in 1964. 
Post-colonial language planning in Tanzania un-
derstood English as the colonial language, and 
Swahili, which was used as the lingua franca in 
East Africa, instead as the anti-colonial national 
language. The Swahili language has become the 
main means of transforming the ethnically diverse 
population of Tanzania into a “unified and stable 
nation”. Thus, the program of anti-colonial lan-
guage planning in Tanzania was influenced by the 
nationalist ideology of European monolingualism 
(Blommart, 2014: 49). 

Partha Chatterjee’s (1993) book “The Nation 
and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial His-
tories” explores the influence of nationalist con-
sciousness in Asia and Africa in contrast to Western 
nationalism. This shows that political nationalism 
differs from the general nationalism represented by 
anti-colonial nationalists. His analysis divided cul-
ture into material and spiritual spheres, including 
religion, caste, women, family and rights, all frame-
works for regulating social and economic relations. 
In the process, Chatterjee shows how the elite of the 
middle class formed a spiritual vision of the nation, 
prepared it for political struggle and recruited vari-
ous marginalized groups into its ranks. This work 
creates a theoretical framework for analysing na-
tionalism and emergence of the modern state in the 
context of post-colonial societies, revealing the par-
adox of a unique nation in the spiritual sphere and 
a universal state in the material sphere. Chatterjee 
(1993: 21) concludes that the search for postcolonial 
modernity is closely related to the struggle to come 
to terms with the past.

In postcolonial theory, nationalism is often con-
sidered as a phenomenon associated with the process 
of national identity formation in the late colonial 
and postcolonial periods. In this context, research-
ers have emphasized the complex and contradictory 
aspects of nationalism. On the one hand, national-
ism is considered a means of mobilizing people to 
fight for freedom and assert their independence from 
colonialism. On the other hand, after gaining inde-
pendence, nationalism may face problems within 
the country as a result of social or ethnic differenc-
es, cultural tensions and other difficulties associated 
with the process of national construction. National-
ism in postcolonial societies can also be considered 
from the point of view of issues of postcolonial iden-
tity and the influence of nationalism on the inclusion 
or exclusion of various groups in society.

Homi Bhabha, a well-respected scholar in this 
field, who has established himself as a scholar in the 
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United States, in his 1994 work “The location of cul-
ture” explores in detail the issues of identity, power, 
and cultural reconstruction in a postcolonial context. 
Among them, the concepts of mimicry, ambivalence 
and hybridity, established in the theory of culture, 
were well analyzed and subsequently spread.

Mimicry in the postcolonial context refers to the 
strategic imitation of the cultural, social, or political 
models of the colonizer. It can be used to adapt and 
survive in new situations, while maintaining one’s 
identity. Mimicry is manifested not only in behav-
ior, but also in language, lifestyle and other aspects, 
that is, it reflects the desire of the colonized to imi-
tate. This indicates a desire to deny one’s identity 
and language, as well as the dominant culture. Thus, 
mimicry is a sign of double articulation and ambiva-
lence (Bhabha, 1994: 121).

Ambivalence in postcolonial theory refers to a 
dual, contradictory perception of the colonial expe-
rience. This concept reflects the complex feelings of 
post-colonial societies about the past, including both 
positive and negative aspects. For example, in colo-

nized countries, after gaining independence, a dual 
attitude towards the colonial heritage is formed. 
Some elements of Western culture and technology 
may be accepted as good, but at the same time, lo-
cal communities may be outraged by the loss of 
their indigenous heritage, not accepting the histori-
cal injustice associated with colonization. The term 
“ambivalence” was used to describe this situation 
(Bhabha, 1994: 121).

Hybridity, arising as a result of such ambiva-
lence, is reflected in language, art, religion and oth-
er aspects of culture, which creates a new being, a 
different personality. This phenomenon is denoted 
by the term “hybridity” and is used to describe the 
mixing of different cultural elements, identities and 
practices. This phenomenon shows the ambigu-
ity and dynamism of cultural exchange processes. 
Emerging creole languages in colonial countries 
can be an example of hybridity in the postcolonial 
context. They often arise because of mixing of the 
languages of the colonizers and local languages 
(Bhabha, 1994: 159).

Table 1 – Types of nationalism

types of nationalism role of language source

Civic nationalism

In countries that do not provide for cultural, linguistic identity, where there is a civil 
nationalism that represents unification by political culture, there remain internal unresolved 
questions, some states support a certain dominant culture and language, even if they claim 
to adhere to this type, in fact, there may be signs of ethnic, cultural nationalism.

 Stilz, A. 
(2009). 

Ethnic nationalism
“Of these, the most famous and significant element is language, as it clearly distinguishes 
its speakers from non-speakers and creates a direct sense of expressive intimacy among 
them»

Smith, A. 
(1995).

Cultural nationalism
Myth, ethnosymbolism, language together constitute the national consciousness, and 
because the national consciousness is a synthesis, we cannot separate the language from it, 
cultural nationalism is accompanied by political nationalism. 

Woods, E. T. 
(2016)

Postcolonial 
nationalism

Changes in the languages of the former countries, creole languages, decolonization of 
the national consciousness, the desire to develop with the return of lost linguistic forms 
through a common language policy 

Dinter, S., 
Marquardt, J. 

(2021)

Features of postcolonial theories 
When considering the current state of the Ka-

zakh language, one can observe manifestations of 
ambivalence, mimicry and hybridity. In some cases, 
the Kazakh language finds itself in a subordinate po-
sition, which leads to a desire to resemble Russian, 
sometimes even at the expense of one’s own Kazakh 
roots. This phenomenon is not new: even during the 
times of the Russian Empire, Kazakhs began to give 
their children Russian names. For example, one 
of Abai’s sons, born Aigerim, was named Mekail 
(Mikhail). Later, during the Soviet era, such tenden-
cies became more systemic, as names reflected the 

political realities of the time. Names such as Mels 
(an abbreviation of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin) 
and Marlen (Marx and Lenin) appeared, as well as 
hybrid forms such as Sovetbek, Syzbek and Sovk-
hozbek, where Kazakh suffixes were attached to 
Soviet terminology. This process can be analyzed 
through the prism of mimicry, a concept developed 
by Homi Bhabha. According to Bhabha, mimicry is 
not just imitation but a strategic adaptation in which 
colonized subjects adopt elements of the dominant 
culture while remaining distinct from it. In this con-
text, the Russification of names among Kazakhs can 
be seen as a conscious attempt to integrate into the 
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dominant power structure, gain privileges, or en-
hance social status.

However, the influence of Russian on Kazakh is 
not limited to mimicry; it also results in hybridity, 
visible in the mixing of Kazakh and Russian linguis-
tic elements. This is evident not only in names but 
also in everyday speech, where Russian loanwords 
and hybrid expressions are widely used. For exam-
ple, in professional and formal discourse, phrases 
such as “tapsyrma beru” (derived from Russian “to 
give a task”) or “zhospar kuru” (“to create a plan”) 
reflect linguistic fusion that goes beyond simple bor-
rowing. While this hybridity can be seen as a legacy 
of Russian linguistic dominance, it also represents 
an adaptive strategy that allows Kazakh to function 
in a multilingual society. Moreover, there is a clear 
ambivalence towards the Kazakh language. On the 
one hand, state policy actively promotes its revival 
through educational initiatives and strengthening 
of its official status. On the other hand, Russian 
remains dominant in many urban areas and profes-
sional environments, with Kazakh often perceived 
as a language of tradition rather than a language 
of modern communication. This duality reflects an 
internal conflict among speakers, who navigate be-
tween the practicality of Russian and the desire to 
preserve their cultural and linguistic identity.

If we consider the manifestations of hybridity 
in the language, then studies in the linguistic sphere 
of our country can be drawn upon. Kazakh socio-
linguists E. Suleymenova, N. Shaymerdenov, B. 
Hasanuly and others have explored social issues of 
the formation of the language environment. The in-
ability of experts to come to a consensus regarding 
the term nonetheless limits the development of this 
area. The use of such international terms as -geo, 
-bio, -macro, -micro, -mono, -multi, -poly, -agro in 
Kazakh terminology emphasizes that this is a natu-
ral phenomenon in the development of the language 
and that no language in the world derives from na-
tive words only. Although similar terms have equiv-
alents in our language, it is vital to use what is in 
practice accepted at the international level (Nesip-
bai, 2023). And here we notice the dominant posi-
tion of “the other”. On the other hand, the opposite 
party claims from the position of nationalism that 
the purity of the national language affects national 
identity and national psychology (Aysultanova, 
2011: 38). 

Suleymenova E, Tuimebaev Zh., Aimagambe-
tova M. (2024) in their article “Ugly Duckling Phe-
nomenon: Language Choice in a Bilingual Kazakh 
Family”, analyze four cases employing participant 
observation method. They observed Kazakh chil-

dren who were brought up in a Kazakh-speaking 
family. Despite this, they chose to speak in Russian 
under the influence of YouTube, TikTok, games, and 
language preferences in the yard and garden. Their 
concept of “Ugly Duckling phenomenon” is taken 
from the character created by the nineteenth-century 
Danish author Hans Christian Anderson and thereby 
seeks to explore such psychological and cultural as-
pects as self-rejection, dissimilar origins and iden-
tity problems. However, the article does not present 
theories such as Lacan’s “other” (Lacan, 1977) that 
explains this phenomenon. That is, we see the need 
to highlight the cultural and psychological problems 
underlying the choice of language. 

Western studies passed through political post-
colonialism, and their subsequent studies became 
cultural and literary studies. Postcolonial studies 
under the influence of Lacanian psychoanalysis 
and Foucault’s discourse and deconstruction theo-
ries allow us to reveal the cultural foundations of 
nationalism in our country (Nichols, 2010). Re-
garding its positioning within the context of Ka-
zakhstan, it can be asserted that these phenomena 
remain inactivated in an epistemic standoff with-
in the post-Soviet sphere, not solely confined to 
our nation. Research works in this direction are 
published mainly in foreign publications (Kudai-
bergenova, 2016), the author of research papers 
describing the political side of the problem, in one 
of her articles claims that the propaganda of na-
tionalism is a game of political players aimed at 
the recently growing Kazakh-speaking elector-
ate, and populism is a tool of political marginal 
groups, called “nationalists”. In fact, she shows 
that the government itself occupies a binary posi-
tion: the Kazakh-language part of the annual mes-
sage is characterized by nationalist discourse, and 
the Russian-language text shows the duality of the 
discourse, which mostly focuses on development 
and modernisation. She claims that the inability 
of the authorities to recognize nationalism as le-
gitimate and even the absence of an effective pro-
gram aimed at the development of the Kazakh lan-
guage is the result of political leaders insecurity, 
lack of trust and inheritance of Soviet ideology. 
On the one hand, the authorities were able to in-
troduce nationalism into Kazakh-speaking society 
through nationalists and spread the marginality of 
the Soviet system. But due to the uncertainty of the 
policy, perhaps trying not to break relations with 
the northern neighbor, they persecuted nationalists, 
deviated from the previous direction and consid-
ered these groups marginal, which split the society 
(Kudaibergenov, 2016).
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Both the imperial Russian and Soviet govern-
ments experienced similar instability (Tlostanova, 
2020). It is known that these two systems, by cre-
ating copies of Western models of colonization, 
turned the countries under their jurisdiction into 
areas of practice. Some of these aspects, character-
istic of the postcolonial paradigm, have confused 
researchers in this field. At the same time, if postco-
lonialism mainly criticizes and opposes the capital-
ist system, then Tlostanova (2020) believes that in 
Soviet rhetoric the idea of overthrowing the imperial 
system, liberating the oppressed from the “prison of 
the people”, “creating freedom” confuses research-
ers in this field. Since postcolonialism is a move-
ment based on the study of Western colonialism, 
this means that its tools are not sufficient to fully 
describe the post-Soviet situation. This is despite the 
reality that the Soviet system was in many ways a 
continuation of the imperial system and “Great Rus-
sian” chauvinism was reflected in its various prac-
tices. For example, the Soviet government initially 
pursued a policy of “korenizatsiya” to gain the trust 
of the local ethnic population as a liberator from 
oppression. This policy, which rejected the violent 
Russification policies of the imperial government 
and attempted to introduce equality of local cultures 
and languages, did not last long. In 1932-1933, as 
a result of disputes about lowering the status of the 
“Great Russian” people, waves of nationalism and 
interethnic tension grew locally. The direction of 
“korenizatsiya” changed to Russification.

At the same time, post-colonial theory is use-
fully applicable because it considers language as an 
important tool for the formation and expression of 
cultural identity, as well as an instrument of power 
and control. Language can be an instrument of cul-
tural resistance, when the rethinking and reuse of 
language structures reflects the desire to preserve 
unique aspects of culture. At the same time, lan-
guage can be an instrument of influence and con-
trol when the colonizers impose their own language 
to establish their cultural dominance. Indeed, there 
were differences in the language policies and their 
place in general colonial practice pursued by dif-
ferent Western colonisers. The research of John La 
Guerre (1971) “Colonial intellectuals in politics: the 
experience of England and France” emphasizes the 
contrasting peculiarities of British and French colo-
nial policy. Great Britain governed largely through 
indirect rule, with the participation and/or coerced 
collaboration of the local elite. English was promot-
ed as a means of exchange and a language of admin-

istration and law in a process of colonial exploitation 
that mainly focused on economic interests, trade and 
exploitation of natural resources. It was politically 
and economically more profitable for British com-
mercial interests to preserve local cultural features 
in their colonies in Asia and Africa. The French, on 
the other hand, used a policy of centralized direct 
control. France conducted an active policy of assim-
ilation and familiarization with French culture, lan-
guage and other institutions in their colonized coun-
tries. The French language was introduced mainly in 
two ways: the first was violent, and the second was 
spread by troops returning from the First World War 
and French immigrants to these colonies.

The clarity of these Western models of coloni-
zation has led to academic debates about their suit-
ability for describing colonization in the post-Soviet 
space. The first problem with their applicability is 
the lack of confidence in the use of copies of West-
ern colonial practice by both the Imperial Russian 
Government and the Soviet Government. The sec-
ond is the fact that the Soviet Government presented 
itself as a liberator that had destroyed the Imperial 
power, but also carried out the forced resettlement of 
peoples, interfered extensively in the way of life and 
culture of the local population, and often engaged 
in exploitative economic exchange with local popu-
lations and territories. If there is a Western model 
which matches this phenomenon well, arguably it is 
instead the American combination of anti-imperial 
rhetoric with economically exploitative colonial re-
alities in places like Cuba that is more apt, if under-
theorised (though see, for example, Daniel, 1963; 
Weisskopf, 1974; Paik 2023). 

Key aspects of colonial types of oppression as 
the forced change of language are recognized as 
typical features of postcolonial discourse. In addi-
tion, problems of national belonging also affect the 
language, culture and identity of the local popu-
lation. For instance, the complexity of self-iden-
tification of children born from mixed marriages, 
characteristic of a polyethnic society, is also a leg-
acy of colonial policy. It is no coincidence that in 
the aforementioned case “The Ugly Duckling”, a 
modern Kazakh boy chooses a Russian-language 
video from social networks. Disputes arising from 
these problems interfere with the organization 
of the nation, and its solutions are implemented 
through other measures, such as the preparation of 
effective practices aimed at increasing the status 
of the Kazakh language and expanding the cultural 
space of the language.
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Conclusion

In summary, this examination of articles and 
scholarly works serves as a foundational resource 
on the subject matter. Staying abreast of current re-
search is essential for navigating the complexities 
of today’s dynamic landscape. By thoroughly exam-
ining nationalism from multiple perspectives, vari-
ous manifestations of this ideology have emerged, 
including ethnic, civil, territorial, economic, reli-
gious, cultural, and linguistic forms. The literature 
surveyed in this article predominantly explores the 
intricate relationship between language and nation-
alism.

For instance, Anderson’s seminal work posited 
that disparate communities found commonality 
through shared ideas disseminated via printed me-
dia, facilitated by the evolution of printing tech-
nology and standardized language. This notion 
remains relevant today, with television programs 
and social media platforms serving as additional 
unifying mediums. Gellner and Hobsbawm, while 
critical of nationalism, cautioned against its un-
checked proliferation, highlighting the propensity 
for any ideology to become perilous when taken 
to extremes. They underscored the importance of 

legal frameworks and societal sensibility in main-
taining equilibrium.

The cultivation of a collective ethos, essential for 
mitigating divisive tendencies, is primarily fostered 
through educational institutions, civic organiza-
tions, mass media, and online networks. Language, 
being central to this endeavor, serves as a pivotal 
tool for its realization. Hobsbawm further elucidates 
the pragmatic advantages of language standardiza-
tion in political contexts, a sentiment echoed across 
scholarly discourse, with empirical evidence sup-
porting its efficacy.

While nationalism in the Western context is of-
ten perceived as organic and mature, a closer exami-
nation reveals deliberate institutional interventions 
in language, media, and other societal structures, 
indicative of strategic governance and planning. Ef-
fective policy implementation aimed at language 
development and institutional support has been in-
strumental in this process.

In conclusion, the management of language and 
associated institutions plays a pivotal role in shaping 
collective identity and mitigating societal divisions. 
By fostering shared values, societies can transcend 
barriers and foster inclusivity, thereby promoting 
social cohesion and stability.
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