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Abstract. /ntroduction. This article examines the processes of ethnic repatriation in post-Soviet Kazakhstan
through the lens of historical that continue to influence contemporary society. After the dissolution of the
Soviet Union, tens of thousands of ethnic Kazakhs returned from China, Uzbekistan, Mongolia, Iran, and
other countries. Their arrival became not only a demographic phenomenon but also an important socio-
cultural event contributing to the revitalization of national identity and the reassessment of collective
historical memory. Purpose and objectives. The main aim of the study is to analyze the adaptation of ethnic
repatriates in the context of long-term historical developments and institutional transformations inherited
from the imperial, Soviet, and early post-Soviet periods. The research identifies key factors influencing
adaptation and examines how these factors affect the integration of ethnic Kazakhs into modern Kazakhstani
society. Materials and methods. This study employs a combination of comparative historical analysis,
sociocultural interpretation, and a historical-analytical approach, allowing for a thorough examination of the
continuity between past administrative and social structures and contemporary adaptation processes. General
scientific methods of analysis and synthesis are applied to provide a systematic and comprehensive
understanding of the topic. The research is grounded in a critical evaluation of historical determinants that
influence current adaptation mechanisms. Results. The findings show that repatriation is a multidimensional
process shaped by historical memory, institutional arrangements, and social perceptions. Administrative
practices, demographic patterns, and community attitudes, formed over decades of Soviet and post-Soviet
development, continue to influence integration. Linguistic and cultural differences may reproduce internal
distinctions within the Kazakh ethnic community, complicating social cohesion. Conclusion. The study
concludes that the adaptation of repatriates should be understood as an effort to navigate historically rooted
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social and cultural boundaries. Recognizing these factors provides a deeper understanding of contemporary
integration processes in Kazakhstan.

Keywords: repatriation, ethnic Kazakhs, adaptation, historical factors, identity, integration.
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repatriates in post-soviet Kazakhstan: adaptive strategies and integration practices (on the example of the
Zhetysu region)”.
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Kazakhstan: a historical-contextual analysis // Otan tarihy. 2025. Vol. 28. Ne 4. Pp. 1050-1062. [In English].
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Annarna. Kipicne. byn Makamama mocTkeHecTik KazakcTaHmarbl STHUKAIBIK peraTpHanus IporecTepi
Ka3ipri KOFaMfa ocep eTYiH JKaIFacTBIPBIN KeJie KaTKaH TapuxH (akropiap TYPFHICHIHAH KapacThIPbLIAJIbI.
Kenec Onarel pinpiparannan keitin Keitaii, ©30ekcran, Monronus, Upan jxoHe Oacka J1a esifiepieH OHAaraH
MBIH STHUKAJBIK Ka3aKTap TapuXH OTaHbIHA opayibl. OnapibiH Kenyi JeMorpadusuiblK KyObLIbIC KaHa eMec,
VITTBIK OIpEreiyIikTi aHFBIPTYFa JKOHE TapUXM JKaAThl KaliTa mNailbiMIayFa BIKIAJ] CTKCH MaHbBI3IIbI
QJIEYyMETTIK-MOJICHH OKuFa Oonubl. Makcamosl men mindemmepi. 3epTTEYIiH HETI3r1 MaKcaThl — STHUKAIIBIK
penatpuaHTTapAbH OeiliMIeny mpoleciH UMIEPUSIIBIK, KEHECTIK KOHE MOCTKEHECTIK Ke3eHIEepAEH Mypara
KaJIFaH y3aK Mep3iMIi Tapuxy OKUFaIap MEH HHCTHTYITHOHAIIBIK ©3repicTep KOHTEKCTiH e Tanaay. Makara
Oellimzenyre oacep eTeTiH HeTi3ri (pakTopiapIbl aHBIKTAN bl 5KOHE OJIapIbIH ATHUKAJIBIK Ka3aKTapAblH Ka3ipri
Ka3aKCTaHJIBIK KOFaMFa WHTETpalysiIaHy YpAICIHIETi peiiH 3eprreiini. Mamepuanoap men adicmep. byn
3epTTey CANBICTHIPMAIBI TAPUXU TaJJIAY IBIH, SICYMETTIK-MOJICHN TYCIHIIPY/IiH KOHE TapUXU-aHATHTUKAIBIK
TOCUIJIIH YIJIECIMIH KOJIJaHa b, OYJI 6TKEH OKIMIIIIIK KOHE 9JICYMETTIK KYPbUIBIMIAP MEH Ka3ipri 3aMaHFbl
Oellimzeny mporuecTepi apachblHOArbl Ca0aKTACTBIKTBI MYKHUST 3€pTTeyre MyMKiHAIK Oepeni. TakbIpbInThl
KYHENl JKoHEe KaH-KaKThl TYCIHY YIIIH Tajlfay MEH CHHTE3IIH JKaJIbl FRUIBIMH SAiCTepl KOJIAHBLIAJIBI.
3eprTey Kazipri OeiliMaelly MeXaHU3MJCPIH aHBIKTAWTBIH TapuXU JQJICNJeMeNiep/li ChIHA Oarajayra
Heriznenren. Homuowenep. 3epTTey HOTWKENEpl penaTpUalMsHBIH TapUXH JKajlbl, WHCTUTYLHOHAJIBIK
KaFIaiap *KoHe KOFaMJIbIK Ke3KapacTapMeH aiKbIHJaIaThIH KOIKBIPIIBI yIepic eKkeHiH kepcereni. Kenectik
JKOHE TTOCTKEHECTIK KE3CHIEpIe KaJbIITaCKaH OKIMIIUIIK MPaKTHKA, AEMOTPAPHUSIBIK SPEKIISTIKTED KoHE
KEPTTIKTI KaybIMAACTBIKTAPbIH YCTaHBIMIAphl OciiMIeny ylepiciHe oii e BIKman erefi. TiMmiK jkoHe
MOJICHH aWBIPMAIIBUIBIKTap KeWe Ka3aK STHOCHI INIHAETi iMKi KIKTepAi KahTa >KaHFBIPTaIbl, al Oyl
QIIEYMETTIK YHJIECIMIUTIKTI KUBIHAATANBl. Kopuimbindel. 3epTTEy pemaTpuanTTapIblH OeHiMaenyiH xail FaHa
QJIEYMETTIK WMHTErpalHsl eMecC, TApUXH KaJbINTACKaH dpi QJIEYMETTIK KOHE MOACHHU LIeKapalapibl eHCepy
yZepici peTiHAe KapacThlpy KaxkeTTiriH kepceremi. Ocwl akropmapasl TyciHy Kasipri Kaszakcranmarer
WHTETpanus yAepicTepiH TepeHipeK YFbIHyFa MYMKIHJIIK Oepei.
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AHHOTanmsA. Beeoenue. JlaHHas cTaThsl paccMaTpPWBAET TPOIECCHl JTHUYECKOW penarpuanud B
moctcoBeTckoM Kazaxcrane depe3 mNpu3My HCTOPUYECKHX (PAKTOPOB, MPOAODKAIONINX BIUATH Ha
coBpemeHHoe o0mectBo. Ilocne pacmama Coserckoro Coro3a JECSITKH TBICSY STHUYECKHX Ka3axoB
BEpHYJUCh HAa MCTOpPHYECKYIO0 ponuHy u3 Kuras, Y36exucrana, Mouronuu, Mpana u npyrux ctpad. Ux
BO3BpAIIIEHNE CTAJI0 HE TOJIBKO AeMOTpadUIeCKUM SIBICHHEM, HO M BaXXHBIM COLIMOKYIBTYPHBIM COOBITHEM,
CIOCOOCTBOBABIIMM BO3POXICHHIO HALUOHAILHOW HWACHTHYHOCTH M TEPEOCMBICICHUIO KOJJICKTUBHOU
ucTopuveckoil mamaru. [lens u 3adauu. OCHOBHasI LENb MCCICAOBAHMS — NPOAHAIM3UPOBATH aJlalTaIHIo
STHUYECKUX PETaTPHaHTOB B KOHTEKCTE IJIMTEIBHBIX HMCTOPHUYECKUX TPOIECCOB M WHCTUTYIHOHAIBHBIX
TpaHchopMalnii, yHacIeIOBaHHBIX OT MMIIEPCKOTO, COBETCKOTO M PAaHHETO MOCTCOBETCKOTO MEpHozoB. B
paMKax HCCIEeIOBaHUs ONpPEACISIIOTCS KIoueBble (DAaKTOpBl, BIMSIOMIME Ha aJanTaluio, a TaKKe
paccMmarpuBaeTcs WX BIHSHAE Ha TPOIECCHl HWHTETpalliid JITHUYECKHMX Ka3aXxOB B COBPEMEHHOE
Ka3axcTaHCKoe o0mecTBo. Mamepuanvl u memoovl.. B maHHOM HWCCIEIOBAaHWU HCIOJB3YEeTCS COYETaHHE
CPaBHUTENBHO-UCTOPUUECKOTO aHaJK3a, COLMOKYJIbTYPHONW HMHTEPNpPETallid M HUCTOPHUKO-aHAIUTHUYECKOTO
MOJIX0/1a, YTO TO3BOJISIET IIyOOKO M3YYHMTh MPEEMCTBEHHOCTh MEXIY MPOLUIBIMU aJAMUHHCTPATUBHBIMH H
COLIMAIBHBIMH CTPYKTypaMH W COBPEMEHHBIMH TIpolieccamMu afanTtanuu. [ obecriedeHns CHCTEMHOTO U
BCECTOPOHHETO TIOHMMaHUS TEMbI IPUMEHSIOTCS OOLICHAyYHBIE METOJIBI aHAIN3a U CUHTe3a. VccaenoBanue
OCHOBAaHO Ha KPUTHYECKOH OLIEHKE HMCTOPUYECKUX (DaKTOpPOB, ONMpPEACISAIOIIMX COBPEMEHHBIE MEXaHU3MBI
amanraiuu. Pesynvmamei. 1IpoBeeHHBI aHATW3 TOKa3bIBAa€T, YTO peHaTpUAIs MPEICTaBIsIET CcOOOM
MHOTOMEpHBIN Mporiecc, (pOPMHUPYEMBIH HCTOPUYECKON IMaMAThI0, WHCTHTYIHOHAIBHBIMUA YCIOBUSMH U
COLMANIBHBIMH TIPECTABICHUSIMUA. AMUHUCTPATUBHBIC TPAKTHKH, AeMorpaduieckue OCOOCHHOCTH U
00IIleCTBeHHBIE YCTAaHOBKH, C(POPMHUPOBABIIHECS B COBETCKHI W IMMOCTCOBETCKHI MEPUOJBI, MPOJOIIKAIOT
BIUATh HA HMHTETPAIMIO. SI3BIKOBBIE W KyNbTYypHBIE Pa3iUYHs HEPEAKO BOCIPOM3BOJAT BHYTPEHHUE
pa3nuuus BHYTPM Ka3axCKOTO JTHOCA, OCJOXHSIS COLMAJbHYI0 KOHcONMMUmanuioo. 3akimoueHue. B
WCCJIEJOBAHNH MTOKA3aHO, YTO aJalTallii0 pPEeNaTpUaHTOB CIENyeT paccMaTpuBaTh HE TOJBKO KakK MPOLECC
WHTETpaliy, HO W KaK MPEOJOJICHHE HMCTOPUYECKH CIIOKHBIIUXCS COLMUANBHBIX M KYJIBTYPHBIX TPaHUIL.
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Kazaxcrane.
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BaarogpapHocTh: craThsi MOATOTOBJIEHAa Npu (uHAHCOBOW monanepxke Komwurera Haykm MuHHCTEpCTBa
HayKH | BbIcIIero ooOpasoanus PecriyOnuku Kazaxcran, npoektr UPH AP26197965 «IloBceaHeBHas )U3Hb
STHUYECKUX PENaTpHaHTOB B INOCTCOBETCKOM KazaxcraHe: ajanTUBHbBIE CTPATErMU U MPAKTUKHA MHTETPALIUH
(ma mpumepe obmactu XKeticy)».

Jas nurupoBanusi: baiirabatoa H.K., AGmpaxum M.E. [Ipobnembl agantauuum 53THHYECKHX
penaTpuaHToB B MOCTCOBETCKOM KaszaxcTaHe: HCTOPHKO-KOHTEKCTyalbHbIH aHanu3 / Otan Tapuxsl. 2025.
T. 28. Ne 4. C. 1050-1062. [Ha anra.]. DOI: 10.51943/2788-9718 2025 28 4 1050-1062

Introduction. In the period following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the Republic of Kazakhstan
began to receive significant numbers of ethnic repatriates, primarily ethnic Kazakhs returning from abroad,
where they had lived for several generations. These repatriates constitute an important component of the
state’s national policy, aimed at restoring ethnocultural cohesion and achieving demographic balance.
However, their adaptation within the socio-cultural and economic spheres has encountered considerable
challenges that go beyond material conditions, encompassing issues of social integration, cultural
adjustment, and questions of ethnic identity and a sense of belonging [Werner et al., 2015].

The relevance of this study is determined by several factors. First of all, Kazakhstan’s state policy
continues to promote repatriation as a mechanism for strengthening national identity and preserving cultural
heritage. Secondly, despite the availability of governmental support, a significant number of repatriates face
difficulties in the process of social adaptation, which manifest in cultural and linguistic barriers as well as in
socio-psychological challenges [Sultanmuratov, 2017]. Thirdly, a systematic understanding of the historical
and social factors that hinder successful integration is a necessary prerequisite for developing effective state
support measures and for shaping an inclusive society.

A comprehensive understanding of the contemporary challenges of repatriate adaptation requires
taking into account the historical and cultural context shaped by the legacy of the imperial and Soviet periods
in Kazakhstan. For several centuries, the territory of Kazakhstan experienced administrative, social, and
cultural transformations that influenced traditional practices, social hierarchies, and patterns of interethnic
interaction. These historical processes continue to affect present-day ethnic relations, language policies, and
social expectations, directly influencing the processes of adaptation for repatriates.

The contemporary barriers faced by repatriates can be traced to these historical and social
transformations. Linguistic difficulties, cultural differences, and social marginalization are linked to the
legacies of past political and social structures, which shaped specific patterns of interaction and perceptions
of ethnic belonging [Kurganskaya et al., 2024: 68-69]. These factors may generate internal identity conflicts
and intensify the challenges of the adaptation process, requiring attention from both scholars and
policymakers.

The purpose of this article is to provide a comprehensive analysis of the historical and social factors
influencing the adaptation of ethnic repatriates in post-Soviet Kazakhstan. The study seeks to identify the
key barriers and mechanisms that hinder successful integration, as well as to examine possible ways of
overcoming them. In this way, the research aims to deepen the understanding of the dynamics of ethnic
identity, social adaptation, and cultural adjustment within the contemporary context of Kazakhstan through
the studying historical past.

Methodology. The methodology of this article is grounded in a historical-analytical approach, which
makes it possible to examine the adaptation of ethnic repatriates through the lens of historical and social
factors that have shaped contemporary Kazakhstan. The study employs insights from social and historical
theory to reveal the interconnections between past developments and present-day integration processes. A
historical-comparative analysis is applied to juxtapose various factors influencing adaptation. This approach
allows for the generalization of accumulated experience and highlights the systemic nature of the challenges
faced by repatriates.

In addition, the sequence of historical and social factors influencing the adaptation of repatriates in
contemporary Kazakhstani society is arranged from the most fundamental to the derivative, reflecting the
logic of their historical interconnections. The analysis begins with the basic conditions of adaptation,
including language and social norms, followed by structural and institutional elements related to
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demography, education, and bureaucracy. The sequence concludes with cultural consequences and the
resulting internal divisions within the ethnos, which represent the cumulative effect of all preceding factors.

Moreover, the article employs a historical-narrative and systems approach, as well as the principle of
historicism, which makes it possible to examine the problem of repatriate adaptation in contemporary
Kazakhstani society in its development and in connection with other socio-political and economic processes
that have unfolded in the country during the years of independence. Furthermore, general scientific methods
of analysis and synthesis were applied, ensuring the comprehensive character of the study.

It is important to note that this article focuses on exploring the historical roots of the issue, drawing
solely on historical evidence. The study is introductory in nature and represents the theoretical-historical
stage of a larger project on the adaptation of ethnic repatriates. This work does not use materials of
observations, surveys, or other methods of collecting contemporary data, as its main aim is to examine
historical factors and trace the causal connections that have influenced current adaptation processes. This
approach lays a strong historical foundation for further research and offers a deeper understanding of the
dynamics of repatriates’ integration into contemporary society.

Discussion. The issue of repatriation and integration of ethnic Kazakhs who returned to their historical
homeland after the collapse of the USSR occupies a prominent place in contemporary scholarship in
Kazakhstan and abroad. The historiography of this subject is characterized by its multidimensionality,
encompassing sociological, cultural, political and legal approaches.

Early studies (2000s — early 2010s) were mainly focused on the general characteristics of the
repatriation process. Thus, in the works of S. Orazalyuly [Orazalyuly, 2010], B. Kalshabayeva and her
colleagues [Kalshabayeva, Seisenbayeva, 2013], [Kalshabayeva, Yegizbayeva, 2025], as well as Kalysh and
Kassymova [Kalysh, Kassymova, 2013]; [Kalysh, Kassymova, 2014], the socio-cultural challenges faced by
repatriates, as well as the first practices of state policy in this field, were examined in detail. These studies
laid the foundation for the conceptualization of the notion of “repatriate” and the problematics of adaptation.

Sociological and cultural studies of the 2010s—2020s [Bokayev et al., 2012; Dossanova et al., 2021]
focused on issues of language identity, ethnocultural adaptation, as well as the everyday practices of
interaction between repatriates and the local population. Particular attention was paid to the role of language
as a key factor of integration [Bokayev et al., 2012], as well as to the transnational ties and family strategies
maintained by repatriates from China and Mongolia [Zharkynbekova et al., 2024].

Legal and institutional aspects were further developed in the works of Zhampeissov [Zhampeissov,
2013], Zhailybayev and co-authors [Zhailybayev et al., 2020], and Baimoldina [Baimoldina, 2013]. These
studies examine the legal mechanisms regulating repatriation and integration, as well as the socio-legal
engagement of young repatriates. They also highlight the tension between the formal regulatory framework
and the actual practices of adaptation.

The economic dimension of the topic is addressed in the works of Mussina and co-authors [Mussina et
al., 2022] and Zhapakov et al. [Zhapakov et al., 2020], which focus on employment, the impact on internal
migration, and the economic marginality of repatriates. Such studies demonstrate that social integration is
directly linked to economic opportunities and regional disparities.

Regional studies [Zhanbossinova, Karibayev, 2019]; [Musina et al., 2024]; [Atantayeva et al., 2015];
[Karibayev, 2021] highlight the specific features of adaptation practices in the eastern and western regions of
Kazakhstan. These works show that the perception of repatriates varies across regions and is shaped by both
demographic factors and socio-cultural conditions.

In recent years, historiography has shifted its focus from general issues to more specialized topics such
as the role of repatriate organizations in integration [Kaiser, Beimenbetov, 2020], questions of terminology
[Sharimova, 2024], transnational practices [Zharkynbekova et al., 2024], and the ethnopsychological aspects
of adaptation [Baimoldina, 2013]. This trend reflects the gradual professionalization of research in this field
and its increasingly interdisciplinary character.

It is not difficult to observe that the existing studies on Kazakh repatriation generally address the
problem of adaptation from various perspectives such as sociological, cultural, economic and legal aspects.
However, none of these works approach it through the lens of the colonial past, limiting themselves to
descriptions of current difficulties and historical consequences without conceptualizing them in postcolonial
terms. Even when authors mention the effects of imperial or Soviet policies, such as borders, demographics,
or language, they tend to present them as mere “historical background” rather than as a conceptual
framework for analysis.
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Foreign research on Kazakh repatriation and the situation of the Oralmans covers a wide range of
issues from challenges of adaptation and sociocultural identity to transnational practices and state migration
policies. The works of A. Diener [Diener, 2005]; [Diener, 2009], H. Barcus [Barcus, 2010]; [Barcus, 2015]
and C. Werner [Werner et al., 2017] examine everyday strategies, language policy, and the migration
trajectories of Kazakhs from Mongolia and China, paying attention both to transnational connections and to
the internal barriers encountered within Kazakhstan. Another line of research focuses on the institutional and
political frameworks of repatriation [Skrentny, 2007]; [Oka, 2013], as well as on ethnic and language
policies in the post-Soviet period [Dave, 2007]; [Laruelle, Peyrouse, 2007]. Overall, foreign historiography
views repatriation as part of broader processes of nationalization, migration and transnationalism.

While foreign scholars seldom refer directly to the notion of a “colonial past”, its influence is evident
in many of their works. Bhavna Dave [Dave, 2007], for instance, argues that the privileged position of the
Russian language and the social hierarchy built around it are clear continuations of imperial and Soviet
legacies. Peter Sinnott [Sinnott, 2003] examines demographic transformations in Kazakhstan and traces them
back to resettlement campaigns carried out during the Soviet period, a process that can be seen as a
continuation of demographic engineering practices.

More specifically, Alexander Diener points out that Kazakhs in Mongolia and China were divided by
borders established first by the Russian Empire and later by the Soviet Union, which predetermined their
cultural distance from the “metropole”. In his work “One Homeland or Two? The Nationalization and
Transnationalization of Mongolia’s Kazakhs”, Alexander Diener argues that the state borders established in
the XX century fragmented what had once been a unified ethnic community, turning it into a “transnational
people” [Diener, 2009: 7-9] and thereby complicating the process of return to Kazakhstan [Diener, 2009:
155-158]. Marléne Laruelle and Sébastien Peyrouse examine cross-border minorities, noting that their
intermediary role between China and Central Asia emerged as a result of imperial and Soviet territorial
divisions. Although the authors do not explicitly employ postcolonial terminology, their work clearly
demonstrates that the contemporary challenges of repatriate adaptation are deeply rooted in the historical
experience of colonial governance, border policies, and demographic practices [Laruelle, Peyrouse, 2007:
56-58].

Both Kazakhstani and international studies address, directly or indirectly, certain manifestations of the
colonial and Soviet legacy, whether demographic engineering, language policy, or cross-border processes.
Yet, for the most part, these aspects are treated merely as isolated elements of the historical background,
without offering a comprehensive analysis of repatriation from a postcolonial perspective. It is precisely this
gap that creates an opportunity for further research aimed at interpreting the adaptation processes of
repatriates through the prism of the historical past and its long-term consequences.

Results. It is clear that the adaptation of repatriates in post-Soviet Kazakhstan is closely linked to the
country’s historical development and long-term social transformations. Many of the difficulties experienced
by ethnic Kazakhs returning from neighboring or distant countries have roots in earlier political, linguistic,
and administrative processes that shaped social structures throughout the twentieth century. During these
periods, specific cultural and institutional patterns emerged that continue to influence contemporary
Kazakhstani society.

To understand these processes, it is important to identify several key historical factors. Among them
are: the linguistic environment formed over many decades; social hierarchy and patterns of economic
inequality; demographic shifts that changed the ethnic composition of various regions; the bureaucratic
system inherited from previous administrative models; evolving perceptions of cultural identity; and internal
differences within the wider Kazakh ethnic community. Each of these factors will be examined in detail,
from their historical formation to their present manifestations in Kazakhstan.

One of the most significant factors affecting the adaptation of repatriates today is the persistence of
language barriers and the existing “hierarchy of languages”. In this context, language operates not only as a
means of daily communication but also as a key resource for access to education, employment, and social
mobility [Bourdieu, 1986: 241-258]. The long-term promotion of the Russian language, first under the
administrative policies of the Russian Empire [Sadvokassova, 2008] and later throughout the Soviet period
[Zhumanova, 2016], led to its dominant position in public, educational, and professional spheres, creating a
structural advantage for those proficient in it.

From the perspective of social theory, language represents a field of power relations in which the
“dominant” language shapes communication norms and contributes to the formation of social hierarchies
[Spivak, 1988: 271-313; Said, 1993: 290-292]. A similar situation in Kazakhstan today reflects what Homi
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K. Bhabha describes as the “ambivalence of discourse” [Bhabha, 1994: 85-92]: while fluency in Russian
provides individuals with broader opportunities for social advancement, it simultaneously produces feelings
of cultural distance or marginalization among those who lack this linguistic capital.

One of the key historical factors influencing the adaptation of ethnic repatriates in Kazakhstan is the
legacy of linguistic and socio-cultural developments formed over the twentieth century. Repatriates arriving
from countries where Kazakh or other non-Russian languages are predominantly used often face notable
professional and cultural limitations due to insufficient knowledge of Russian [Tazhibayeva, Zharkynbekova,
2023]. Those returning from Mongolia, China, Iran, and Turkey encounter particularly significant
difficulties, as their limited Russian-language skills restrict access to education, employment, and public
services. In comparison, repatriates from Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan adapt more easily, since many of
them possess basic or intermediate Russian proficiency. This discrepancy reflects differences in historical
experiences, including the degree of contact with Russian-speaking environments during the twentieth
century.

Scholars point out that language continues to function as an important marker of ethnic belonging and
affects individuals’ ability to establish social connections [Smagulova, 2008: 440—475]. Proficiency in
widely used languages enables repatriates to integrate more quickly into new professional and social settings,
whereas the absence of such skills creates long-term structural limitations. Understanding the role of
linguistic barriers highlights the need for targeted support, including language courses, educational
initiatives, and professional training adapted to current labor-market requirements.

Another important historical factor is the persistence of socio-economic hierarchies that developed
throughout the twentieth century. These hierarchies shaped distinctions between urban and rural populations,
as well as between groups with different levels of access to education and administrative resources.
Repatriates returning from various regions such as post-Soviet states, China, Iran, Afghanistan, and others,
often entered a socio-economic environment in which opportunities were unequally distributed. Kazakhstan
inherited a social structure where urban residency, familiarity with industrial labor, and connections to
administrative institutions provided significant advantages. By contrast, many repatriates had primarily
agricultural experience, limited economic resources, insufficient language skills, and a lack of established
networks within state and economic structures, placing them at the margins of the social system [Bokayev,
2011: 106].

A historically shaped peripheral social position reinforced a sense of marginality among many
repatriates. Even with state support programs, quotas, and targeted assistance measures, repatriates often
faced difficulties in securing prestigious employment, accessing quality education, and achieving upward
social mobility. The social structure inherited from the Soviet period, strongly influenced by urban norms
and established professional hierarchies, frequently perceived newcomers as “outsiders”, which further
complicated their adaptation. At the same time, economic vulnerability encouraged repatriates to form tight-
knit communities that preserved elements of traditional culture. While this helped maintain cultural identity,
it also slowed their integration into the broader social environment [Khizat, 2015: 61-63].

Thus, the factor of social and economic marginalization manifested itself in a dual way. On the one
hand, it hindered the integration of repatriates into the post-Soviet social system, anchoring them on the
lower levels of the social hierarchy. On the other hand, it stimulated the development of adaptive strategies,
expressed through the creation of informal support networks, the preservation of cultural practices, and
gradual inclusion in Kazakhstan’s socio-economic life [Laruelle, 2010; Diener, 2009].

Another significant historical factor shaping repatriate adaptation concerns the long-term demographic
processes that unfolded in Kazakhstan throughout the twentieth century. State-led demographic policies were
often designed to redistribute the population in accordance with political, economic, or administrative needs.
These processes included the mass settlement of Slavic populations in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
the deportations of various ethnic groups in the 1930s—1940s, and the Virgin Lands campaign, which
substantially transformed the demographic landscape of the northern and central regions of the republic
[Alekseyenko, Aubakirova, 2017: 129—130].

These historical demographic shifts created a complex ethno-social environment into which repatriates
began returning in the 1990s. Differences in regional population density, levels of urbanization, economic
development, and patterns of interethnic interaction shaped their adaptation trajectories and produced
significant regional variations in integration outcomes.

These historical processes created structural conditions that contributed to the marginalization of both
local Kazakhs and repatriates returning to Kazakhstan in the 1990s. Repatriates entered a socio-cultural
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environment where Russian-speaking groups predominated in urban centers, while rural regions were
characterized by underdeveloped infrastructure and limited economic opportunities. Consequently,
adaptation was complicated both by competition in the labor market and by the need to integrate into a
society shaped by long-standing social and regional asymmetries [Bokayev, 2011: 106—-107].

An important dimension of these demographic shifts was spatial: new settlements and urban centers
were established according to historical patterns of population distribution, while traditional nomadic routes
and economic zones of the Kazakh population were transformed or partially dismantled. In the post-Soviet
period, many repatriates were resettled in regions with underdeveloped infrastructure, reinforcing their
peripheral status within the national socio-economic landscape [Khizat, 2015: 61-63]. These demographic
developments not only altered the ethnic composition of the population but also generated long-term spatial
and social imbalances that affected the adaptation of repatriates, limiting access to resources and compelling
them to develop independent strategies for integration within an established hierarchical context.

Another key historical factor influencing repatriate adaptation is the legacy of bureaucratic structures
inherited from previous administrative systems. The hierarchical organization of administrative and social
processes, developed during the imperial and Soviet periods, continues to shape contemporary societal
dynamics in Kazakhstan [Bokayev, 2011: 106—107]. In the Russian Empire, key administrative positions
were typically held by representatives of central authorities, while local Kazakhs were largely limited to
lower-level roles [Sultangalieva, 2015: 657-659]. This created a reliance on centralized structures and
reinforced adherence to formal rules. During the Soviet period, the bureaucracy remained rigid, reinforced by
ideological control and standardization, which often constrained the role of local practices and traditions. For
modern repatriates, these historical administrative patterns manifest as challenges in navigating state
institutions, obtaining official documents, and accessing housing and employment [Bokayev, 2011: 106—
107].

Such a bureaucratic structure reproduces the historical model of “external control,” in which new
members of society are perceived as “outsiders” required to conform to formalized rules. This dynamic
creates additional barriers to social integration and reinforces a sense of alienation. Considering the historical
development of administrative systems helps to explain the underlying reasons for the difficulties ethnic
Kazakhs face in integrating into contemporary society [Baigabatova, Sancak, 2018: 48—49].

Another important factor influencing adaptation is the challenge of a historically shaped cultural
identity. Many ethnic Kazakhs who lived outside the republic, in countries such as China, Uzbekistan, Iran,
Turkey, or Afghanistan, preserved their language, customs, and traditions, but often in relative isolation from
the broader Kazakh cultural space. Consequently, their cultural practices sometimes retained archaic features
or became mixed with elements of the host countries’ cultures [Shaken, 2023: 185-187].

Upon returning to Kazakhstan, these differences often generated cultural discrepancies. Some
repatriates spoke archaic dialects of Kazakh, while others had lost proficiency in the language entirely, using
the languages of their countries of residence instead. For some, national identity was primarily linked to
Islamic traditions, whereas in Soviet and post-Soviet Kazakhstan, a more secular and urbanized model of
cultural self-awareness had developed. These contrasts sometimes led to misunderstandings or latent tensions
between local and newly arrived Kazakhs.

Cultural differences also affected self-perception: repatriates often saw themselves as “closer to
authentic Kazakh traditions,” while some local Kazakhs viewed them as “backward” or “different”. This
resulted in a form of double marginality, in which repatriates were not fully integrated either into the society
they returned to or the one they had left.

The factor of cultural distinctiveness thus had an ambivalent effect. On one hand, it complicated
integration and reinforced social boundaries; on the other, it served as a foundation for reviving traditional
language, customs, and religious practices, enriching Kazakhstan’s contemporary cultural landscape.

Finally, internal divisions within the Kazakh ethnic group emerge as a synthesis of these historical
barriers. Social hierarchy, economic marginality, bureaucratic structures, demographic patterns, and cultural
distinctions combine to position repatriates as a distinct subgroup within their own ethnicity. They differ
from the local population in language, habits, social status, and cultural outlook, which contributes to internal
segregation [Shaken, 2004: 32-35].

This internal divide manifests on multiple levels: socio-economic (peripheral positions and limited
access to resources), cultural-psychological (differences in language, traditions, and perceptions), and
institutional (bureaucratic procedures and established administrative practices). Together, these factors show
that adaptation is not merely a process of integration but also an effort to navigate and reconcile internal
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ethnic and cultural boundaries shaped by historical experience, social conditions, and institutional
mechanisms.

Conclusion. Thus, the analysis of repatriate adaptation in post-Soviet Kazakhstan demonstrates that
this process cannot be examined in isolation from its historical context. Past social, economic, and
institutional developments have shaped specific societal structures and cultural patterns that continue to
influence contemporary Kazakhstan. For this reason, the difficulties faced by ethnic Kazakhs returning to
their historical homeland are not incidental but deeply rooted in historical experience.

The key factors influencing adaptation include language barriers, social hierarchy, demographic
patterns, the legacy of bureaucratic structures, and variations in cultural identity. Each of these elements has
historical origins, yet together they create a system of constraints that produces internal divisions within the
Kazakh ethnos. In this context, language functions not only as a means of communication but also as a
marker of social status, while economic marginality and bureaucratic challenges reinforce feelings of
exclusion and peripheral positioning.

At the same time, these factors cannot be considered solely negative. Cultural distinctiveness and the
preservation of traditional practices have allowed repatriates to contribute to the renewal of Kazakhstan’s
cultural landscape. The revival of elements of national identity preserved outside the country may, over time,
become an important resource for strengthening cultural diversity and social cohesion. In this way,
repatriates both face integration challenges and contribute actively to the formation of a contemporary
Kazakh identity.

The role of the state and civil society is particularly important. Policies supporting repatriates,
including educational programs, bilingual environments, and recognition of qualifications and professional
experience, can significantly ease adaptation. Engagement with local communities and participation in civic
initiatives and cultural projects foster dialogue and reduce social distance.

Finally, repatriates maintain transnational connections with the historical diaspora, which broadens
Kazakhstan’s cultural and intellectual horizons, deepens regional ties, and fosters networks of shared
memory. The adaptation of repatriates is thus a complex, multilayered process in which historical legacies
intersect with contemporary challenges. Understanding this duality allows for more effective strategies to
support integration through linguistic, cultural, and institutional initiatives while promoting equal
opportunities for all social groups.
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