Some Observations On Language Planning
In Azerbaijan And Turkmenistan

By JONATHAN POOL

Language planning has had an obvious impor-
tance in the Soviet Union since the beginning and
has at times been the object of decision-making at
the highest political levels. In the non-Russian
republics of the USSR language policy has been
closely tied to nationality policy, and this in turn
exhibits variations across regions. Especially high
levels of persistence and development of languages
distinct from Russian can be observed in the Cen-
tral Asian and Caucasian area populated by fairly
large groups of people with Turkic languages highly
divergent from Russian and with traditional cul-
tures influenced by Islam and also very different
from the Russian culture.

This account will be confined to personal obser-
vations made during a two-week visit to this area in
April, 1975, under the exchange program of the
U.S. National Academy of Sciences and the Acad-
emy of Sciences of the USSR. The author spent one
week in Baku, Azerbaijan, and one week in Ashkha-
bad, Turkmenistan.

Although sociolinguistic work takes place both in
Moscow and in the cities of the other republics, it is
mostly theoretical in Moscow. It is in places like
Baku and Ashkhabad that language planning takes
precedence over language scholarship, and lan-
guage scholarship is mostly directed toward policy
formulation and implementation. Language plan-
ners’ goals include alphabetizing the national
languages (e.g., Azerbaijani and Turkmen), stan-
dardizing them, developing their technical termi-
nologies, writing and publishing textbooks on and
in these languages, training teachers of these lan-
guages, training scientific manpower for further
work on these languages, and recording their dis-
appearing dialects.

The language planners in Baku are mainly Azer-
baijanis, and in Ashkhabad Turkmens: native
speakers of the languages for which they are mak-
ing plans. They work in various universities and
branches of the republic academies of sciences,
especially in the departments of speech cultivation
of the institutes of language (or language and liter-
ature). While some language planners compile ever
larger dictionaries of the national languages (an
activity carried out even in the Institute of Russian
Language and Literature in Baku), others monitor
usage in the mass media and help enforce conform-
ity to the standard.

The language planners in Azerbaijan and Turk-
menistan are serious about their work to enrich
their languages and extend their social roles. One
of the few questions eliciting an emotional response
in Baku is whether the Azerbaijani language will in
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the future be used as a language of science more,
less, or the same amount. | found Azerbaijani pro-
fessors vociferous in their claim that the language
would enjoy a “more glorious” role in the future
than now; they proudly displayed university text-
books they had written in Azerbaijani as proof of
their commitment. Their view was reinforced by
the displays at the Museum of Azerbaijani History,
showing how the Azerbaijani people, having settled
many centuries ago on the territory of the present
republic, have been subject to many invasions and
have lost many things to foreign conquerors, but
have never iost their language, which, on the con-
trary, they have even imposed on their conguerors.

Sometimes Soviet policy opposes Russificationist
tendencies existing among the population. Azerbai-
jani and Turkmen publications on good usage, for
example, warn against excessive use of borrowed
Russian words when the internal resources of the
native language can provide a needed word. Stan-
dard literary Azerbaijani and Turkmen do not em-
ploy Russian adverbs, even though bilingual Azer-
baijanis and Turkmens were heard using such
words as imenno, srazu, uzhe, v obshche, kak raz,
sovsem, naverno, tol’ko, and (adverbially) znachit
in their Azeri and Turkmen colloquial speech.

On the other hand, no-one tries to pretend that
the relationships between Russian and the other
Soviet languages are symmetrical. Not only is much
more emphasis put on the learning of Russian by
non-Russians than on the learning of Azerbaijani,
Turkmen, etc., by Russians, but also Russian is
treated as a source for the enrichment of the other
languages much more than vice versa. It is general-
ly accepted that in the Turkic languages new terms
which are not based on native roots will be bor-
rowed from Russian. Exceptions are made for roots
that have international currency but are not used in
Russian. If, however, Russian uses the international
root in a deviant form (e.g., simvol/), the Russian
rather than the international form will be adopted.
(This parallels the traditional practice in Turkish
vis-a-vis French forms (e.g., sembol, prensip,
enstitu).

Baku is farther along the road to full utilization of
Azerbaijani than is Ashkhabad for Turkmen. Public
signs are more consistently bilingual in Baku, and
the proportion of radio broadcasts in the national
language seems considerably higher there. This is
natural, in view of the two cities’ national composi-
tions: Baku has 46 percent Azerbaijanis and only
28 percent Russians, while Ashkhabad has 43 per-
cent Russians and only 38 percent Turkmens (1970).
Also, national language development began earlier
in Azerbaijan. Turkmen language planners said
they called in Azerbaijani ones for help in the begin-
ning. By this time, however, professional language
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planners are trained in each republic without nec-
essarily ever leaving the republic or studying via
another medium than the republic language. Now
that there are enough national speciatists in foreign
tanguages as well, Azerbaijani linguists assured me
that everyone agrees on the principle of transiating
foreign literature into the national languages direct-
ly, and not, as some used to advocate, via the Rus-
sian translations of this literature.

Colleagues did not fear to disagree with each
other in my presence. In Ashkhabad, for exampie,
| asked two linguists whether 20 years from now a
Russian and a Turkmen meeting on an Ashkhabad
street and acquainted would more likely speak Rus-
sian or Turkmen. One guessed Russian still, but the
other, remarking that members of other nationali-
ties in Ashkhabad were already beginning to con-
sider sending their children to Turkmen schools,
felt the tide had begun to turn and that in 20 years
the two hypothetical citizens on the street would
more often use Turkmen. Disagreements, although
minor ones, were also encountered on the extent of
needed orthographic reforms in the Turkic lan-
guages. But if such reforms are to be carried out,
the linguists in each Republic believe it is their
business to decide what to change how and when
in their own languages. If two different Republics
decide to solve the same orthographic problem in
two different ways (e.g., Azerbaijani and Turkmen
renderings of /i/+V), this is regarded as a small
price to pay for national control over the national
language.

The debates, of course, do not go on only among
language planners, but also between them and lan-
guage users. Terminology and speech cultivation
agencies’ decisions sometimes have the force of
law (e.g., Committee on Terminology of the Acad-
emy of Sciences of Azerbaijan SSR) and sometimes
not, but in either case the pre-codification debates
were reported to be at times very lengthy; and once
they lead to decisions, they are sometimes followed
by resistance or objections among writers, broad-
casters, etc., and then by attempts at persuasion
and/or reconsideration. This process may be simi-
far to that in which fanguage planning agencies in
other countries engage.

In the schools, great emphasis is placed on suc-
cessful language teaching. The professional lan-
guage teachers whom | met, whether of Russian or
of foreign tanguages, and whether in the schools of
Baku and Ashkhabad or the Department of English
at Moscow State University, were enthusiastic
about their jobs and seemed to be doing them very
well. There is no question about the fact that stu-
dents in Russian schools outside the RSFSR learn
the local national language, as well as vice versa,
although not necessarily as intensively. In Turk-
menistan, for example, Russian is taughtin Turk-
men schools beginning in the 2nd grade, while
Turkmen is taught in Russian schools beginning in
the 5th grade. Although this difference was ex-
plained to me as a result of the fact that Russian is
a more difficult language than Turkmen, | think it

would be truer to say that the commonly aspired-
to level of competence in Russian is harder to
achieve than the commonly aspired-to level of com-
petence in Turkmen (in each case as a second lan-
guage). Giventhe socioeconomic factors associated
with each language, a hypothetical policy aiming at
equal competence by each group in each other’s
language would probably require reversing the dif-
ference in years of study. From what | could see,
Russian in the non-Russian schools and foreign
languages in general are taught with a communi-
cational approach, emphasizing and providing con-
tact with the living language and its speakers. The
one class | saw in a non-Russian Soviet language
(Turkmen) in a Russian school was being taught by
a substitute teacher, so the method used there may
not be representative, but in that class a traditional
grammatical approach was being employed.

Soviet language planners regard their experience
in this field during the last six decades as a unique
source of information for their colleagues abroad.
Regardless whether Soviet language policy is seen
as a model for language policy in a given country,
the diverse and rich storehouse of data that the So-
viet language planning effort has generated ought
to be used to inform linguistic policy elsewhere,
whenever relevant. It will be to the benefit of lan-
guage planning and language planners everywhere
in the exchange of information between Soviet and
other practitioners of this field can continue to

grow. O
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