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Abstract. This article examines the Kazakh language spoken in China, focusing on its unique 
characteristics, historical development, and challenges in the context of globalization and 
sociolinguistic transformations. The study highlights the preservation of archaic linguistic 
features among Kazakh-speakers in China while they have been lost in standard Kazakh. This 
exemplifies how the language evolves over time while retaining its fundamental identity. It 
also discusses how educational reforms have weakened the status of the Kazakh language 
in China, contributing to its decline in both daily communication and formal settings. The 
article addresses the risks of losing distinctive linguistic forms due to generational shifts, 
globalization, and assimilation processes. It underscores the importance of proactive 
measures for language documentation, revitalization and the preservation efforts as aspects 
of ethno-cultural identity to ensure the continuity of the Kazakh language in China for 
future generations. Kazakh variety spoken by repatriates from China is shown to retain 
some archaic grammatical and lexical elements, no longer found in modern Kazakh, which 
underscores the crucial need to document this linguistic and ethno-cultural heritage through 
the development of an electronic corpus of glossed and translated texts. Such efforts not 
only contribute to preserving the ethno-cultural legacy for Kazakhs in Kazakhstan and 
the diaspora, but also facilitate contemporary scientific research of the unique linguistics 
cultural diversity of Kazakhstan in the wider context of Central Asia.

Keywords: the Kazakh language spoken in China, the standard Kazakh language, language 
variation, language change, language contact, language documentation, anthropological 
linguistics, ethno-cultural heritage.
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Проблемы сохранения казахского языка в Китае:  
угрозы исчезновения и пути решения

Ш. К. Жаркынбековаa, С. Ж. Тажибаевaa, А. Ю. Фильченкоб

aЕвразийский национальный университет им. Л. Н. Гумилева  
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бНазарбаев Университет  
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Аннотация. Статья посвящена исследованию языка этнических казахов из Китая, 
выделены его уникальные особенности, обусловленные историческими, культурными 
и социальными факторами. Вариант казахского языка, используемый казахами-
репатриантами из Китая, содержит архаичные грамматические и лексические формы, 
утерянные в современном казахском языке. Анализируется влияние образовательных 
реформ на ослабление позиций варианта казахского языка в Китае, что приводит к его 
вытеснению в повседневной жизни и официальной сфере. Рассматривается угроза 
утраты уникальных языковых форм вследствие смены поколений, глобализации 
и процессов ассимиляции. Подчеркивается важность фиксации языкового 
и этнокультурного наследия путем создания базы данных аудио- и видеоматериалов, 
а также разработки электронного корпуса текстов с глоссированием и переводами. 
Документирование уникального языкового материала казахов-репатриантов из Китая 
способствует не только научному изучению, но и сохранению этнокультурного 
наследия, необходимого для формирования чувства сопричастности у будущих 
поколений как в Казахстане, так и за его пределами.

Ключевые слова: вариант казахского языка в Китае, нормативный казахский 
язык, языковые изменения, языковые контакты, языковое документирование, 
антропологическая лингвистика, этнокультурное наследие.

Исследование проведено в  рамках грантового проекта «Механизмы 
интеграции этнических казахов из Китая и Монголии в РК: социокультурный 
и лингвоэкологический мониторинг» на 2023–2025 гг. (ИРН AP19676809); и грантового 
проекта Назарбаев Университета «Мультимедийный корпус современного казахского 
языка (MULTICORSKL)» Грант на совместные исследовательские проекты 
№ 021220CRP1422.

Научная специальность: 5.4.4. Социальная структура, социальные институты 
и процессы; 5.9.6. Языки народов зарубежных стран (казахский); 5.9.8. Теоретическая, 
прикладная и сравнительно-сопоставительная лингвистика.
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Introduction
In the era of globalisation and cultural 

assimilation, minority languages face the risk 
of reduced functional domain, loss of unique 
features and, in some cases, total extinction. 
These challenges are particularly pressing for 
minority languages in multinational states with 
strong centralised language policies, such as 
Kazakh in China.

The migration of Kazakhs to China in the 
first half of the 20th century occurred amidst 
significant socio-economic and political upheaval. 
The primary drivers included opposition to Soviet-
era policies that discriminated against the Kazakh 
population, dismantled wealthy social groups, and 
imposed unfamiliar and undesirable norms of 
daily life. These factors compelled thousands of 
Kazakhs to seek refuge in China, where they now 
form the second-largest Turkic-speaking ethnic 
group after the Uyghurs, numbering between 
1.5 and 2 million people (Turkic Languages and 
Ethnicities, 2015: 33–34; Abish, 2015).

Today, ethnic Kazakhs live in the Ili Ka-
zakh Autonomous Region, More-Kazakh 
Autonomous County, Barkol-Kazakh Auton-
omous County, Aksai-Kazakh Autonomous 
County, Gansu Province, the northern regions 
of the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, 
and the Haixi Mongolian-Tibetan Autonomous 
Region in Qinghai Province (Benson & Svan-
berg, 1988: 9), preserving their language and 
culture in compact living conditions.

The Kazakh language spoken by ethnic 
Kazakhs in China is a unique and little-studied 
phenomenon. It has retained elements charac-
teristic of the Kazakh language before the 1938 
orthographic reform, including archaic lexical 
and grammatical forms lost in Kazakhstan. At 
the same time, it has been significantly influ-
enced by the languages of surrounding peo-
ples, such as Chinese and Uighur. This variant 
of Kazakh contains borrowings and adapta-
tions associated with long residence in a differ-
ent cultural environment, making it a valuable 
object of study for linguists, ethnographers and 
cultural anthropologists.

Statement of the problem

The purpose of this study is to investigate 
the linguistic characteristics of ethnic Kazakhs 
in China, to analyze changes under the influ-
ence of social and cultural factors, and to docu-
ment unique linguistic forms essential for pres-
ervation of ethnic identity.

To achieve this goal, the study addresses 
the following questions

1)  What archaic lexical and phonetic ele-
ments of the Kazakh language have been pre-
served in the speech of ethnic Kazakhs in China?

2)  What influence have Chinese and Ui-
ghur languages had on the Kazakh variety of 
China?

3)  What factors contribute to the weak-
ening of the position of the Kazakh language 
among ethnic Kazakhs in China?

4) What is the potential of language doc-
umentation for preserving the unique Kazakh 
linguistic heritage?

The study contributes to the study of the 
Kazakh language as a multifaceted cultural 
phenomenon and emphasizes its role as a key 
component of ethnic identity. It focuses on the 
need to maintain linguistic diversity and pre-
serve cultural values in the face of globaliza-
tion and changes in language policy.

Theoretical framework
The Sociolinguistic Situation of Kazakh 

in China: Status, Functions, Regional Features 
and Educational Policy

The Kazakh language is one of the recog-
nized minority languages in China. Among the 
55 officially acknowledged ethnic minorities 
in the People’s Republic of China, five groups 
hold “state-level” status: Uyghurs, Mongolians, 
Tibetans, Kazakhs, and Koreans. By law, reg-
ulations in China must be translated into the 
languages of these five ethnic groups (https://
english.www.gov.cn/archive/lawsregula-
tions/201911/20/content_WS  5ed8856ec6d0b-
3f0e9499913.html).

Regarding educational policy, it is worth 
mentioning that prior to 1935, there were no 

Цитирование: Жаркынбекова Ш. К., Тажибаевa С. Ж., Фильченко А. Ю. Проблемы сохранения 
казахского языка в Китае: угрозы исчезновения и пути решения. Журн. Сиб. федер. ун-та. 
Гуманитарные науки, 2025, 18(3), 502–515. EDN: DOAOGQ
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general education schools in regions with sig-
nificant Kazakh populations. Kazakh children 
were mainly religiously educated. The first 
religious school, a madrassa, was opened in 
Xinjiang in 1870. In the mosques, Kazakh boys 
learned the basics of religion, as well as Per-
sian, Arabic, Chagatai and Turkic literary lan-
guages of Central Asia. And in 1949, the first 
general education schools were opened in the 
Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region. Howev-
er, during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), 
Kazakh-language schools were closed, and the 
restoration of minority education in Xinjiang 
began after 1976.

In 1991, there were 588 Kazakh-language 
primary schools with 138,973 students, 89 
secondary schools with 31,880 students, and 
42 post-secondary schools with 16,067 stu-
dents (Abish & Csató, 2011: 276). In Kazakh-
speaking educational institutions, the teaching 
of Chinese began in the third grade. In the 
2004 school year, all subjects in such schools 
were taught exclusively in Kazakh, and teach-
ing materials were translated from Chinese 
into Kazakh. In 2005, a system of bilingual ed-
ucation was introduced, providing for the use 
of Chinese from the first year of elementary 
school. Subsequently, bilingual education was 
completely replaced by monolingual education 
with the exclusive use of Chinese.

Economic development of China changed 
the role of the language. Mandarin Chinese has 
become essential worldwide. Researchers have 
found that knowledge of Mandarin ensures not 
only the privilege of good job prospects but also 
“the option of entry into the identity of being 
Chinese” (Nelson, 2005: 26). Mandarin Chinese 
penetrates all minority areas and all aspects 
of community life. For examples, in Tibet, the 
widespread usage of Mandarin Chinese had de-
structive impact on the Tibetan language learn-
ing, official communication, administrative and 
educational institutions, which leads to a loss of 
the minority heritage language (Nima, 2001).

Over the past decade, the weakening of 
the Kazakh language in the People’s Repub-
lic of China has been particularly noticeable, 
mainly as a result of ongoing socio-economic 
and demographic processes. The number of 
Kazakh-language educational institutions is 

decreasing year by year, which means that eth-
nic Kazakh children are increasingly forced to 
attend Chinese-language schools. As a result, 
the functional domain of the Kazakh language 
is decreasing significantly, and its status is 
weakening. Kazakh is gradually losing its po-
sition as a dominant language of the regional 
community and is being transformed into a 
predominantly a language of informal daily 
communication.

The current policy of the People’s Re-
public of China towards ethnic minorities is 
characterized by relative loyalty (Abish, 2016). 
Ethnic Kazakhs have the opportunity to de-
velop their own media and cultural centers. 
However, the problem of preserving the Ka-
zakh language, cultural values and traditions 
remains very relevant. According to K.  Yesi-
mova, a specialist on China, the functions of 
the Kazakh language are currently significant-
ly limited. The researcher links this to the in-
troduction of the bilingual education system, 
within the framework of which the volume of 
teaching of academic disciplines in the Kazakh 
language has been significantly reduced. At the 
same time, the production of educational liter-
ature and methodological manuals in Kazakh 
is decreasing. In addition, teachers who do not 
speak Chinese are leaving educational institu-
tions, which leads to the dominance of teachers 
who are fluent in Chinese (Yesimova, 2016).

The policy of modernization and Chine-
sising the western provinces of the country is 
gradually extending to all regions of the PRC 
and certainly affects Kazakhs living in com-
pact and isolated regions. Kazakhs who are 
not fluent in Chinese face certain problems in 
finding work. The analysis of the data from the 
sociological surveys conducted by the Kazakh 
scientist B. Rakisheva in 2010, 2011, 2013 and 
2014 in the areas of compact residence of eth-
nic Kazakhs in the XUAR of China demon-
strate the attitude of ethnic Kazakhs to their 
mother tongue.

In response to the question “Are you con-
cerned about the present and future of your 
native language?”, 61.5  % of the respondents 
show concern about the present and future of 
their native language, 32.7  % declare some-
what concerned, and only 5.8 % of the respon-
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dents said that they were not concerned about 
the present and future of their native language 
(Rakisheva, 2015:143).

The effects of globalisation, as well as 
the influence of Chinese on Kazakh through 
media and education, are certainly evident in 
the unique linguistic and cultural characteris-
tics of ethnic Kazakhs living in China. At the 
same time, the growing national consciousness 
of Kazakhs, their desire to preserve their lan-
guage and culture for future generations testi-
fies to the importance of Kazakh language and 
cultural heritage as key components of ethnic 
identity (Zharkynbekova, Tazhibayeva, 2024; 
Zharkynbekova, Tazhibayeva, 2024).

This aspiration is manifested in the in-
creased activities of cultural organizations, in 
the creation of public initiatives to preserve the 
language, and the support of traditional rites 
and customs. Despite the challenges associated 
with education and language policies, ethnic 
Kazakhs are making efforts to ensure intergen-
erational transfer of language and cultural val-
ues, which contributes to strengthening of the 
national identity and preservation of the unique 
cultural code.

The return of ethnic Kazakhs within the 
modern borders of Kazakhstan contributes to 
the strengthening of national identity, the pres-
ervation of cultural heritage, the revival of the 
Kazakh language and the expansion of its func-
tions. The Kazakh language has low dialectal 
variation, which ensures mutual understanding 
in oral speech among Kazakhs, regardless of 
their place of residence. However, written com-
munication is difficult due to the use of differ-
ent alphabetic systems. For example, Kazakhs 
in Kazakhstan, Russia and Mongolia use the 
Cyrillic alphabet; Kazakhs in China, Afghan-
istan and Iran use the Arabic alphabet; and in 
Turkey and European countries, the Latin al-
phabet prevails. This fragmentation of writing 
systems has two main consequences. First, 
there is a separation from the common written 
heritage, including scientific and artistic litera-
ture and historical documents, which become 
inaccessible to speakers of different alphabets. 
Second, the mutual understanding between the 
representatives of the Kazakh diaspora and the 
citizens of Kazakhstan in written communi-

cation decreases. Thus, the written language 
loses its unifying function, which weakens the 
position of the Kazakh language as a means of 
preserving cultural and historical community 
among Kazakhs living outside Kazakhstan.

With Kazakhstan’s independence, the 
process of ethnic Kazakhs returning to their 
ethnic homeland from near and far abroad be-
gan. The first wave of migration began in 1991. 
According to the Committee on Migration of 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of 
the Population of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 
more than 1.14 million ethnic Kazakhs arrived 
in the country during this period. In 2024, 
12,325 ethnic Kazakhs were granted Kandas 
status, of whom 45.6  % were from the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC) (https://www.
gov.kz/memleket/entities/kqon/press/news/de-
tails/851228?lang=ru).

Repatriated Kazakhs (Kandas) from the 
People’s Republic of China in Kazakhstan are 
concentrated in the regions of Eastern Kazakh-
stan and Almaty, as well as in the cities of Al-
maty and Astana. Such localization helps them 
to preserve their traditional way of life, orig-
inal culture, customs and peculiarities of the 
Kazakh language variant typical of the Kazakh 
diaspora in China.

Methods
This article investigates the linguistic fea-

tures of the Kazakh language as spoken by eth-
nic Kazakhs residing in China, with an empha-
sis on the retention of archaic forms, distinct 
phonetic characteristics, and the influence of 
cultural assimilation on the language. Through 
a multidisciplinary approach involving field-
work, interviews, audio-visual recordings, and 
linguistic analysis, the research aims to doc-
ument the unique features of variation of the 
Kazakh variety spoken in China. Additionally, 
it explores the challenges of language endan-
germent resulting from generational language 
shifts and the growing influence of dominant 
languages, such as Chinese and Uyghur.

Participants were selected based on their 
region of origin in China, notably the Ili Ka-
zakh Autonomous area, in Urumqi as well as 
urban and rural areas in Kazakhstan. Differ-
ent speech events were recorded in Kazakh-
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stan and in the border regions with China. 
The study sample comprised 30 participants 
aged between 22 and 97, predominantly from 
East Kazakhstan oblast’, Akmola oblast’, and 
the city Astana. Efforts were made to ensure 
a diverse representation of individuals with 
firsthand experience of Kazakh as spoken in 
China. Interviews were conducted in Kazakh, 
utilizing questions designed to capture lin-
guistic features, personal narratives, and cul-
tural practices associated with language use. 
The collected audio and video recordings were 
transcribed using the International Phonetic 
Alphabet (IPA) to enable a comprehensive pho-
netic analysis. These transcriptions facilitated 
the identification of unique phonetic character-
istics, including vowel shifts, consonantal vari-
ations, and the integration of loanwords from 
Chinese and Uyghur.

A comparative analysis was conducted 
against standard Kazakh, highlighting differ-
ences in vowel harmony, consonant patterns, 
and overall sound systems. Additionally, the 
study examined the contact influence in the 
lexicon from Chinese and Uyghur, particu-
larly in vocabulary associated with daily life, 
cuisine, clothing, and ethno-cultural traditions. 
The comparative analysis of the linguistic data 
from ethnic Kazakhs in China with the stan-
dard Kazakh of Kazakhstan revealed both 
commonalities and distinctions, particularly in 
phonetics and vocabulary. The research placed 
a strong emphasis on lexical borrowings, es-
pecially terms related to food and everyday 
items influenced by Chinese and Uyghur. This 
comparative framework provided insights into 
the impact of language contact on the Kazakh 
spoken in China and its divergence from the 
standard Kazakh language. The findings em-
phasize the distinctive characteristics of the 
Kazakh variety spoken in China and highlight 
the urgency of documenting these features 
before they are diminished by language shift 
and cultural assimilation. Additionally, the re-
search provides a basis for future investigations 
into language endangerment and revitalization 
efforts among Kazakh-speaking communities 
in China.

Ethical Considerations. Every interview 
started with filling out meta data with a promise 

to respondents of keeping personal information 
confidentiality, and the usage of the recorded 
data only for academic purposes.

The Language Documentation  
of Kazakh spoken in China

Language documentation or documen-
tary linguistics is a relatively new direction 
of empirical linguistics. Language documen-
tation is the creation of corpora of annotated 
and translated speech events in audio and video 
format. (Himmelman 2006, Woodbury 2003). 
Language documentation is also significant for 
comparative analysis of Kazakh spoken in Chi-
na and standard Kazakh. Such kind of research 
helps to focus on linguistic changes in the main 
layers of the language, problems of terminolo-
gy, and standardization of transcription.

Kazakh spoken in China belongs to a 
group of languages known as the primary mi-
nority language, which has historical and mod-
ern prestige, a large population, and moderate 
political clout (Dwyer 1998:71). Kazakh as one 
of the significant minority languages in China 
plays an important role in the areas where Ka-
zakhs dominate. In some regions of Ili Kazakh 
Autonomous Prefecture, Kazakh functions as a 
lingua franca; i.e. it is used as a common lan-
guage between speakers whose native languag-
es are of Turkic origin as Uyghur, Tuvanian, 
Kyrgyz and non-Turkic origin as Mongol, and 
Xibe, etc..

Kazakh is a language of communication 
among Kazakhs in other Kazakh autonomous 
counties. Ili Kazakh Autonomous Prefecture 
is a home for the majority of Kazakhs. In this 
Prefecture the government authorities use both 
Kazakh and Chinese as official languages. The 
official documents issued by the authorities to 
the township-level administrations are mostly 
written in Kazakh. The Congress of the Party 
in this prefecture employs a translation agency 
for Kazakh. Public signs including names of 
places, streets, etc., and official stamps are in 
Kazakh and Chinese. Kazakh is also used in 
the courts when they deal with a case concern-
ing a Kazakh person. Kazakh is a language 
of education, is an object of research, and has 
its own print and broadcast media in China 
(Abish, 2016).
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According to Abish and Csato (2011), ref-
erencing the Ethnologue, the use of Kazakh was 
described as vigorous, with an estimated 85 % 
of Kazakhs being monolingual and only 15 % 
fluent in Chinese. The strong proficiency in the 
native language among Kazakh communities 
was attributed to their socio-cultural organi-
zation, rural living environments, preservation 
of ethno-cultural traditions, and involvement 
in traditional livestock keeping and herding 
practices (Abish & Csato 2011). This fact was 
also mentioned in the interviews of the respon-
dents. The interview was conducted among the 
elder generation of repatriates who migrated to 
Kazakhstan in the period 1992–1995, and who 
currently live with their relatives in the village 
Qoyandy not far from Astana. In China the 
families of our respondents used to live in the 
remote area near the Altai mountains, leading 
the traditional pastoral way of lifestyle. They 
mentioned that they had never had contact with 
Hans (Chinese people) in their herder’s house-
holds and had never communicated in the Chi-
nese language. The only language they spoke 
was their native Kazakh:

‘yešḳašan ḳandardï ̣ körgen žoḳpï ẓ, ḳanzu-
ša söylegen žoḳpï ẓ, tek özimizdiŋ ḳazaḳ tilde 
söyledik’ (NQ, 88 years old, Qojandy village, 
Astana, 2023).

‘We have never met Chinese (in  our re-
gion), we speak only Kazakh’. 	 As for their 
children, they graduated from schools with a 
Kazakh program of education, starting study 
Chinese from the third grade of the elementary 
school, and continued mastering the advanced 
Chinese at university foundation courses (Qoy-
andy region, Astana, 2003). However, most 
native speakers of Kazakh from the urban re-
gions have acquired native-like competence in 
Chinese and those in contact with the largest 
Turkic minority language speak also Uyghur.

The language situation of ethnic Kazakhs 
in China has significantly changed after 2005. 
The main reason was connected with the active 
introduction of bilingual education. The initial 
effort to establish bilingual education for mi-
nority groups began in various regions in 1978, 
aiming to introduce Chinese and “gradually 
achieve the transition from the speaker’s native 
language to Chinese” (Dwyer, 1998: 81).

The modern generation of ethnic Kazakhs 
in China is multilingual. The linguistic situa-
tion of Kazakhs born in the late 1990s and liv-
ing in the major mega-cities of China differs 
radically from the linguistic situation of the 
older generation. They get their education to-
day dominantly in Chinese, and use Kazakh 
only in a restricted linguistic domain, mostly as 
a language of informal communication within 
the family and with Kazakh friends. The num-
ber of schools with the Kazakh language of ed-
ucation is declining from year to year. Children 
of ethnic Kazakhs have to study in Chinese 
schools (Abish, 2016). Thus, the functions of 
the language of ethnic Kazakhs are narrowing 
and weakening. Kazakh from the dominant 
language turns into a household language. So, 
Kazakh, as a dominant minority language, has 
a serious problem of becoming endangered 
(Abish, 2016).

The ongoing processes of globalization, 
the influence of the Chinese language through 
the mass media, and education contribute to the 
destruction of the unique culture and language 
of ethnic Kazakhs living in China. A new gen-
eration of Kazakhs from China are losing their 
native language proficiency. They understand 
the mother tongue but cannot speak or write. 
Johanson outlines that language endangerment 
starts when “younger generations begin to pay 
less attention to their ancestral code and switch 
over to a dominant code because they find it 
more useful, attractive and prestigious” (2024: 
11). In this respect, it is necessary to docu-
ment as many speech events as possible to be 
able to register important changes in language 
practices. The situation is exacerbated by the 
generation shift. The older generation of Ka-
zakhs, who have preserved archaic forms of the 
language, customs, national traditions, ethno-
cultural peculiarities and who remember the 
history of their ancestors’ migration to China, 
are passing away.

The study of the history and spiritual her-
itage of the Kazakhs from China is conducted 
in Kazakhstan by documenting and research-
ing the language peculiarities of Kazakh re-
patriates. The historical heritage, language, 
and culture retained by the older generation of 
repatriates from China are recorded and docu-
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mented by our research team. Documentation 
of different variants of Kazakh is important 
for linguists to get more knowledge about the 
diachronic and synchronic development of the 
language. Besides, linguistic documentation 
provides a stimulating effect for the repatriates 
from China. In the interviews, they proudly 
emphasized that they speak an old version of 
Kazakh and have successfully preserved it out-
side of Kazakhstan. In this regard, it is essen-
tial to conduct interviews with audio and video 
recordings of older generation representatives 
who hold valuable memories of captivating sto-
ries, significant events, and various traditions 
and customs that are handed down through 
generations and preserved as part of historical 
memory. The study, recording, and description 
of linguistic peculiarities will not only enrich 
scientific ideas about the development of the 
Kazakh language but also create a basis for 
further research.

Language documentation is also significant 
for comparative analysis of Kazakh spoken in 
China and the standard Kazakh, it helps focus-
ing on contact-induced language change at the 
main levels of the language system, as well as 
more specifically – ​on the problems of terminol-
ogy, and standardization of transcription.

Field research and data collection can be 
conducted not only in China but in Kazakh-
stan as well. The speakers of unique linguistic 
variants are residents of the regions where re-
patriates are compactly inhabited after migra-
tion from China. Representatives of the gener-
ation who is under 50 years old graduated from 
Kazakh middle schools and studied advanced 
Chinese at universities.

Members of the research team utilized 
the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) for 
phonetic notation (http://ipa.typeit.org/full/). 
The transcription system used in the paper is 
proposed by Johanson (2021), Johanson & Csa-
to (2022), and adopted by Abish (2016) and 
Jumabay (2022). The analyzed audio and vid-
eo recordings had been collected during field-
work in 2023, 2024 from Kazakh repatriates 
from China, aged 22 to 97, currently residing 
in East Kazakhstan, Akmola oblast’, and the 
city of Astana. The analysis of the audio and 
video recordings revealed distinctive features 

in the sound system of the language in the 
spoken speech of older generations of repatri-
ates. It is well-known that the sound systems 
of territorial dialects within specific languages 
may differ in both qualitative and quantitative 
characteristics of their vocalic and consonan-
tal subsystems. To study the phonetic features 
of the Kazakh language variants, word forms, 
sentences, and texts recorded under fieldwork 
conditions were utilized.

Discussion
We posit that the language variant of Ka-

zakh repatriates keeps archaic elements in the 
vocabulary and grammar. This study primarily 
focused on phonetic and lexical features of Ka-
zakh as spoken in China, with less emphasis 
on other linguistic aspects as morphology and 
syntax. Future research could expand on these 
areas to provide a more comprehensive under-
standing of the linguistic situation.

We are focusing our interest on peculiari-
ties of sound system and two groups of lexemes 
of Kazakh as spoken in China.

The sound system of the Kazakh variant 
in China exhibits the following distinctive fea-
tures:

In the vocalic system:
(A)	The vowels і [ị], ы [ï ]̣, у [w], and ұ [ụ] 

are regularly used before sonorant consonants 
l and r, which is not characteristic of the stan-
dard modern Kazakh language.

No
Kazakh language 

variant  
spoken in China

Kazakh language 
spoken  

in Kazakhstan
1 ілегі [ịlegị] легі [legị]
2 ілезде [ịlezde] лезде [lezde]
3 ірет [ịret] рет [ret]
4 ылақ [ï ł̣aḳ] лақ [łaḳ]
5 ыриза [ï ṛiza] риза [riza]

(1) Oralman-nïŋ̣  oḳwšï-̣łar-dïŋ̣ ałdïŋ̣γï  ̣  ịlegị 
boł-dï-̣ḳ.
Repatriate-GEN student-PL-GEN first wave 
BOL.COP-PAST‑1PL
‘We were the first wave of students among the 
repatriates.’
(U., Astana, Qoyandy region, 29.10.2023)
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(2) Soł kịsị ayt-baḳ-tay, ïṛas kelịn-ge
that person say-DER-EQUA true daughter-in-
law-DAT
kelịn  boł-a-dï  ̣eken-sịŋ.
daughter-in-law BOL.COP-PRES‑3 E.COP.IN-
DIR‑2SG

‘As that person says, it is true that you 
(a  mother-in-law) behave like a daughter-in-
law.’ (in the meaning ‘a mother-in-law wants to 
help a daughter-in-law’)

(O. K., Astana, 08.02.2024)
(B) The use of the vowel sound a in the Ka-

zakh language variant instead of the soft vowel 
sound found in standard Kazakh. For example, 
ары [arï ]̣ instead of ɛрі [ärị], and ажым [ažïṃ] 
instead of ɛжім [äžịm]. Conversely, there is 
also the use of the soft front vowel ä in spoken 
language instead of the back vowel a found in 
standard Kazakh.

No
Kazakh language 

variant  
spoken in China

Kazakh language 
spoken  

in Kazakhstan
1 кітɛп [kịtäp] кітәп [kịtäp]
2 жɛңе, жɛңе ғана 

[žäŋe; žäŋe γana]
жаңа, жаңа ғана 
[žaŋa; žaŋa γana]

3 жɛңеғы [žäŋeγï ]̣ жаңағы [žaŋaγï ]̣
4 бɛяғі [bäyaγị] баяғы [bayaγï ]̣

(C) The preservation of labial vowel har-
mony in the Kazakh language variant of China, 
for instance, turmustuḳ žaɣday is pronounced 
turmï ṣtïḳ̣ žaɣday in standard Kazakh; kötöredị 
is pronounced köteredi in standard Kazakh.

1) So-nïŋ̣ bała-sï-̣n baγ-ï p̣ kempịr-šał 
Ürü ̣mžị-de žatï ṛ.

that-gen child-poss3-acc take care-conv 
grandparents Urumqi-loc lie‑3

‘The grandparents take care of her child 
in Urumqi.’ (P.K., Astana, 08.02.2024)

As a remark, in both standard Kazakh and 
the Kazakh language variety spoken in China, 
labial vowel harmony, is consistently main-
tained in spoken language, as exemplified by 
bü ̣gü ̣n. However, in written, labial vowel har-
mony is not reflected, resulting in forms such 
as bü ̣gīn, where harmony is disrupted.

A peculiarity in the consonant sound sys-
tem is the use of the consonant ‘č’ at the begin-
ning and in the middle of words:

Kazakh language variant 
spoken in China

Standard Kazakh  
language

Чырағым / čï ṛaγïṃ Шырағым / šï ṛaγïṃ
Чимайлайды / 

čimayłaydï ̣
Шимайлайды / 

šimayłaydï ̣
Чарчағанын / 

čarčaγanïṇ
Шаршағаның / 

šaršaγanïṇ
патЧасы / patčasï ̣ патШасы / patšasï ̣

аманЧылық / amančïł̣ïḳ̣ АмaнШылық 
/ amanšïł̣ïḳ̣

(1) Češe-m ḳarapayïṃ žụmïṣčï  ̣boł-dï.̣
mother-POSS 1SG ordinary worker BOL.COP-
PAST3
‘My mother was a worker.’ (Ж.К., 50 years old, 
Aqmola oblast’)
(2) Balałïḳ̣ čaγ-ïṃ-da üṣ̌ tịł-dị ḳatar ḳołdan-
dï-̣ḳ.
Childhood time-POSS  1SG-LOC three 
language-ACC together use-PAST‑1PL
‘In my childhood, we spoke three languages.’ 
(Aqmola oblast’)
(1) Mołda azan čaḳïr-a-dï…
Mullah call to prayer recite-PRES‑3SG
‘The mullah recites the azan (the prayer).’ 
(Е.А., Astana, 28.11.2023)
(d) The use of the voiced consonant sound 
‘d ‘in the Kazakh language variant instead 
of the voiceless ‘t’ in the standard language: 
dü ẓüẉ  – ​tü ẓüẉ; dụz  – ​tụz; dü ẓetüẉ  – ​
tü ẓetüẉ, etc.

(7) Žaḳsïł̣ap dụzda-p, dụz-ï ̣ sịŋ-gen soŋ
properly season-conv salt-poss3 absorb-ptcp 
after
dü ̣züẉ aγaš-ḳa ḳatarłas-tï ṛ-ï p̣ ịl-ịp ḳoy-atï ṇ.
straight wood-dat line.up-caus-conv hang-
conv put.postv-intra3

‘After properly seasoning and salting it, 
and once the salt is absorbed, they line it up on 
a straight piece of wood and hang it up.’ (НА, 
Astana, 18.02.2024)

(D) The use of the voiced consonant d in-
stead of the sonorant l in standard Kazakh.

Kazakh language variant 
spoken in China

Standard Kazakh  
language

қытайдармен 
[ḳïṭaydarmen]

қытайлармен 
[ḳïṭayłarmen]

баладар [baładar] балалар [bałałar]
oдар [odar] олар [ołar]
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(2) Sonan keyịn bała-dar-ïṃ osï ̣ 
ḳazaḳstan-dar-dï ̣ öte ụnat-tï .̣

then after child-pl-poss1sg this 
Kazakhstan-pl-acc very like-past3

Odar tałap et-tị,  äke-češe osï ̣ ḳazaḳstan-
γa bar-ï p̣ oḳï-̣sa-ḳ

They request-past3, father-mother this 
Kazakhstan-dat go-conv study-hyp‑1pl

‘After that, my children liked Kazakhstan 
very much. They requested, “Father and moth-
er, if only we go and study in Kazakhstan.”’ 
(А.А., Astana, 27.02.2024)

(E) The use of the sound d instead of ž:
(1) 80-ge kel-eyịk, 90-γa keleyịk, düẓ-ge 

kelịp soł
80-DAT reach-VOL1PL 90-DAT reach-

VOL1PL hundred-DAT reach-CONV that
Čöbere odan arï  ̣ kör-ịp dekeŋde-p žüṛ-

eyịk…
great-grandchild beyond that see-CONV 

enjoy-CONV MOVE.POSTV–VOL1PL
‘Let us reach 80, 90, even 100 years old, 

and wish to see great-grandchildren, enjoy 
them, and live happily.’

(F) In copied words from other languages, 
sounds that are absent in the Kazakh language 
are adapted to the phonetic system: ministịrlịk 
‘ministry’, samawrï ṇ ‘samovar’, wagon ‘wag-
on’, wołeiboł ‘volleyball’, pakịt ‘packet’, pak-
wltet ‘faculty’, perma ‘farm’, äktịр ‘active’, ap-
tonomiya ‘autonomy’, which contributes to the 
enrichment and expansion of the vocabulary of 
the Kazakh language variant in China.

In standard Kazakh, the consonants f, v, 
ts, š, č are used only in words borrowed from 
Russian or through Russian. In standard Ka-
zakh, the spelling and pronunciation of copied 
words are fully preserved: ministrlik, vagon, 
samovar, voleybol, fakt, fakultet, ferma, aktiv, 
aftonomiya. It should be noted that the older 
generation of Kazakhs in Kazakhstan adapts 
sounds in copied words in the same way as eth-
nic Kazakhs in China.

The analysis of the audio-video recordings 
collected during field research shows the pres-
ence of some differences in the sound systems 
of Kazakh and the Kazakh language variant in 
China. However, these differences are minor and 
do not alter the original meaning of the words.

Lexical features  
of the Kazakh language variant in China

A significant part of the vocabulary of the 
language of ethnic Kazakhs from China, who 
now live in Kazakhstan, consists of everyday 
vocabulary. This includes terms related to ma-
terial culture, closely associated with daily life 
and household activities. In the article we are 
focusing only two groups of words of everyday 
usage: lexical items denoting food and clothing

Field research data from various speech 
events reveal that Kazakhs from China use 
Chinese-derived terms for certain vegetables 
and fruits, such as лобы [lobị̈ ] for “carrot” in-
stead of сәбіз [sɛbịz], қызыл лазы [ḳị̈ zị̈ ł łazị̈ ] 
for “red pepper” instead of қызыл бұрыш 
[ḳị̈ zị̈ ł bwrị̈ š], джизы [Ʒizị̈ ] for “mandarin,” 
and чыңзы [čị̈ ŋzị̈ ] for “orange.” Additionally, 
Uyghur borrowings include terms like сұйқаш 
[sü ỵḳaš] for “soup” and гөш [gőš], мɛнті 
[mantị̈ ] for “meat dumplings”.

The names of vegetables, fruits, and food 
products in the Kazakh language variant of 
China are influenced by regional languag-
es, including Chinese, and Uyghur. Due to 
the introduction of new, non-traditional foods 
and agricultural products in China, it became 
necessary for ethnic Kazakhs to adopt foreign 
words to name these items. The borrowed terms 
were copied from the languages with which the 
Kazakhs had contacts: Chinese, Uyghur, and 
Russian. These adaptations reflect the changes 
in their lifestyle and the integration of new el-
ements into their daily lives, which were influ-
enced by the cultures and languages surround-
ing them in China.

№  Spoken Kazakh 
variant in China

Spoken Kazakh variant 
in Kazakhstan Standard Kazakh Translation

1 ішпек-жемек
ịšpek žemek

продукты азық-түлік food

2 чезы (qiézi) баклажан/баялды баялды/baiałdï ̣ eggplant
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Repatriates use familiar terms for vegeta-
bles and fruits that have been copied from the 
Chinese language. In standard Kazakh, how-
ever, such terms are typically borrowed from 
Russian or through Russian influence. Al-
though new Kazakh equivalents for food prod-
ucts exist in standard Kazakh, they are rarely 
used in everyday conversation, as Kazakhs 
tend to favor Russian-derived words.

In the case of clothing, ethnic Kazakhs 
in China use mostly Kazakh traditional 
names for clothing. However, in standard 
Kazakh clothing items are copied from Rus-
sian culture or copied from other cultures via 
the Russian language. These borrowed terms 
reflect the clothing items that were either in-
troduced or became more common due to in-
teractions with Russian culture. In everyday 
speech, some traditional Kazakh clothing 
items might have different names when spo-
ken by ethnic Kazakhs in China compared 
to those living in Kazakhstan, because of 
regional influences and the adoption of new 
items of clothing.

Repatriates employ traditional Kazakh 
terms to refer to basic clothing items. Terms 
such as baýpaq (socks), şaқay (shoes), yetek 
köylek (skirt), and kürme / kürmeshe (vest) 
belong to the archaic layer of vocabulary and 
have fallen out of use in modern Kazakh.

The names for clothing in the Kazakh 
language represent one of the most interesting 
and rich layers of the lexicon. Many words that 
have disappeared from everyday use in mod-
ern Kazakh and have transitioned into the cat-
egory of archaic vocabulary are actively used 
in the variant of Kazakh spoken in China. The 
discussion above illustrated this with two ex-
emplary categories of everyday vocabulary: 
words related to food and clothing. Terms 
describing traditional Kazakh headdresses, 
attire, and jewelry represent a distinctive lex-
icon that reflects the ethno-cultural character-
istics of the Kazakh language. Furthermore, 
this ethno-cultural vocabulary serves as a 
valuable resource for studying the lexicon of 
the endangered variants of Kazakh spoken in 
China.

№  Spoken Kazakh 
variant in China

Spoken Kazakh variant 
in Kazakhstan Standard Kazakh Translation

3 чинцай (qíncài) сельдерей балдыркөк/ bałdïṛkök celary
4 боцай (bōcài) шпинат cаумалдық/sawmałdïḳ̣ spinach
5 шиаң жау (xiāngjiāo) банан banan banana
6 чыңзы (chéngzi) апельсин apelsin оrange
7 жүзы (júzi) мандарин mandarin’ mandarin
8 жиуцай (jiǔcài) жусай жусай žwsay chives
9 шекер/ құм шекер қант/ шекер/ құм 

шекер ḳant/
қант
ḳant

sugar

10 пірɛндік
(pịrändịk)

пряник
prjanik

пряник/ prjanik gingerbread

№  Kazakh in China Spoken Kazakh in 
Kazakhstan Standard Kazakh Translation

1 етек көйлек
yetek köylek

юбка
jwbka

белдемше
beldemše

skirt

2 күрмe/küṛme
күрмеше/küṛmeše

желет/кеудеше
želet/kewdeše

кеудеше/kewdeše velt

3 жейдe
žeyde

футболка/
жейде

футболка/fwtbołka
жейде/žeyde

T shirt

4 қылта көйлек
ḳïḷta köylek

мини юбка/қысқа юбка мини юбка /қысқа 
белдемше/ mini jwb-

ka/ ḳïṣḳa jwbka

mini skirt
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Documentation and analysis of these and 
other aspects of local language contact, vari-
ation and dynamic change may be performed 
most effectively and with empirical rigor with-
in the contemporary corpus linguistics meth-
ods. An important initiative in this domain 
has been the development of the Multimedia 
Corpus of modern Spoken Kazakh Language 
(MCSKL (Filchenko, Troiani, Du Bois, Sarse-
ke, Akanov, Bizhanova, Mikhailov, Temirbe-
kova, Seitak, Turaliyeva, 2023)) at Nazarbayev 
University, Astana. This project employing 
discourse-centered approach to corpus devel-
opment, inspired by best practice of the Santa 
Barbara Corpus of Spoken American English 
(Du Bois et al., 2000), prioritizes naturally oc-
curring speech events, integral to participants’ 
lives (Troiani, Du Bois, Filchenko, 2024). Doc-
umenting diverse speech events across Ka-
zakhstan and in the border regions of China, 
including informal and formal interactions, 
traditional celebrations, online communica-
tions in their natural contexts, the corpora will 
include deep annotation schemas encompass-
ing orthographic, phonetic, and morphemic 
information, alongside morphemic glossing, 
and translations. Such corpora and their asso-
ciated methodology provide rich resource for 
diverse research needs, from formal linguis-
tic analysis and lexicology, to sociocultural, 
dialectological, and historical investigations 
of ethnolinguistic communities. The corpora 
projects such as MCSKL exemplify successful 
interdisciplinary collaboration, promoting the 

study and preservation of linguistic and cul-
tural diversity of Kazakhstan, and serves as a 
benchmark and framework for other corpus de-
velopment projects in the larger Central Asian 
region (Troiani & DuBois & Filchenko, 2022) 
that will help to preserve unique linguistic her-
itage for future generations of Kazakhs, both in 
Kazakhstan and abroad.

Conclusion
The study of the Kazakh language spoken 

by ethnic Kazakhs in China is pivotal for un-
derstanding the processes of linguistic and cul-
tural preservation in a rapidly evolving global 
context. Despite the challenges posed by cul-
tural assimilation, globalization, and language 
shift, Kazakh language remains a vital symbol 
of identity for ethnic Kazakhs, particularly in 
rural areas of China. This variant of Kazakh 
spoken in China, which retains archaic features 
and exhibits unique lexical influences from

Chinese and Uyghur, provides valuable 
insights into the linguistic history and evo-
lution of Kazakh prior to significant reforms 
in Kazakhstan. Documenting and analyzing 
the linguistic features of the Kazakh spoken 
in China by comparing its peculiarities with 
the standard Kazakh variant shed light onto 
a range of phonetic, lexical, and syntactic as-
pects, that are critical not only for advancing 
linguistic scholarship but also for safeguarding 
the cultural heritage of Kazakh communities in 
China. Fieldwork, including interviews, elici-
tations and audio-visual documentation of nat-

№  Kazakh in China Spoken Kazakh in 
Kazakhstan Standard Kazakh Translation

5 ұйқы киім
ụуḳï  ̣kiịm

пижама
pịžama

пижама / pịžama pijamas

6 сым/шалбар
sïṃ/šalbar

сым/шалбар
sïṃ/šalbar

шалбар / šałbar trousers

7 дамбал
dambal

дамбал
dambal

ішкиім/ịškiịm underwear

8 ұзын байпақ
ụzïṇ baypaḳ

чаң тоң уа (liánkùwà)

колготки колготки/ kołgotki tights

9 ұйық/шұлық
ụï ỵḳ/šụłïḳ̣

шұлық/šụłïḳ шұлық/ šụłïḳ̣ stokings

10 байпақ
baypaḳ

нәски/носки
näski

шұлық
šụłïḳ̣

socks
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urally occurring interactional speech events, 
is essential for capturing and preserving the 
spoken varieties in their natural contexts, es-
pecially those from the older generation. How-
ever, generational language shifts and the rise 
of multilingualism in urban areas pose serious 
challenge to the continued use of Kazakh, un-
derscoring the urgent need for ongoing docu-
mentation and revitalization efforts.

The findings of this study demonstrate 
that while the Kazakh language in China is 
transforming, it still retains many distinctive 
features that reflect its historical and ethno-
cultural origins. The contact influence of the 
neighboring Chinese and Uyghur languages, 
is evident in the vocabulary and phonetics, il-
lustrating the interplay between Kazakh and 
its sociolinguistic environment. Although such 

linguistic contact has enriched the language, it 
has also introduced changes that endanger tra-
ditional linguistic practices.

In conclusion, preserving the Kazakh 
language in China is an urgent issue that 
demands a multifaceted strategy involving 
linguistic research, comprehensive docu-
mentation, educational initiatives, and cul-
tural programs. Raising awareness about 
linguistic diversity in China and promoting 
efforts to protect minority languages like Ka-
zakh are essential. By continued study and 
documentation of Kazakh language varieties 
using contemporary research methods, we 
contribute to a deeper understanding of lan-
guage evolution, cultural preservation, and 
the resilience of ethnic communities in the 
context of globalization.
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Abbreviations

1 first person
2 second person
3 third person
ACC accusative
BOL.COP the copula bol – ​‘to become, be’
CAUS causative
COP copula
CONV converb
DAT dative
DER derivational suffix
E.COP the copula e ‘to be’
EQU equative
GEN genitive
HYP hypothetical/conditional mood
INDIR indirective
PAST past tense
PART particle
PRES present tense
PRCTP participle
POSTV–VOL post verb volantative mood
POSTV post verb
POSS posessive
PL plural
SG singular


