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SUMMARY

Karagash is an endangered Kipchak Turkic language spoken by five to seven thousand people in four
villages and several urban localities in Astrakhan Oblast, Russia. Its complex and largely politicized
status, with some considering it a Tatar dialect and others a Noghay dialect, has led to Karagash
being under-described and having little formal recognition. However, it is clearly felt by its speakers
to be a distinct language variety. Karagash speakers claim it has only limited intelligibility with
any standard Turkic language, and there are ongoing codification efforts within the community. As
younger Karagash speakers are rapidly shifting to Russian, documentation and revitalization work
is essential.
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KPATKOE COAEPXXAHME

Kaparamckuil — 3TO KbIITYaKCKO-TIOPKCKUI A3BIK, HAXOOAIUICA MO YIPO30M MCYe3HOBEHHUs, Ha
KOTOPOM TOBOPAT 5-7 THICAY YeJOBEK B UYETHIPEX CejlaX M HEeCKOJbKHUX ropojlaXx AcCTpaxaHCKOM
obmactu Poccuiickoii @enepanuu. Ero cJIOXHBIA U BO MHOTOM IOJMTHU3WPOBAHHBIN CTaTyC, B
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paMKax AUCKYCCUI O KOTOPOM ero OTHOCAT TO K TaTapCKUM, TO K HOTAlCKUM AuajeKTaM, IprBeJ
K TOMYy, YTO KaparamicKuil OCTaeTcsi HeJJOCTaTOYHO ONKCAHHBIM U (opMasibHO HeNpHU3HAHHBIM
A3BIKOM. TeM He MeHee 3TO, HECOMHEHHO, 0coOblii nauoM. Ilo ciioBaMm HocuTesiel, OH o0Jiafgaer
JINIIb OrpaHUYEHHON B3aWMOIIOHATHOCTBIO C JPYTMMM TIOPKCKHMMM SA3bIKaMH, U B COOOIlecTBe
BeeTcA pabora Haj ero koaudukanuein. B ycaoBuax, Korga MoJoAble HOCUTEIN KaparamcKoro
OBICTPO MepexodAT Ha PyCcCKHil, paboTa Mo AOKyMEHTalUM U PeBUTAIU3AIMU A3bIKA COBEPIIeHHO
HeoOXxoamuMa.

Language names: Karagash, Karaghash, Karaghash Noghay
Language family: Turkic

ISO 639-3 code: NA

Glottolog code: karal509

Population: 5-7 thousand

Location: 46.66, 48.12 (Astrakhan Oblast, Russia)

Vitality rating: endangered

1. THE KARAGASH PEOPLE

Karagash, also known as Karagash Noghay, is a minority language spoken in Astrakhan Oblast,
Russia. Although “Karaghash” is a more precise transliteration of how Karagash speakers call their
own language, I use Karagash in English-language contexts. This spelling, presumably influenced by
Russian, is preferred by the language community and is used in their own social media initiatives
such as the “Karagash Nogay Project”. My spelling of other Turkic language names, including Noghay,
follows the standard set in Johanson & Csat6 (2022). Russian-language place names, including those of
Turkic origin, are transliterated in the way commonly preferred by English-language media outlets and
websites such as Wikipedia.

Karagash is generally classified as a Kipchak Turkic language. However, its precise position within the
sub-branch has been a matter of politicized debate and is discussed below (Arslanov 1996: 187). It is
sometimes described as a dialect of larger languages like Tatar and Noghay, but measuring mutual
intelligibility between Karagash and other Turkic languages is beyond the scope of this brief, descriptive
article. Many Karagash speakers claim they have trouble understanding Standard Tatar and Standard
Noghay. This fact is sociolinguistically significant, providing insight into speakers’ language attitudes
and identity regardless of how factually correct their claims are. A basic lexical comparison of the entries
for Karagash, Tatar, and Noghay in the Turkic Database confirms that certain words from the Swadesh
list are dissimilar for two or all three of the languages and have unrelated etymologies, but these are a
minority (Straughn 2023).

Once home to the capital cities of three medieval nomadic states, the Khazar Khaganate, the Golden
Horde, and the Astrakhan Khanate, today Astrakhan Oblast is an ethnically and linguistically diverse
region in southwestern Russia bordering on Kazakhstan and the Caspian Sea (see map in Figure 1). Ethnic
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Russians form a slight majority of the population, with Kazakhs, Tatars, Noghays, and Kalmyks being
some of the largest minorities. Many of these communities are impoverished. They face institutionalized
discrimination and are overrepresented among Astrakhan residents sent to fight in the ongoing Russia-
Ukraine war. This has led to the emergence of secessionist movements aspiring to establish an independent
Turkic state in Astrakhan (see Shabashewitz 2023).

Historically a nomadic group, the Karagash Noghays were forcibly sedentarized in the 1930s under the
Soviet collectivization policy. Following this, until the dissolution of the USSR, they lived in about a
dozen villages scattered in the steppes and deserts to the northeast of the city of Astrakhan. In the 1980s,
a natural gas field was discovered near the geographic center of the Karagash settlement area. Gas
extraction began, and a gas processing plant was constructed in the same location soon afterwards. As a
result of extreme pollution caused by these facilities, Karagash people were forced to migrate away from
several of their villages. Today, only three of the original settlements where the Karagash people were a
majority have sizable populations. These are Janay and Yasyn-Sokan in Krasnoyarsky District and Lapas
in Kharabalinsky District. Recently, one more rural locality has gained a Karagash majority: the village
of Rastopulovka in Privolzhsky District, which had a small population mostly composed of Russians and
Kazakhs, received over a thousand Karagash forced migrants in the late 1990s. An even higher number
of Karagash ecological refugees moved to the city of Astrakhan and other urban localities in the region.

RUSSIA
KAZAKHSTAN

CASPIAN SEA

Figure 1: The Karagash settlement area today.
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The precise size of the Karagash community is unknown because the Russian census agency does not
consider them a separate ethnic group. Local ethnographers estimate that the ethnic community numbers
about 10 thousand people (Skryl’'nikova 2008a: 89), and my observations suggest that between five and
seven thousand of them speak the Karagash language.

2. LANGUAGE STATUS AND ETHNIC IDENTITY

In the formal system of ethnic classification that existed in the USSR, the Karagash were considered
Tatars. This political decision was influenced by Nikolai Baskakov, a linguist and ethnographer who
classified Karagash as a “mixed dialect of Tatar that shares some similarities with North Caucasus
Noghay” (Baskakov 1962: 244) but without having done extensive fieldwork in the region. In accordance
with the Soviet policy, schools in villages with major Karagash population would teach Standard Tatar
as the local “mother tongue” even though it was not readily intelligible to Karagash speakers. Until
recently, Karagash was an unwritten language, and some of the older Karagash people who received
school education in the Soviet era still perceive Tatar as a prestigious language suitable for literature
while viewing Karagash as a “rough and simple dialect you can use at home but not when writing
poems” (Oksana Kaplanova, personal communication, 2018).

Even after decades of forced Tatarization, the Karagash preserved their pre-Soviet endonym, karayas
novyaylar or simply noyaylar. Despite the formal status of a Tatar dialect that Karagash had in the 20™
century and Tatar’s influence as the “school language” on informal Karagash speech, Leonid Arslanov,
the first and only Soviet linguist to research Karagash in depth, unequivocally defined it as a Noghay
language, both linguistically and based on speakers’ perception. According to Arslanov (1992: 6),
Karagash branched off the Kuban dialect of Noghay proper around 260 years ago, when a group of its
speakers moved from the North Caucasus to the steppes of Astrakhan. Since then, it has been developing
in isolation from Noghay proper and in intense contact with Kazakh and, later, Tatar.

The 1990s saw an uptick in ethnic activism all around Russia (see Gorenburg 2003), and the Karagash
were no exception. The Noghay movement Birlik (“Unity”) was founded by the Karagash historian Ravil
Dzhumanov in 1990 in response to the ecological crisis described above. Since most villages affected
by gas mining and processing were Karagash, consolidation of the local community in the face of this
problem took the form of ethnic mobilization and sped up the community’s search for its identity. Birlik
leaders declared that they sought to “revive” the Noghay identity that had been suppressed by Soviet-era
Tatarization, and their ideas quickly gained popularity. Dzhumanov presented his cause to the regional
government and managed to change the language policy so that Noghay rather than Tatar became the
“mother tongue” taught at village schools (Skryl'nikova 2008b).

After a short-lived revival in the 2000s, the school curriculum changed again, now at the countrywide
level. Vladimir Putin’s rule brought a wave of linguistic Russification as a part of his “unity through
uniformity” policy (Jankiewicz, Knyaginina & Prina 2020), which is still ongoing. Noghay classes, just
like any other “mother tongue” lessons except for Russian, were demoted to non-compulsory subjects
and limited to one or two hours per week.

Interestingly, the backlash in the community was mild, largely because most Karagash speakers (apart
from those engaged in ethnic activism) never identified with the Standard Noghay that was taught in
schools in the first place. Noghay classes used textbooks based on the North Caucasus dialects of Noghay
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from which Karagash had long since diverged, and many would complain that this “textbook language”,
just like Tatar, was not what they really spoke. Adult speakers of Karagash who received no Noghay
language education often say texts in Standard Noghay are hard to understand. To quote a village
librarian from Yasyn Sokan, “They ship these Noghay-language magazines from Dagestan and they lie
here like museum pieces. No one ever reads them because they are not in our language. Sure, we are
Noghays, but we are different Noghays” (Nadira Dzhumanova, personal communication, 2018).!

Despite speakers’ perception that their language differs significantly from both Standard Tatar and
Standard Noghay, Karagash lacks clear formal recognition. Russia’s school system and the Federal
Statistics Service classify the Karagash as speakers of either Noghay or Tatar. Karagash lacks an ISO
639-3 code and is listed on Glottolog as a dialect of Noghay under the ID karal509. But the World Atlas
of Language Structures lists it as a separate language with the code nok. The list of Russia’s languages
published by the Institute of Linguistics of the Russian Academy of Sciences, too, lists Karagash as a
separate language and marks it as “definitely endangered” (Korjakov et al. 2020).

3. LANGUAGE SITUATION AND VITALITY

Historical sources suggest that the Karagash have been living in a multilingual environment for centuries.
Before their migration to Astrakhan, they were in contact with Circassian and Vainakh speakers. In
Astrakhan, they have been in contact with Kazakh, Tatar, Kalmyk, and Russian. The influence of these
languages can be seen in extensive lexical borrowing as well as certain morphological developments.
Standard Noghay has been lost in Karagash. This development may be explained by the lack of such a
tense in Kazakh (Satanova 2015: 28).

Unlike those Russian republics that have some degree of linguistic autonomy, Astrakhan Oblast is not
defined as an “ethnic” region. This means that Russian is used there as the sole language of administration,
business, education, and media. The dominance of Russian, coupled with mass migration by Karagash
people to urban and suburban areas as described above, poses a significant threat to the vitality of
Karagash. More detailed research is needed to determine the actual degree of language shift to Russian
among the Karagash, but preliminary personal observations suggest that no more than half the ethnic
community has a good command of Karagash. It is still the default language of informal communication
between people aged 45 and older in villages like Yasyn Sokan, Janay, and Lapas. People aged 20 to
30 who were raised in urban areas and in the large, suburban village of Rastopulovka usually say they
understand the language but cannot speak it, while teens and children have little to no familiarity with
it unless their parents are engaged in ethnic activism. Non-mandatory Standard Noghay classes offered
at several rural schools do not seem to have much influence on students’ proficiency in spoken Karagash.

4. PREVIOUS AND CURRENT RESEARCH

Previous research on Karagash is largely limited to the grammatical descriptions by Arslanov (1992,
1996) and several short pieces on the language situation and ethnic identity such as those by Satanova
(2015), Alekseev (2018) and Ishmukhambetov (2020).

1 Here and elsewhere, quotations attributed to informants were spoken in Russian and translated by the author.
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During the recent few years, prominent local historian and language activist Ramil Ishmukhambetov
has been working on a separate literary standard for Karagash. While Ramil’s project lacks support
from regional authorities, he is respected by many in the community. His lectures on history, language
and culture attract many Karagash guests, and a few younger community members have been assisting
him with his work. Even though Ishmukhambetov identifies as an ethnic Noghay first and foremost and
does not consider Karagash an entirely separate language, he thinks the differences between Karagash
Noghay and Noghay proper are too significant to be ignored. In his words, “We do not reject Standard
Noghay, our codification project can and should co-exist with it peacefully. North Caucasus dialects-
based Standard Noghay may be more useful for media that are of interest to all Noghays, but we
need a standardized written Karagash to record, publish, and preserve local lore and promote Internet
communication in the language we actually speak in our villages.”

Ramil Ishmukhambetov is currently working on a unified spelling guide, a dictionary, and a self-study
textbook for Karagash Noghay.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to thank Ramil Ishmukhambetov, Eldar Idrisov, Rufia Irgalieva, and Nadira Dzhumanova,
who were my guides during my field trips to the Karagash villages of Rastopulovka and Yasyn Sokan. I
also thank Serik Dzhumagulov and Liliya Dzhumanova, who provided me with information on the life
of displaced Karagash people in urban environments, and my wife Ana, who made me fall in love with
Astrakhan and its underappreciated diversity.

COMPETING INTERESTS

The author has no competing interests to declare.

AUTHOR AFFILIATIONS

Dor Shabashewitz 2 orcid.org/0000-0003-4868-9399
Tel Aviv University, Israel

REFERENCES

Alekseev, Fedor. 2018. Tatarsko-kazaxskie nogajcy: jazykovaja identi¢nost’ astraxanskix karagasej [The
Tatar-Kazakh Noghays: Language identity of the Astrakhan Karagash]. In Arzhaana Syuryun (ed.),
The first conference on Uralic, Altaic, and Paleoasiatic languages. In memoriam of A. P. Volodin. Book of
abstracts, 9-11. Saint Petersburg: ILS RAS.

Arslanov, Leonid. 1992. Jazyk nogajcev-karagasej Astraxanskoj oblasti [The language of the Karagash
Noghays of Astrakhan Oblast]. Naberezhnye Chelny, USSR: ElabuZskij gosudarstvennyj
pedagogiceskij institut.

Arslanov, Leonid. 1996. Astraxanskix nogajcev-karagasej jazyk [The language of the Karagash Noghays
of Astrakhan]. In Edxjam TeniSev (ed.), Jazyki mira: tjurkskie jazyki, 187-194. Biskek: Kyrgyzstan.

Baskakov, Nikolaj. 1962. Vvedenie v izucenie tjurkskix jazykov [Introduction to the study of Turkic
languages]. Moscow: VyssSaja Skola.


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4868-9399
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4868-9399

Shabashewitz Language Documentation and Description DOI: 10.25894/1dd.1008 7

Gorenburg, Dmitry. 2003. Minority ethnic mobilization in the Russian Federation. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

ISmuhambetov, Ramil. 2020. K voprosu o “plavajuscej” identi¢nosti u astraxanskix nogajcev [Towards
the question of the “fluctuating” identity among the Astrakhan Noghays]. In Andrej Kurapov
& AnZella Alieva (eds.), Astraxanskie kraevedCeskie Ctenija. Vypusk XII: sbornik statej, 374-381.
Astrakhan: Roman Sorokin.

Jankiewicz, Szymon, Nadezhda Knyaginina & Federica Prina. 2020. Linguistic rights and education in
the republics of the Russian Federation: Towards unity through uniformity. Review of Central and
Eastern European Law 45: 59-91.

Johanson, Lars & Eva. A. Csat6 (eds.). 2022. The Turkic languages. New York: Routledge.

Korjakov, Jurij, Tat’jana Agranat, Marija Gorjaceva, Anna Dybo, Ol’ga Kazakevi¢, Andrej Kibrik, Ol’ga
Xanina & Andrej Sluinskij. 2020. Spisok jazykov Rossii [List of the languages of Russia]. Available
online at http://jazykirf.iling-ran.ru/list_concept2020.shtml. Accessed 2023-01-25.

Satanova, Dinara. 2015. Jazyk astraxanskix nogajcev-karagasSej (astraxansko-nogajskij jazyk): kratkij
obzor sociolingvisti¢eskoj situacii [The language of the Astrakhan Karagash Noghays (the Astrakhan
Noghay language): A short review of the sociolinguistic situation]. Malye jazyki 1: 17-34.

Shabashewitz, Dor. 2023. Astrakhan: Russia’s least Russian oblast at the crossroads of emerging
separatisms. New Eastern Europe. Available online at https://neweasterneurope.eu/2023,/09/01/
astrakhan-russias-least-russian-oblast-at-the-crossroads-of-emerging-separatisms/. Accessed 2025-
08-03.

Skryl’'nikova, Zanyl. 2008a. “Astraxangazprom” v sud’bax nogajcev-karagasej Astraxanskoj oblasti
[“Astrakhan Gazprom” in the faiths of the Karagash Noghays of Astrakhan Oblast]. Etnografic¢eskoe
obozrenie 3: 89-102.

Srkyl’'nikova, Zanyl. 2008b. Sovremennye etnokul’turnye processy v srede nogajcev-karagasej Astraxanskoj
oblasti [Modern-day ethnocultural processes among the Karagash Noghays of Astrakhan Oblast].
Moscow: Moscow State University PhD dissertation.

Straughn, Christopher. 2023. Turkic database at Elegant Lexicon. Available online at https://turkic.
elegantlexicon.com/. Accessed 2023-06-28.

Submitted: 27 January 2023 Accepted: 13 October 2025 Published: 29 December 2025

Wperio


http://jazykirf.iling-ran.ru/list_concept2020.shtml
https://neweasterneurope.eu/2023/09/01/astrakhan-russias-least-russian-oblast-at-the-crossroads-of-emerging-separatisms/
https://neweasterneurope.eu/2023/09/01/astrakhan-russias-least-russian-oblast-at-the-crossroads-of-emerging-separatisms/
https://turkic.elegantlexicon.com/
https://turkic.elegantlexicon.com/

