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Article

Tundra Nenets: A Heritage Language in Its Own Land?
Linguistic Identity and Language Loss
Polina Berezovskaya

Department of English Linguistics, University of Tübingen, 72074 Tübingen, Germany;
polina.berezovskaya@uni-tuebingen.de

Abstract: Through fieldwork conducted between 2014 and 2016 in Arkhangelsk, Naryan-Mar, Kras-
noye, and Saint Petersburg, this paper investigates the endangered status of Tundra Nenets, an
underrepresented and understudied Samoyedic minority language in northern Russia. Criteria for
assessing language endangerment are applied to Tundra Nenets while also taking into consideration
the interplay between language identity, reactive ethnicity, negative attitudes, and state politics. The
personal story of NC, a Tundra Nenets woman, serves as a case study and exemplifies the impact of
decades of marginalization, stigmatization, and discrimination on the cultural and linguistic identity.
NC’s narrative illustrates how negative attitudes are exacerbating the decline of Tundra Nenets,
further threatening its survival. Because of its absence from schools and institutions, Tundra Nenets
seems to be turning into a heritage language in its own homeland. This paper studies the complex
interplay between identity, language, and societal pressures, illustrating the broader challenges faced
by the Tundra Nenets and other minority communities in maintaining their linguistic and cultural
heritage. While the situation remains dire and political action is called for, efforts in boosting language
awareness, documentation, and revitalization offer potential pathways for the preservation of Tundra
Nenets, drawing on successful examples from other endangered language communities.

Keywords: Tundra Nenets; Samoyedic; language loss; language endangerment; fieldwork; ethno-
graphic method; reactive ethnicity; language preservation; language documentation; Russian–Nenets
bilingualism; heritage language

1. Introduction

The Tundra Nenets (henceforth, TN) people belong to the so-called korennye mal-
ochislennye narody Severa, Sibiri i Dal’nego Vostoka (abbreviated as KMNS; Engl. indigenous
minority peoples of the north, Siberia, and the far east of Russia), a small-numbered indige-
nous people of the north. The TN people constitute the largest group amongst the KMNS.
According to Eberhard et al.’s (2024) Ethnologue, their population consists of 24,500 speakers
(2020 census), though their ethnic population is much higher overall, at 49,600 (2020 census).
Despite being the largest KMNS language in Russia, TN is classified as being threatened.
The language use can be described as follows:

“In Siberia most young people are still fluent in the language. On the European
side, very few children learn it; young people tend to prefer Russian [. . .] and
most speakers are middle-aged or older (Salminen 2007). Some young people, all
adults, a few to half of children speak Nenets. Positive attitudes [. . .].” (Eberhard
et al. 2024 via Salminen on language use)

In my fieldwork on TN in Archangelsk, Naryan-Mar, Krasnoye and Saint Petersburg
between the years 2014 and 2016 a rather bleak picture emerged. I worked with a total
of 20 speakers in this period. The speakers originated from the Kanin Peninsula, the
Kolguev island, from the Nenets Autonomous Okrug (NAO), as well as from the Yamalo-
Nenets Autonomous Okrug (YaNAO). The “positive attitudes” towards their own identity
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and language could only be detected in young students of the Saint Petersburg Herzen
University who were from YaNAO, i.e., the Siberian side. In Naryan-Mar and Krasnoye,
where all of my consultants were elderly or middle aged, the threatened status of the
language was palpable. Though de jure both TN and Russian are the official languages
in NAO and while the Russian Constitution has been translated into TN, politicians and
officials de facto rarely speak the language even if they are of TN origin.

After introducing some key concepts relevant for the paper in Section 2 and elaborating
on TN as an endangered language in Section 3, I will focus on one personal story as
a case study in Section 4. This story was told in the native Tundra Nenets language
by one of my consultants (anonymized as NC). The narrative could, in some respects,
be taken as exemplary. It shows which effects years of marginalization, stigmatization
and discrimination have on an individual’s cultural and linguistic identity. As TN is an
endangered language, as illustrated in Section 3, the negative attitudes of its own speakers
are catastrophic for the future of the language and the TN community as a whole.

The research questions this article strives to answer are as follows: How do the criteria
of endangerment (Kibrik 1991) apply to TN? What role does “reactive ethnicity” (Schnell
1990; Weilenmann 2000; Diehl and Schnell 2006) play in the construction of language
identity of the Tundra Nenets speakers? What is the effect of negative attitudes on language
status and how can this effect be alleviated? And, finally, what is the role of language policy
in this process?

2. Setting the Stage

Language is commonly considered a central aspect of people’s identity and has been
closely linked with the concept of personal power (Beck et al. 2019). Te Huia (2015) cites
Kāretu (1993), a revered Māori language expert and advocate. Kāretu explains: “...for me
language is essential to my mana [power]. Without it, could I still claim to be Māori? I
do not think so, for it is the language which has given me what mana I have and it is the
only thing which differentiates me from anyone else.” (Kāretu via Te Huia 2015: 19). This
example illustrates that people create their identities with the help of their language or, in a
multilingual setting, languages. This means that, by losing their language, people could
also lose their culture and their sense of identity. Negative attitudes towards one’s own
language and culture are found in minorities (see, for instance, the paper on Udmurt by
Edygarova 2024 in this special issue) with negative attitudes being more prevalent among
the elder generation who were born and raised during the Soviet era (Protassova et al.
2014). This stigmatization seems to be a widespread problem in Russian society as a whole,
as other indigenous people have also expressed grievances about being marginalized and
discriminated against (Nikitina 1992 for Udmurt; Rasuleva 2024 for Tatar; or Neseine 2024
for Nenets, to name but a few). It will become clear in Section 3 how Soviet and current
policies in Russia influence the linguistic and cultural identity of the Nenets consultants
I worked with. As linguists, we can help to preserve languages by raising language
awareness and by documenting and reviving languages. Many linguists all over the
world who do fieldwork combine their efforts to preserve languages with their research.
Written materials and appropriate infrastructure (e.g., kindergartens and schools where the
(endangered) language is spoken, and teacher training) help to preserve languages (cf. e.g.,
the DoBeS or Wôpanâak Language Reclamation Project, mentioned in Section 5). However,
these efforts are not sufficient without favoring language politics, which will be discussed
in Section 5.

A concept which will also become important in NC’s story in Section 4 is that of “reac-
tive ethnicity” (Schnell 1990; Weilenmann 2000; Diehl and Schnell 2006 a.m.o.). This refers
to the phenomenon in which members of an ethnic group strengthen their ethnic identity in
response to perceived threats or discrimination from the dominant culture or other groups.
Portes and Rumbaut (2001) assert that a common response of young Europeans to their
minority status is to alleviate tensions by means of assimilation. A second strategy “may
lead to the rise and reaffirmation of ethnic solidarity and self-consciousness” (2001: 152).
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Reactive ethnicity often arises as an identity defense mechanism when individuals feel
that their ethnic identity is under threat. This threat can be real or perceived and often
stems from the experience of marginalization, discrimination or cultural erosion. Cultural
reaffirmation is also a common characteristic, where, in the face of external pressures,
groups may place a greater emphasis on preserving and promoting their cultural practices,
languages and traditions.

3. Tundra Nenets and Its Status

TN belongs to the Samoyedic group of the Uralic language family, which further
includes the Forest Nenets, Tundra Enets, Forest Enets, Nganasan and Selkup. Other
Samoyedic languages, such as Mator, Kamassian and Koibal, are extinct. According to
Nikolaeva (2014), the territory of the Tundra Nenets has been expanding in the past
millennium, both in the east and the west. The traditional way of life has been based on
hunting and reindeer herding. Nikolaeva characterizes the administrative TN territory
as including the Nenets District of the Arkhangelsk Province, parts of the northernmost
regions in the Komi Republic, several regions of the YaNAO in Tyumen Province, and
most of the Ust-Yeniseisk region of the Taimyr District in the Krasnoyarsk Region. In the
west, the territory includes the Kanin Peninsula and the tundra of Malaya Zemlya. In the
east, the TN area reaches the Yamal peninsula and the delta of the Yenisei River. Salminen
(1998) notes the recession of the territories on the European side because of the extremely
strong Russian influence, but also because of the prevalence of the Izhma Komi who have
immigrated to the Nenets area. In addition, because of nuclear experiments beginning
in the 1950s, the inhabitants of Novaya Zemlya were resettled to urban areas. This led
to the loss of the TN language and traditional culture in these areas. Salminen concludes
that “many if not all forms of European Nenets must be regarded as moribund” (Salminen
1998: 518).

3.1. Fieldwork on Tundra Nenets

Between 2014 and 2016, I worked with a total of 20 language consultants who spoke
different subdialects1 of TN: the Kolguyev, the Kanin, the Yamal as well as the subdialects
of Malaya and Bol’shaya Zemlya. These subdialects are mutually intelligible and exhibit
relatively little diversity according to Salminen (1998). However, there is still some variation,
especially in the phonology and the lexicon. Eighteen of the consultants were female, two
were male. The age of the participants ranged between 19 and 77 years at the time of the
interviews. The median was 45 years. All participants were bilingual Nenets-Russian
speakers. We used Russian as our language of communication. Some of the consultants,
especially those who were reindeer herders and had led a nomadic lifestyle until schooling,
were exposed to Russian only after the age of six or seven. Some of these consultants were
children of reindeer herders who were taken from the tundra to attend boarding schools in
bigger cities (which was, and still is, a common practice for nomadic indigenous peoples in
Russia). The young student consultants from Saint Petersburg were mainly representatives
of the Yamal subdialect, the older consultants in Naryan Mar and Arkhangelsk spoke the
subdialects of Bol’shaya Zemlya, Malaya Zemlya, the Kolguyev and Kanin. The following
map (Figure 1) shows the areas in which TN is spoken (the shaded orange areas) and the
locations marked by stars indicate the loci of my fieldwork. The story that will be presented
in Section 4 was recorded during the first of my two trips to Naryan-Mar, the capital of the
Nenets Autonomous Okrug.
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3.2. Tundra Nenets Status as an Endangered Language

According to UNESCO’s Atlas of the World‘s Languages in Danger (Moseley 2010), at
least 43% of an estimated 6000 languages are in danger. At the same time, only 23 languages
account for more than half the world’s population. Eberhard et al. (2024) have given a
higher number of existing languages overall—indicating that there are currently 7164
languages in the world. However, this number is constantly changing as we learn more
about these languages. Furthermore, many languages are endangered and are disappearing
at a very quick pace. According to Ethnologue, the absolute numbers look as follows: 3170
languages are endangered (or about 44%, similar to the UNESCO numbers in 2010). In
Figure 2, each known endangered language is represented as a pin in its primary location.
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It is estimated that half of the world’s languages will die out within the coming one
or two generations. The full extent of the loss that we are experiencing today becomes
clear in the words of Yaron Matras: “. . .a full and comprehensive documentation of today’s
languages, living and moribund, offers a sample of linguistic diversity on a scale which,
as a result of the ongoing massive decline of languages, we shall never be able to witness
again” (Matras 2005: 226). It is evident that the preservation and documentation of living
languages is of high importance not just in the scientific, but also in the political, social and
personal domains.

As stated in the introduction, the number of TN speakers is 24,500 according to Ethno-
logue’s 2020 census. Chrystal (1993) reports similar numbers, namely around 25,000 speakers
(Chrystal 1993: 304). In absolute numbers, and at first glance, the situation looks quite
positive. TN is the largest language of the KMNS group. This might make one wonder why
Tundra Nenets is still considered to be a threatened language. However, the overall speaker
numbers are dramatically declining, as will be discussed in more detail in Section 3.3. This
state is not unique to TN, but also applies to other KMNS languages and to other minority
languages in Russia. In a recent paper, Pakendorf (2024) describes the KMNS as comprising
languages that are in danger of being lost by the end of the century. She attributes this state
of endangerment to the Russian colonization of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries
and, most importantly, to the impact of Sovietization, citing Sablin and Savelyeva (2011)
and Grenoble (2024).

In order to obtain a more profound understanding of the degree of endangerment
of TN, and to be able to understand the personal story in Section 4 in a broader political,
historical and socio-linguistic context, I will apply Kibrik’s (1991) criteria for language
endangerment to TN.

3.3. Applying Kibrik’s Criteria for Language Endangerment to TN

According to Kibrik (1991), the criteria for endangerment include the following. (a) The
size of the ethnic group and the number of speakers in that group. It is clear that the smaller the
number of speakers, the greater the threat of the respective language’s extinction. (b) The
age groups of speakers. If there are speakers from every age group, then the language is
more likely to survive. (c) The ethnic character of marriages. Kibrik establishes that it is most
favorable for the preservation of a language if there are marriages between members of
the same language community, while mixed marriages often lead to a switch towards the
more socially prestigious language. (d) Upbringing of preschool-aged children: If children are
brought up within the family, this is assumed to facilitate the use of the ethnic language.
However, if children are brought up outside the family, the loss of the origin language
becomes more likely. (e) Location of the ethnic group. Kibrik has emphasized that living in
an ethnic group’s native homeland is important for preserving its language (even if, as in
the paper on Udmurt by Edygarova 2024, a higher educational level can help preserve the
native language among the diaspora outside of the homeland). (f) Language contacts of the
ethnic group. Clearly, the more contact there is with other cultures and languages, the worse
it is for the viability of the endangered language to survive. If the ethnic group lives in close
proximity to speakers of more prestigious languages, the preservation of their language is
more compromised. (g) National self-consciousness. A strong sense of national identity may
block the consequences of many negative factors. (h) Instruction in the language at school.
Quite clearly, a necessary tool in preserving the language is to teach it at school. (i) State
language policy. Depending on the current policy of the state, a language might have more
or less chances of surviving.

In summary, a low absolute number of speakers, language contacts, the disruption
of intergenerational language transmission and state language policy are all criteria for
endangerment. In line with this, Eberhard et al. (2024) state that a language becomes
endangered when its users begin to teach and speak a more dominant language to the
children in the community.
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Let us analyze these criteria for TN. This analysis will also help us contextualize and
understand the personal story that will be recounted in Section 4.

(a) The size of the ethnic group and the number of speakers in that group. Burkova (2016)
reports growing numbers of the Tundra Nenets ethnic group with 32,190 in 1989,
39,302 in 2002 and 42,640 in 2010 (Burkova 2016: 316). However, the number of
those with mastery of the native language is receding. While in 1989 approximately
78% spoke Tundra Nenets, the number decreased to 68% in 2010 and to only 44%
in 2010. In absolute numbers, approximately 27,000 were speaking TN as a first or
second language in 2002, while only 18,597 are reported to speak the language in 2010
(Burkova 2016: 317–18). The Russian legislation attests to the status of the Nenets as
an indigenous people2. Though, as already mentioned, Nenets is the strongest of all
the Samoyedic languages, and though it enjoys the status of an indigenous language,
it is endangered and experiences a constant decline.

(b) The age groups of speakers. There is a difference in this respect between the European
and the Siberian sides—in the Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Region, many young
people are still fluent in the language, while, sadly, on the European side, e.g., in
the NAO, very few children learn it, even while it is taught at schools, albeit only as
an elective. According to Salminen (1998), most speakers on the European side are
middle aged or older. During my work in Naryan-Mar and the settlement Krasnoye, I
was only able to find proficient middle aged and elderly speakers. The young speakers
I worked with in Saint Petersburg’s Herzen University were all from the YaNAO i.e.,
the Siberian side.

(c) The ethnic character of marriages. Of the twenty consultants I worked with, five were
or are married to Nenets spouses. Six of the consultants did not have a partner or
a spouse yet (mostly since they were still students and too young at the time of my
fieldwork). Even those married to Nenets spouses did not live monolingually with
Nenets as their sole language of communication. Most of them spoke either Rus-
sian or used code-mixing and code-switching between Russian and Nenets in home
communication. When asked about their family language use, several consultants
repeatedly remarked that it was forbidden to speak Nenets during Soviet times. With
my consultants, the switch to the more prestigious language can be observed even in
marriages of members of the same community. This prohibition was so internalized
that it has permeated even the private milieu, i.e., the family and the marital domain.
My other consultants were in mixed marriages with either Russians or Komi.

(d) Upbringing of preschool-aged children. In this respect, the location and way of life of my
consultants played a huge role. The kids who pursued a nomadic lifestyle growing up
in the families of reindeer herders all spoke Nenets and had spoken almost exclusively
Nenets until they had reached school age. Those who grew up in urban areas with
more contact with Russian were not taught TN, even within their own families,
especially during Soviet times when use of the TN language was stigmatized and
forbidden. What is particularly striking is that even the most proficient speakers
among my consultants, and my primary consultant herself, who is an important
advocate for the Tundra Nenets language in the community, did not teach their
children their native tongue. When asked the reasons for this, they responded that
one was mocked or excluded for speaking Nenets in public and that this would not
be advantageous for their children growing up.

(e) Location of the ethnic group. According to Salminen (1998), the TN area has lately been
receding on the European side. Because of nuclear experiments since the 1950s, but
also because of proximity to central Russia, a longer period of co-existence with
Russians nearby, earlier industrial exploration of the territory, more urban centers,
etc., the inhabitants on the European side were relocated to urban settlements on
the continent, which effectively led to the loss of native language command among
the Nenets population. This gloomy picture of the European side can be confirmed
by the situation of my consultants during my fieldwork. One of my consultants
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reclaimed her homelands at Varandey after spending several decades in Naryan-Mar
and other parts of NAO. The settlement Varandey was founded in the first half of
the 1930s as a settling base for reindeer herders. In the 1990s, she and her family
were resettled from “Staryj Varandey” (‘Old Varandey’) which used to be a Nenets
settlement. There, Nenets people lived their traditional lifestyle engaged in reindeer
herding, fishing, collecting cloudberries, etc. The Russian government subsequently
moved the inhabitants to “Novyj Varandey” (‘New Varandey’), apparently because
the Barents Sea had begun to flood the lands. As a result, people from Old Varandey
were resettled to New Varandey. After losing their homes, many of the inhabitants
decided to leave for good in hopes of a better life. Soon after, an oil platform, the
“Varandeyskiy terminal”, was built close to Old Varandey. This type of resettlement
has happened repeatedly to Russian minorities. Sablin and Savelyeva (2011) write
about how the destruction of reindeer pasture and river pollution as a consequence
of oil and natural gas production and transportation affects the Nenets people and
also the Khantys and Mansis peoples. This makes these regions unsuitable for the
traditional activities of the indigenous people. The resettlements lead to a disruption
of the original way of life and ultimately to a gradual loss of culture and language.
Helimski (1997) calls these “endocentric activities of the colonisers”, which force the
native population to move away. This destroys traditional “echological niches”, i.e.,
the archaic way of life of the minority. Sadly, this amounts to a rather subtle invasion
into the lives of the indigenous people, one which gradually but systematically leads
to the decline of their traditional culture and language.

(f) Language contacts of the ethnic group. Russian is the most influential presence in terms of
language contacts in all Nenets areas. The Russian language and culture are dominant
in most spheres of life, in particular in the professional, institutional and educational
spheres. Again, this influence is more pervasive on the European than on the Siberian
side. Salminen (1998) points out that immigration of the Izhma Komi to the Nenets
areas leads to their dominance in economic spheres. Salminen’s “survival forecast”
for the Siberian side is much brighter. There, a wide-spread multilingualism has
traditionally been favored over the domination of a single language. In the Ob’ area,
the indigenous Tundra Nenets and Northern Khanty communities live together with
Komi, Tatar and Russian immigrant groups. Tundra Nenets has even been used as
a lingua franca in the more eastern areas, gradually supplanting other vernaculars.
Nevertheless, the TN language can be seen as compromised, as the pervasiveness and
omni-presence of the Russian language is so powerful.

(g) National self-consciousness. Much of the Nenets’s national self-consciousness must
have been weakened if not destroyed during the Soviet era. According to Salminen,
Russification policies and the massive influx of Russian-speaking colonizers nearly
eliminated both the multilingual tradition and the interethnic use of Tundra Nenets,
leaving room for the native language only in home communication and as part of the
traditional economy based on nomadic reindeer breeding. The deliberate alienation
of children from their native language and culture through the Soviet schooling
system is also deeply felt among the Siberian Nenets, so that Nenets homes could not
avoid Russification. These politics have led to a decline in language use which has
also contributed to the destruction of the national sense of identity. The differences
in rights and privileges between “titular” ethnicities, i.e., the Russians, on the one
hand, and minorities on the other, also leads to a decline in the reputation of the
Nenets identity and creates an “artificial hierarchy” (Sablin and Savelyeva 2011). The
hierarchy is artificial in the sense that, if the rights between “titular” ethnicities and
minorities were distributed in a fair and equal way, this hierarchy would not even
exist. Helimski (1997) even goes as far as to say that “exocentric” activities, which are
often disguised as a way to raise the social prestige of indigenous minorities, such
as “indigenization” of the administrative staff, are in reality aimed deliberately at
transforming the native societies and cultural traditions. All of these factors, of course,
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erode the Nenets national identity and contribute to negative self-identification with
one’s own minority culture.

(h) Instruction in the language at school. During Soviet times, Russian was elevated to the
status of a “unifying Soviet language” (Pakendorf 2024) which led to the Russification
of the education system. Pakendorf also writes about the school reform of 1958, which
effectively put an end to the use of languages other than Russian as a language of
instruction. Today, TN is used in a very limited manner, i.e., only as an auxiliary tool
in preparatory and first grades, and often in cases where there are children in the class
who have a poor command of Russian (Burkova 2016). On the Siberian side, even in
YaNAO, the Tundra Nenets language is only taught as an elective, with significant
cuts made to the number of hours and number of teachers in recent years. This has
led to a constant decline in the formal instruction of Nenets at schools, as less and
less children are interested in learning the language. Some of my student consultants
from Herzen University were studying Nenets to become language teachers in their
native language. However, several of them did not pursue the profession back home
due to a lack of positions at schools and few opportunities for career advancement.
One of my female student consultants founded a nursery for Nenets children back in
her tundra to try and teach small children their native culture and language. These
initiatives are laudable and important but will hardly have a strong impact on the
overall state of the language. In NAO, on the European side, where I also worked with
a language teacher of Tundra Nenets as my consultant, recent cuts in the teaching of
the language as an elective also do not leave much hope for a better future of formal
instruction of the language at schools. With the gradual disappearance of TN from
schools, young TN speakers will soon become heritage speakers of the language in
their own homelands. TN will then become a language that can only be acquired in
the family milieu. It will be hard for these heritage speakers to transmit their language
to generations to come.

(i) State language policy. Though the Nenets people nominally live in their regions, such
as the NAO or the YaNAO, the Russification of the education system during Soviet
times, the establishment of boarding schools and kindergartens where Russian was
spoken, the forced relocations, and other factors already mentioned, led to a decline
in language use. I want to emphasize the detrimental role of boarding schools, where
most Nenets children were sent during Soviet times and where they were forbidden to
speak their native language. This was also the experience of the older participants of
my fieldwork. Though the constitution and other legal documents are translated into
Nenets, what is the use if fewer and fewer Nenets people can understand or speak the
language? As a whole, the language policies of the Soviet Union and of the current
Russian government have not contributed to the preservation and revitalization
of TN and other minority languages. Resettlements due to the installation of oil
or hydropower stations have triggered a decline and further endangerment of the
minority languages. Neseine (2024) summarizes this as follows: “It is so strange for
me that these companies [Russian gas and oil companies], on the one hand, destroy
the conditions in which the people’s lives are possible, and on the other hand, sponsor
the programs of restoring and reviving what they are destroying.” This seems a rather
subtle and hypocritical tactic, one which cannot be easily discerned and understood,
but which contributes to the decline of the Tundra Nenets culture and language.

4. Materials and Methods: Personal Story

In this section, I will first describe the ethnographic method that I used in my fieldwork
in Section 4.1. before presenting the case study in the form of the personal story of my
consultant, NC, in Section 4.2.
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4.1. The Ethnographic Method

The bulk of my fieldwork on Tundra Nenets was conducted in formal semantics. For
my semantic fieldwork, I used the gold standard of elicitation techniques for linguistic
fieldwork (cf. Matthewson 2004, [2005] 2011; Chelliah and de Reuse 2011; Bowern 2015
a.m.o.), i.e., corpus examples, translation tasks, truth value judgment and acceptability
judgment tasks. However, during my fieldwork trips, I quickly noticed the politically,
socially and linguistically precarious situation of my consultants. Their stories and lived
experiences touched me profoundly. I found that the sociolinguistic situation merited
particular attention and started using the ethnographic method (Gold 1997; Dutta 2016;
Okely 2020) in addition to my purely linguistic work. As I recorded most of the interviews
with my consultants, I gathered abundant material that contains many conversations
between me and my consultants, or between the consultants in group sessions. Gold
(1997) discusses the main phases of ethnographic study, including gaining access to the
field, building trust with participants, and collecting data in natural environments. The
ethnographic method centers on understanding social phenomena through immersive
observation and direct interaction with subjects, aiming to capture the nuances of social
interactions and cultural patterns within communities. The ethnographic method enables
researchers to study communities and society from the point of view of their members.
Ethnographers become deeply acquainted with the experiences and views of their project
participants, which helps them not to rely on preconceived framework data gathering and
analysis. It is through the interaction with the participants that the ethnographer creates
an analytical framework for understanding the subject matter of his/her study (Okely
2020). According to Dutta (2016), the ethnographic method creates space for voices that are
systematically silenced or subjugated, which makes it particularly suitable for the situation
of the Nenets people.

More concretely, as part of the ethnographic method, I used the form of semi-structured
interviews (Karatsareas 2022), in which I was guided mostly by linguistic questions. I
would prepare a questionnaire or questions in advance and would then record my session
with the consultant. During the session, conversations on different topics (sometimes
evoked by the linguistic material provided) would emerge. This led to conversations on
topics that developed around questions of family background; the personal, political, and
linguistic situation of the consultants; and their hobbies and culture. I asked open-ended
questions that prompted participants to develop their thoughts and ideas and to express
their views on the subject matter from their individual perspective. The interview data
collected in this way were then transcribed and analyzed, just as in the following case study
in the next subsection.

4.2. A Case Study: The Hard Route to Education of a Nenets Girl During Soviet Times

For the story presented here, I first recorded the audio precisely while the consultant,
NC, told her story in her native Tundra Nenets language. Next, using the recording, I wrote
the story down on a step-by-step basis with the help of the consultant, already starting
to translate it into Russian. As a last step, the story was transcribed and fully translated.
The original story in Tundra Nenets can be found in Appendix A. Information on NC’s
biography that goes beyond that found in the Appendix A was collected during other
semi-structured interviews and conversations with the consultant.

I will give some background information on NC, her origins and her life. NC was born
in 1937 in the “malozemeljskaya tundra”, i.e., tundra in Malaya Zemlya close to Nel’min
Nos. She also lived in Naryan-Mar, the capital of NAO, where I met her and worked with
her for approximately three weeks. Her native language was TN, with both her parents
being Nenets. NC described herself as having been mischievous and rowdy as a child,
which placed her in much trouble with her parents. She was raised monolingually in
Nenets until the age of seven. She contracted tuberculosis in her youth, but survived it.
Unfortunately, she did not completely recover from the illness, some effects of tuberculosis
on her health were never overcome and she coughed a lot during our sessions. She became
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a zootechnician. NC was married to a Russian citizen of German origin, i.e., she was
part of a mixed marriage. During Soviet times, she held an important position as the
head of a kolkhoz,3 in which she apparently took pride. We spoke Russian with each
other. Interestingly, the prosody of her speech in Russian sounded rather Nenets, which
indicates the dominance of Nenets in her language use. NC was active within the Nenets
community in Naryan-Mar and founded a folklore group, where she especially welcomed
young people. Unfortunately, NC passed away not long after our first and last encounter
making these data even more valuable to me.

As a child, and like many other Tundra Nenets kids, NC attended a boarding school
away from her family. After finishing six grades there, she became sick, probably contract-
ing tuberculosis. The boarding school issued a document prohibiting her from attending
classes due to the disease. She then returned to the tundra, where her mother lived. Her
mother was apparently very pleased, as NC had matured and she wanted NC to return
home and marry (at age 14). This made NC think about leaving her tundra and continuing
her education somewhere else. She asked a friend of hers to join her and suggested going
to Salekhard4. NC wanted to become a medical doctor. She dreamed of treating and
curing people.

The obstacles that the girls encountered on their trip were immediate. First, the
director of her boarding school refused to give NC her transcript of grades. After a teacher
intervened and they saw that NC had good grades during her six years of boarding school
(achieving fours and fives, with five being the best grade in the Soviet system), they finally
took pity and issued NC her transcript. As the steamboat left for the desired destination
only once a week, on Saturdays, the girls had to wait for a couple of days until they were
able to leave. They stayed in a flat belonging to a Russian lady. At some point, they realized
that their money had been stolen from the flat while they were away in the village and had
left all their belongings, including the money, in the flat. When NC asked her friend “what
shall we do now?” in response she heard: “go back home”. However, NC would not give
up. She checked the newspaper Naryana Vynder (‘Red Tundra Dweller’) for job postings and
found a posting for chopping and carrying wood. Though NC suggested that they could
carry the chopped wood to a designated place instead of chopping, they were laughed
at by Russian wood workers for wanting to do the job in the first place and for being too
thin and allegedly not physically strong enough to chop wood. The resourcefulness of our
protagonist did not subside and she checked the newspaper for postings yet again finding
one for a job stacking wood in an orphanage. At their destination, they met a Russian
woman who worked in the orphanage. As the wood would not arrive for another week, the
woman decided to help the girls by asking her boss to offer them a knitting job, where they
worked for a week and ultimately earned 25 Rubles each. At the time, this was enough
money to reach Salekhard, which both girls finally managed to do. Upon arrival, NC’s
friend went directly to the so-called
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to the director and asked to be enrolled as a student. The answer was negative as, by then,
she had missed two out of the four obligatory exams that applicants had to pass in order to
be admitted to the studies. This effectively killed NC’s dream. Even then, however, she did
not give up and went to the director of the same technical college that her friend went to.
They were both admitted and provided with accommodation. As a result, NC graduated
from that technical college and became a zootechnician.

Turning to the analysis of NC’s story, it becomes painfully apparent that her dream
of becoming a doctor crashed, to a major extent, because of external circumstances, but
also apparently because of her Nenets origin. In order to obtain the education she wanted,
NC had to leave her tundra. The disconnect from her original way of life is palpable here,
even if it started much earlier, for instance when NC was sent off to the boarding school in
the first place. As the girls did not have any connections, such as family or friends in the
village, they needed to find a place to stay. This led to an unfortunate chain of events. If
NC’s money had not been stolen from the flat at which she stayed with her friend, they
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could have arrived in Salekhard on time for the exams. Unfortunately, without proper
resources, support of their families and finances, both girls were at the mercy of the good
will of strangers, which finally determined their fate. NC never had a chance to fulfil her
dream of becoming a doctor even though, according to her, some of her ancestors were
rich and had a reputable background. Specifically, NC told me about one of her ancestors
on her mother’s side who was kicked out of his “chum” (a type of yurt used by nomadic
Uralic reindeer herders) by his stepmother and managed to survive in the cold thanks to
the frozen berries he picked. He was then taken in by a rich family who treated him as his
own offspring. On the mother’s side, there was another ancestor, a Russian orphan from
the village Khoskovo carrying the name Khoskov. He was NC’s grandfather on the paternal
side. This means that NC’s father’s name, her own maiden name, was Russian. NC’s
grandmother, however, despised this family name, as it was Russian and any connection to
Russians was considered shameful. She did not want anyone in the family to even mention
that Russian family name and called it “nenezkiy ozor” (Nenets disgrace). The stigmatizing
within the Nenets community appears to have been quite strong. When people wanted to
harm or hurt the grandmother, they would say to her “haven’t you forgotten, babka (Russian
for ‘old woman’), what the name of your son-in-law is!” Interestingly, this exclusion of the
other and the demarcation of one’s own ethnicity might be important for the preservation of
a minority’s own identity. Negative attitudes towards Russians and identification through
language is also what Neseine (2024) thematizes in her article. She reports that, among the
members of the Nenets community, she is not considered “fully Nenets” and is sometimes
even called “Lutsa”, which means Russian. In her search for the answer to the question
of why Nenets people considered her Russian despite her being Nenets, she came to the
conclusion that one reason would be her lack of knowledge of the Nenets language. She
muses that “Lutsa” must be a term that includes the following connotations: “[Lutsa are]
those who bear the imperial code: they understand Russian language and absorb Russian
laws and traditions, those who are able to adapt to living outside the tundra but would not
survive in a nomadic camp.” Neseine thus recognizes language as a strong identification
factor. She writes “in my childhood, I didn’t think Nenets language would be useful in
real life. But when I grew up I discovered why I felt so strange during reunions with my
tundra’s relatives. It turned out, they communicate to each other and to my mum in the
native language and my brain apparently rejected this fact due to the hostility towards
Nenets that was spread in the village.” It is clear that negative attitudes are present both on
the Nenets and on the Russian side with respect to each other and within the community
of the minority language itself.

NC has surely adopted at least parts of the Nenets identity, where being Nenets also
meant speaking Nenets. However, NC’s Nenets identity must have been compromised
and attacked during the Soviet era, especially when she was placed in a Soviet boarding
school. As already mentioned, NC was the chairwoman of a kolkhoz, which shows that
she managed to attain a respectable social status during Soviet times. This stands in stark
contrast with her Nenets identity, as the same Soviet system that allowed her to somewhat
climb the social ladder also repressed her community of origin. On several occasions, she
explicitly stated that it was forbidden to talk Nenets in her boarding school and that if
she persisted she was derided and humiliated for it. She also said “we Nenets people
were always considered to be
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rank people’). This was especially true during Soviet times. In line with these personal
experiences, Pakendorf (2024) emphasizes the detrimental effect of the boarding school
system, where children from northern minorities were taken away from their families and
placed in boarding schools in which the medium of instruction was Russian and where
students were forbidden to speak their home languages.

A painful incident, which must not have been a unique instance in NC’s life, occurred
when NC, another consultant and I were walking the streets of Naryan-Mar. On our way,
we encountered a couple of young Nenets boys. Apparently, they used to be members
of NC’s folklore group. NC greeted them in a friendly manner in Nenets by saying
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“Лaкaмбoй!” (Lakamboy, meaning “Good day!”). They ignored the greeting and just walked
past us. It occurred to me that they were ashamed of answering in Nenets in front of a
foreigner (me) and chose to ignore NC. To receive this type of pushback, especially within
her own community, into which she had invested so much of herself with the folklore
group, must have been devastating and detrimental to NC’s identity as a Nenets woman.
NC’s initiative in creating a folklore group can be seen as part of her reactive identity
(cf. Schnell 1990, Weilenmann 2000, Diehl and Schnell 2006 from Section 2). NC made
an effort to strengthen the community and reaffirm cultural values despite decades of
marginalization and discrimination. However, incidents like this must have persistently
eroded her reactive identity. The fact that the Nenets adolescents did not respond to NC’s
greeting also ties back to Kibrik’s criteria for endangerment of a language. If young people
do not speak or refuse to speak the language, it naturally cannot be transmitted to future
generations and is thus in danger of extinction.

Considering this conflicted and stigmatized identity, my last encounter with NC
and her words will not seem so surprising anymore: After working together for some
time, we met up in the local library to finish writing down her story. I also brought the
reimbursement for the sessions5, as NC wished to be paid at the end and not after every
individual session. After finishing our fieldwork session, NC was about to leave. When
she almost reached the door of the library hall, she turned around to me and suddenly
said “Why are you actually doing all of this? Why bother with Nenets? All of this is of
no use! Our language will die and we as a people will also die anyways!” On a personal
level, I was rather stunned, sad and offended to hear her say this after the valuable work
we had undertaken together on her native language. I responded that I cared about the
Nenets language and culture and, though I was primarily investigating the grammar and
semantics of Tundra Nenets, it was apparent to me that my work also had an element
of documentation and some corpus building (such as the very story that was told in this
section). On a more objective and analytical level, however, NC’s reaction can be explained
as follows: after being treated the way she was throughout her life, i.e., being marginalized,
looked down upon, not receiving the education she had wished, etc., the bleak outlook she
had for the future of her people is not surprising. As we have seen in Section 3, Nenets is
clearly an endangered language, but so is the ethnic identity and the whole existence of the
Nenets people.

5. Discussion

I will now return to the research questions raised in the beginning of this paper.
Kibrik’s criteria of endangerment were discussed in detail in Section 3.3. These were
subsequently applied to TN, making it apparent that TN is an endangered language.
Despite being the strongest KMNS language in terms of numbers, TN is endangered. The
reasons are manifold, ranging from school instruction where TN is not mandatory to Soviet-
era language policies which resulted in the stigmatization of TN and its exclusion even from
the family milieu. A divide can be observed between younger speakers in Siberia’s regions,
such as the YaNAO, and speakers on the European side (e.g., in the NAO) — there are more
young speakers of TN on the Siberian than on the European side. While the upbringing of
children is still traditional in nomadic settings, children in urban areas often do not learn
the language within their family anymore in all regions. TN is only taught as an elective in
schools, with decreasing interest among students leading to further language decline. In
terms of language contacts, Russian clearly dominates in all spheres of life, affecting and
minimizing TN usage. I consider the current and Soviet state policy to be the strongest
reason for the rather deplorable language state; environmental damage by oil and natural
gas platforms, forced relocations and educational Russification greatly disrupted the life of
the community, thereby forever changing the traditional way of life, and weakening the
ethnic self-consciousness. This has resulted in assimilation with Russian society. Climate
change, which leads to the mass death of reindeer due to global warming, along with
globalization and digitalization, are also sure to be contributing factors. A detailed study
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of these circumstances, however, was not the focus of this article and must be left for future
research. Overall, the discussed factors collectively endanger the Tundra Nenets language,
culture and identity.

NC’s biography can be taken as an example of how language identity is formed and
changed throughout life. We can see how being marginalized influences not only the
personal biography, but also the language identity and further transmission of the language
to future generations. Despite her resourcefulness and determination, NC faced numerous
obstacles, including being denied education opportunities and experiencing discrimination.
Her experience highlights the challenges of maintaining Nenets identity and language.
NC’s efforts to strengthen her community through cultural activities like forming a folklore
group reflect her reactive identity, a response to decades of marginalization. However,
the lack of support from younger generations and the internalized stigma contributed to
her pessimistic outlook on the future of the Nenets language and people. This narrative
illustrates the complex dynamics of language identity among Nenets speakers.

Finally, let us turn to the research question regarding the effect of negative attitudes
on the language status and which measures can be taken to alleviate this effect. Negative
attitudes towards the Nenets language have profoundly detrimental effects on its status
and vitality. The stigma attached to speaking Nenets discourages elder speakers from
passing it on to younger generations. However, the older speakers are crucial for language
transmission. This reluctance directly undermines the key factors for language vitality
identified by Kibrik, such as ethnic self-consciousness and transmission of the native lan-
guage to Nenets children, all of which are vital for the survival of minority languages. The
decline in language use among young people, particularly in the European regions, signals
an impending risk of language extinction. While there is some hope that the language
might survive longer in Siberian regions, the centralistic language policies in Russia and
the long-lasting damage inflicted during the Soviet era continue to pose significant threats.
To alleviate these effects, it is essential to promote positive attitudes towards the Nenets
language, encourage intergenerational language transmission, and implement supportive
language policies at both regional and national levels.

What are, then, the possibilities and chances of preserving and revitalizing TN? Beck
et al. (2019) suggest that, as a field, linguistics can promote (i) language awareness, (ii) lan-
guage documentation and language preservation, and finally (iii) language revitalization.

(i) In terms of language awareness, linguistics can communicate to society what lan-
guage is and what it does for society. Every language is its own miracle, full of different
structures and possibilities. This applies equally to creoles, Kiezdeutsch6, “exotic” lan-
guages, and minority languages as much as it does to any other language. Supporting
bilingualism and multilingualism is one of the ways to aid endangered and minority lan-
guages. Ideally, this should start in early childhood, as speaking more than one language is
also an advantage linguistically, cognitively and socially (Lee 1996; Sanz 2000; Marian and
Shook 2012, and many others). Given that Russian is the dominant language in the Russian
Federation, TN has a better chance to survive if Nenets–Russian bilingualism is promoted.
Helimski (1997), on the other hand, points out that bilingualism is only favorable for Nenets
if (a) there is a nucleus of monolinguals and (b) if both languages in question have the
same social prestige. As Russian is always dominant, this kind of bilingualism is almost
exclusively unilateral. This brings TN into the situation I addressed before, where it is in
the state of becoming a heritage language in its own country. This further underscores the
idea that a positive view on bilingualism could prompt more parents to raise their children
with TN and Russian. As discussed in detail above, language identity plays a huge role in
the process of language loss; people create their identities with the help of their language(s).
This, however, does not imply that there cannot be a lingua franca. Two or more languages
can be maintained at the same time, and multilingualism can be put to much greater use.
Promoting language skills offers a chance for a more stable social identity, a factor that
would strengthen TN.
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(ii) Language documentation and preservation are also important for endangered
languages. An example is the Dokumentation Bedrohter Sprachen/Documentation of
Endangered Languages (DoBeS), a central archive of language data, photos, audio and
video recordings which documents languages and cultures. It has over 60 language doc-
umentation projects on endangered languages, including Enets and Forest Nenets. It
provides long-term accessibility of materials and availability to researchers and the public.
Another resource is NorthEuraLex (Dellert et al. 2020). This is a large-scale lexicostatis-
tical database within the EVOLAEMP project. The current version, 0.9, includes a list of
1016 concepts spanning 107 languages of northern Eurasia, with an emphasis on Uralic
and Indo-European languages. This database also includes TN and therefore serves as
another source of documentation. Another current initiative regarding TN is an online
dictionary which the Northern Arctic Federal University and the Nenets People’s Associa-
tion, “Yasavey”, have been developing since 2023, with support from the administration
of NAO. More information can be found on the website of the Russian Association of In-
digenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON). Moreover, the newspaper Naryana Vynder which
has figured in NC’s story, offers a page in the Nenets language which gives journalists
and the Nenets public an opportunity to promote their language and contribute topics of
relevance to their people. In YaNAO, the newspaper Naryana Ngerm (‘Red North’), the only
newspaper entirely written in TN, is published once a week. It is important to emphasize
that the resources provided here are by no means exhaustive. The interested reader is
directed to the website https://minlang.iling-ran.ru/en/node/150 (accessed on 23 October
2024) and Burkova (2016) for further resources.

(iii) Though TN is still a living language, there is no doubt that all vitalization efforts are
extremely valuable in order to maintain and improve its situation and avoid its extinction.
According to the website of the Russian Academy of Sciences on Minority languages of
Russia (https://minlang.iling-ran.ru/en/node/150 accessed on 23 October 2024), there
are only few online resources in TN so far. However, work is underway to create the
electronic encyclopedia Wikipedia in the TN language: https://incubator.wikimedia.org/
wiki/Wp/yrk/Main_Page (accessed on 23 October 2024). Furthermore, there are several
communication groups on the social media platform VKontakte and Drugvokrug.ru. The
YouTube channel “Etnograficheskaya Ekspedizija Nastoyazhije Ljudi” (‘Ethnographic
Expedition Real People’) promotes language learning and documents the lifestyle, culture
and traditions of indigenous communities in Russia. For other languages, examples of
successful (re)vitalization efforts include the Wôpanâak language (Wôpanâak Language
Reclamation Project with Jessie Little Doe Baird and Norvin Richards) and Mohegan
(Mohegan Language Program, with grammar by Stephanie Fielding), where the creation
of lessons, dictionaries, online learning materials and grammar have played a major role
in the revitalization process. These are all measures that are, and can be, taken in order to
alleviate the effect of the endangerment of languages at risk, such as TN.

In conclusion, the challenges faced by the Tundra Nenets language and its speakers il-
lustrate the complex interplay between identity, language use, and external pressures, such
as historical marginalization and ongoing cultural assimilation. The case of NC highlights
the impact of negative attitudes on language vitality and the difficulties of maintaining
a minority language in the face of dominant linguistic and cultural forces. However, the
promotion of TN through language awareness, documentation, and bilingualism offers a
path forward. The future of TN rests not only on such efforts but also on fostering a sense of
pride and value in the language among younger generations. Promoting positive attitudes,
encouraging intergenerational language transmission, and implementing supportive lan-
guage policies at both regional and national levels have been identified as crucial strategies
for preserving TN. Of course, all of these (linguistic) efforts will not bear fruit without
addressing a bigger societal problem reflected by Soviet and now Russian language policies;
namely the lack of respect and marginalization of minorities and indigenous communities
in general. This problem should be first recognized and then addressed by societal actors
so that the Tundra Nenets and many other communities have a chance of survival. In this

https://minlang.iling-ran.ru/en/node/150
https://minlang.iling-ran.ru/en/node/150
https://incubator.wikimedia.org/wiki/Wp/yrk/Main_Page
https://incubator.wikimedia.org/wiki/Wp/yrk/Main_Page
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way, the hope is that, many centuries from now, we will still be able to witness the wealth
of linguistic, cultural and ethnic variety in Russia.
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Appendix A

Recording made on: 19 April 2014 in Naryan Mar
Language consultant: NC
Left side in italics for object language: TN original text
Right side after dash: English translation

1. Maнь шкoлa интepнaтxaн тoxoдaнaмaзь.—I studied at a boarding school.
2. Tикы шкoлaxaнa мaт‘ клacc ёльцeм, нapaнянa eдepӈaм.—I finished six grades at

this school; I got sick in the spring.
3. Πaдaртyв тa” тaнянa пaды нepня нин тoxoдaӈгy.—They gave me a paper which

said that I could not continue (school).
4. Ӈaцeки тoxoдaнвacь xэбтo мaнь xaим, нeбяӈaн xaим.—When the other kids left, I

stayed with my mother.
5. Tac пo” xoйxaнa нeбяӈaн илeм.—For a whole year, I lived in the tundra with my

mother.
6. Maнь лэв ӈapкapкa нeбяв мaймби.—My mom was happy, since I matured (lit. got

taller).
7. “Ӈянa caвaнё”: Xoйxaнa xaин!”—“How good that you stayed in the tundra!”
8. “Xoйxaнa иляӈгyн cит xoйпa митaм”.—“You are going to live in the tundra and I

will get you married.”
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9. Maнь тикeнa вaдaмдa нaмдбa‘н cит xaйпa митaм.—I heard the words then that I
will be married.

10. Иб ядэpӈгa мaм нянa” вэвaнё”: Xáян epимдaм”.—In my mind I thought that this
was really bad: I am going to get stuck in the tundra.

11. Иxнян мaм: эpёнянa ӈaцeки” тoxoдaнвaнзь хaнтa.—In my mind I thought: In
autumn, the children will go back to school.

12. Maнь xaняxaвa” тoxoдaнвaнзь xэбa”н тapa.—I have to leave and go somewhere to
study.

13. Cянaкo нeб xoм.—I went to a friend of mine.
14. Hяндa мaм: тoxoдaнвaн” нинxapвa?—I said to my friend: “Do you want to study?”
15. Πыдa мa: xaня xaнтaни?—She said: “Where will we go?”
16. Maзён мaм: “Caлexapдaн xэбцyнь.”—I respond: “Let’s maybe go to Salekhard.”
17. “Maнь Caлexapдaнa мeдикӈe тoxoдaм, xибяpи caвyмдaмдaӈэ тoxoдaм.”—“In

Salekhard, I will study to become a medic and will learn to treat people.”
18. “Πыдap ӈгaни” xyня” xaнтaндa”?”—“And where will you go to?”
19. “Maнь тexникyмaн xaнтaм.”—“I will go to technical school.”
20. Tи мaни” мapт xaянь.—And so we left for the town.
21. Mapт тoнь, мaнь шкoлaxaн диpeктopт‘ xaям.—After our arrival in the town [most

probably the town where NC’s boarding school was], we went to the director.
22. Πыдa мa’ н‘ив: „ӈaмгэ?”.—He said to me: “What’s the matter?”
23. “Maнь тoхoдaнвaзь Caлexapдaн‘ xэвaн xapвaм.”—“I just want to study in Salekhard.”
24. “Baлкaдa тaбльм” (cи”ив клace ӈиӈгa).”—“I only don’t have my transcript (There

are no 7 grades).”
25. Maт‘ клacc си‘вимдей клaccдa пeля.—I finished six classes and half of the seventh.
26. Cи”ив клacc ӈэбтa тapa, мaнь янгy.—I need seven classes, but don’t have them.
27. Maнь aвнaндa пилибт‘ caвaвнa тoxoдaнсeтым.—I actually always studied well.
28. Teт тa caмлянг ӈecьты.—I had 4 s and 5 s as grades. [with 5 being the best grade in

the Russian school system and 1 being the worst]
29. Maнэц тapa жypнaл тюxyӈa.—The director had to look it up, he opened the journal

with the records.
30. “Эйя мaнэць тapa! Hянэвнa caвaвнa тoxoдaнвэн.”—„All right, I have to look it up!

In fact, you studied well.”
31. Toxoлкoдaв ӈямды.—My teacher was sitting there.
32. Πыдa мa: “Taбeль тaмдa cepтa xaни.”—She said: “Let’s issue her a transcript.”
33. Taд тикexeд xэвaнзь мэнecь.—After this, we were planning to leave [for Salekhard].”
34. Kвapтиpaxaнa илeнь xaбeниxaнa.—We lived in a flat of a Russian woman.
35. Πapaxoд нeдeляxaнa ӈoпoй лэвa xaн”ӈгa.—The steamboat only left town once a

week.
36. Mapт ядэpмaзь xэcьтынь.—We went to the town to take a walk.
37. Cyббoтaм ӈaтeнь.—We were waiting for Saturday.
38. Ӈaмгэ‘ pинь пaтepaнa xaвcятынь.—We left our things in the flat.
39. Taнянa eсянь” xaянь”.—We left our money there.
40. Πэвcюмб ӈямгэpинь мaӈэ” ӈaнь, ecянь яӈгyвы”. Тaлевыдo.—In the evening, we

checked our things, the money was not there. It was stolen.
41. Hяxaн мaм” тeдa” xыpкaнь ӈэгyнь.—I asked my friend what we should do now.
42. Πыдa мa: “Πyня” мякaнь xэxэнь.”—She answered: “Go back home.”
43. Maнь гaзeтaм‘ Hapьянa Bындep тaм.—I brought the newspaper Naryana Vynder.
44. Caнaтoрий шкoлa xэвxaнa пи пилeмбaдa” мaнзapa.—Close to the sanatorium school,

there are woodworkers.
45. Πям пилемби” oнтaбидo.—They are chopping and stacking the wood.
46. Taня xэxэнь мaзpaвacь.—We were going to go and work there.
47. Πям oнтмбa тapa.—One has to chop the wood.
48. Taня” xaянь, лyцa” пиcиӈгa.—We went there, the Russians laughed.
49. Maни” м: “Aтгэ тápa?”—They are asking: “What do you want?”
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50. Лyцa” ёльцe пиcиӈгa.—The Russians laughed very much.
51. Apкaдь нидиӈгa, caць тыpaбэдь, xaнцep мaзpaвyди”.—“Such petite and very thin

girls, how are you going to work?”
52. “Πям пэць я”aмгyди”.“—“You won’t be able to chop wood.”
53. Maнь мaм: “Лядпэй пи oнaтaмбгyнь.”—I respond: “We will stack the chopped

wood.”
54. Apкaтaдo мa: “Cид” ди нивa” мaэӈгy.” , тикиxэнa ныx‘ тapa.”—The supervisor

said: „I won’t hire you, male power is needed here.”
55. Xaянь”, мaзьями яӈгy.—We left with no work.
56. Hяxaн мaм: “Πyня” xэxэнь, пoчтaн тюxoнь.”—I said: “Let’s go back to the post

office.”
57. Πoчтaxaнa гaзeтaм мэм.—At the post office, I took another newspaper.
58. Taнянa пaды: Kaчьгopтxaнa eвaкo ӈaцeки xapaд тaнe.—The following was written

there: In Kachgort, there is an orphanage.
59. Eвaкo ӈaцeки xapaдxaнa гaзeтaхaнa oбъявлeния тaни.—There was an announce-

ment in the newspaper about this orphanage.
60. Πилeбэй пи ӈoнaтacь тapa.—Chopped wood had to be stacked.
61. Cидя xибяpи тapa. Taня xэxэнь.—They needed two people for the job. We went

there.
62. Ӈaцeки xapaдaн тэвынь, пикyнa xaбeни xaлaтaнa ядapӈгa.—When we arrived at

the orphanage, a Russian woman was walking around the street in a dressing gown.
63. Мaнь иxинян мaм: “Teхничкa Зaвхoз ӈэдaки, тaнянa xaeнь.”—I thought in my

mind: “It is probably the head housekeeper, let’s go address her.”
64. Maнь мaм: “Maзъядaми пюpӈгaнь.”—I said: „We are looking for a job.”
65. Гaзeтaм мaнэлaбтaм”, тюкoнa пaды: пи ӈгoнэтaмбдa тaрa.—I showed her the news-

paper where it was written that there were looking for workers to stack wood.
66. Πыдa мa: “Aмгэ мaнзapaвaн xapвaдь?”—She asked: “Why do you want to work?”
67. Maнь” : “Caлeхapдaн‘ тoxoдaнaвaзь xэвaн xapвaнь, ecядaми” тapa, ecянь”

квapтиpaxaнaнь‘ тaлeвы.”—We responded: “We are planning to go to Salekhard to
study, but our money was stolen from the flat.”

68. Ma”нив: “Нeдeля” пядaвa ни тa.”—She responded: “The wood will not be delivered
for another week.”

69. Xэвaдь мэнизь, xaбeни мaнив: “Epвxaн xaнтaм, пыдa xa” мэлись.”—We wanted to
leave, but the woman said: “I’ll go to my boss and will see what she says.”

70. Epвaндa ня” cидтэ тapпяхa.—The woman came out together with her boss.
71. Cидни xaӈгaxa.—They called us to them.
72. Epвaдa мa‘: “Heдeля” мaнзpaгyди”. Ӈaцeки ӈямгэpи cэдypпaӈгyди.”—The boss

said: “You will be working here for a week. You will mend children’s clothes.”
73. “Caвaнë, ceдypa пиp” ӈгaни.”—“Good, we can sew.”
74. Heдeли ямбaн мaзpaни. Xyб xacyю чacaн‘, тoвcьтынь.—We worked for a whole

week. We came at nine every morning.
75. Cидни‘ xyв ӈoлacьты‘, ялe ӈoлacьты‘, пэвcюмб ӈoлacьты‘.—We were fed in the

morning, in the afternoon and in the evening.
76. Heдeля вaepaнa, ӈapктa сидни‘ xaӈгa.—The week went by and the boss called us.
77. Ma”нив: “Teдa ecядaмди‘ тaтaм. To” ни” cидяю‘ caмлянг ceвкoй ня”мaни.”—She

said to us: “I will now give you your money. Each one gets 25 Rubles.”
78. Taмaльги пoнa cидяю caмлянг ecя caць ӈoкa.—Back in those days, 25 Rubles was

a lot.
79. Tи cyббoтaxaнa xaянь. Caлexapдaн xaянь.—That Saturday we left. We left for

Salekhard.
80. Caлexapдaн тэвынь, тэвмaxaдaнь нявx тexникyмaн xaя, мaнь мeдyчилищен xaян.—

When we arrived in Salekhard, my friend headed to the technical college, while I
went to the medical college.
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81. Директoрт xaям. Maм: “Tюкoнa тoxoдaнвaн xapвaм. Meдичкaм ӈэвaн xapвaм.”—I
went to the director and said: “I want to study here. I want to be a medic.”

82. “Tюкoxoнa т‘eт‘ экзaмeн‘ мипa тapa. Πыдaр сидя экзaменaн‘ oпoздaян.”—Here,
you have to pass four exams. You are late for two of the exams.”

83. “Tики экзaменaд‘ мить я”aмгуд. Ӈaдебяндa cит нивa мaэӈгу.”—“You won’t be able
to pass these exams. This is why I cannot accept you.”

84. Ихинян мaм: “Xypкaвaм ӈэбцум?”—I replied: “Well, what can I do now?”
85. Texникyмaн хaям. Hяв тexникyмaн тoxoдaнвaсь мэвэдo, иле нигдaмдa ми”мы.—I

went to the technical college. My friend had been accepted there, they gave her
accommodation as well.

86. Maнь директoрт xaям. Директoр мa‘нив: “Cит тoxoдaнвaсь мaэгувa.”—I went to
the director. The director told me: “We will accept you to study here.”

87. Πoдгoтoвительнoе oтделениян xaям.—I joined the preparatory program.

Websites:

• DoBeS-programme: http://dobes.mpi.nl (accessed on 6 July 2024)
• The Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON): https://

raipon.info (accessed on 7 August 2024)
• Database NorthEuraLex: http://northeuralex.org (accessed on 13 March 2024)
• NAO newspaper Naryana Vynder: https://nvinder.ru (accessed on 19 July 2024)
• Wôpanâak Language Reclamation Project: https://www.wlrp.org (accessed on 23

October 2024)
• Mohegan Language Program: https://web.archive.org/web/20100424001255/http:

//www.moheganlanguage.com/ (accessed on 7 November 2024)
• Information and Resources on Tundra Nenets: https://minlang.iling-ran.ru/lang/

neneckiy-yazyk (accessed on 23 October 2024)
• Social media sites with TN groups: https://drugvokrug.ru/ and https://vk.ru/

(VKontakte), YouTube channel “Ethnographic expedition Real people”: https://
youtube.com/channel/UC0qXBbQObzxsi1Sw-1-O8aA?si=JjoqDcJClF5Yo2i1 (accessed
on 23 October 2024)

Notes
1 For clarification, I distinguish the two dialects of Nenets: the dialect of Tundra Nenets and the dialect of Forest Nenets. Within

the Tundra Nenets dialect, there are different subdialects (Rus. ‘govor’) which I am describing here.
2 In Russia, only languages with numbers lower than 50,000 are granted the status of an indigenous language. The criteria for

inclusion in the group of indigenous people in Russia are small population size, specificities of the traditional culture, and a
traditional lifestyle of nomadic or semi-nomadic reindeer herding, hunting, and fishing (Severnaja Enciklopedija 2004: 421).

3 During Soviet times, a кoлхoз (/kolkhoz/) was a collective farm.
4 The city of Salekhard is located in the Yamalo–Nenets Autonomous Okrug. This is approximately 700 km away by air from

Naryan-Mar, which would become the starting point of the trip for both girls.
5 As it is common to pay consultants for fieldwork just as if they were participants in an experiment in Germany, I wanted to

uphold this and reimbursed my Nenets consultants with the hourly rate of those times.
6 Kiezdeutsch is a variety of German which is spoken primarily by young people in urban areas like Berlin. A high percentage

of the youth speaking Kiezdeutsch are multilingual and have an immigration background. It is regarded to be a multiethnic
language. In 2006, the term was used in an essay by Heike Wiese and subsequently became established.

References
Beck, Sigrid, Polina Berezovskaya, and Wanda Rothe. 2019. Language and Climate Change—Linguists for Future. Talk Given at Hochschul-

streitwoche by Fridays for Future. November 28. Available online: https://fridaysforfuturetuebingen.de/hochschulstreikwoche/
programm-unistreikwoche/ (accessed on 7 July 2024).

Bowern, Claire. 2015. Linguistic Fieldwork: A Practical Guide. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Burkova, Svetlana. 2016. Nenetskiy tundrovyj jazyk. In Jazyk i obzhestvo. Encyclopedia. Moscow: Azbukovnik, pp. 315–23.
Chelliah, Shobhana L., and Willem J. de Reuse. 2011. Handbook of Descriptive Linguistic Fieldwork, 1st ed. Dordrecht: Springer. [CrossRef]
Chrystal, David. 1993. Die Cambridge Enzyklopädie der Sprache. Frankfurt/Main: Campus Verlag.

http://dobes.mpi.nl
https://raipon.info
https://raipon.info
http://northeuralex.org
https://nvinder.ru
https://www.wlrp.org
https://web.archive.org/web/20100424001255/http://www.moheganlanguage.com/
https://web.archive.org/web/20100424001255/http://www.moheganlanguage.com/
https://minlang.iling-ran.ru/lang/neneckiy-yazyk
https://minlang.iling-ran.ru/lang/neneckiy-yazyk
https://drugvokrug.ru/
https://vk.ru/
https://youtube.com/channel/UC0qXBbQObzxsi1Sw-1-O8aA?si=JjoqDcJClF5Yo2i1
https://youtube.com/channel/UC0qXBbQObzxsi1Sw-1-O8aA?si=JjoqDcJClF5Yo2i1
https://fridaysforfuturetuebingen.de/hochschulstreikwoche/programm-unistreikwoche/
https://fridaysforfuturetuebingen.de/hochschulstreikwoche/programm-unistreikwoche/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-90-481-9026-3


Languages 2024, 9, 348 19 of 20

Dellert, Johannes, Thora Daneyko, Alla Münch, Alina Ladygina, Armin Buch, Natalie Clarius, Ilja Grigorjew, Mohamed Balabel,
Hizniye Isabella Boga, Zalina Baysarova, and et al. 2020. NorthEuraLex: A Wide-coverage Lexical Database of Northern Eurasia.
Lang Resources & Evaluation 54: 273–301. [CrossRef]

Diehl, Claudia, and Rainer Schnell. 2006. ‘Reactive Ethnicity’ or ‘Assimilation’? Statements, Arguments, and First Empirical Evidence
for Labor Migrants in Germany. International Migration Review 40: 786–816. [CrossRef]

Dutta, Urmitapa. 2016. Ethnographic Approaches. In Handbook of Methodological Approaches to Community-Based Research: Qualitative,
Quantitative, and Mixed Methods. Edited by Leonard Jason and David Glenwick. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 69–79.
[CrossRef]

Eberhard, David M., Gary F. Simons, and Charles D. Fennig, eds. 2024. Ethnologue: Languages of the World, Twenty-Seventh ed. Dallas,
Texas: SIL International. Available online: http://www.ethnologue.com (accessed on 4 November 2024).

Edygarova, Svetlana. 2024. Maintaining the Indigenous Udmurt Language beyond the Community: An Autoethnographic Analysis.
Languages 9: 286. [CrossRef]

Gold, Raymond L. 1997. The Ethnographic Method in Sociology. Qualitative Inquiry 3: 388–402. [CrossRef]
Grenoble, Lenore A. 2024. Language Loss and Endangerment in Northern Asia. In The Languages and Linguistics of Northern Asia:

Typology, Morphosyntax and Socio-historical Perspectives, A Comprehensive Guide. Edited by Edward Vajda. Berlin: De Gruyter
Mouton, vol. 2, pp. 1211–232. [CrossRef]

Helimski, Eugene. 1997. Factors of Russianization in Siberia and linguo-ecological strategies. In Northern Minority Languages: Problems
of Survival. Paper Presented at the Eighteenth Taniguchi International Symposium: Division of Ethnology. Edited by Hiroshi Shoji and
Juha Janhunen. Osaka: National Museum of Ethnology, pp. 77–91.

Karatsareas, Petros. 2022. Semi-Structured Interviews. In Research Methods in Language Attitudes. Edited by Ruth Kircher and Lena
Zipp. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 99–113. [CrossRef]
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Publishing Ltd., vol. 2.

Kibrik, Alekandr E. 1991. The Problem of Endangered Languages in the USSR. Diogenes 39: 67–83. Version published online by
Cambridge University Press in 2024 (2 April 2024). [CrossRef]

Lee, Patrick. 1996. Cognitive Development in Bilingual Children: A Case for Bilingual Instruction in Early Childhood Education. The
Bilingual Research Journal 20: 499–522. [CrossRef]

Marian, Viorica, and Anthony Shook. 2012. The Cognitive Benefits of being Bilingual. In Cerebrum: The Dana Forum on Brain Science.
New York: Dana Foundation.

Matras, Yaron. 2005. Language Contact, Language Endangerment, and the Role of the Salvation Linguist. In Language Documentation
and Description. Edited by Peter K. Austin. London: School of Oriental and African Studies Publishing, pp. 225–51. [CrossRef]

Matthewson, Lisa. 2004. On the Methodology of Semantic Fieldwork 1. International Journal of American Linguistics 70: 369–415.
[CrossRef]

Matthewson, Lisa. 2011. Methods in Cross-Linguistic Semantics. In Semantics: An International Handbook of Natural Language Meaning.
Edited by Claudia Maienborn, Klaus von Heusinger and Paul H. Portner. Berlin: De Gruyter, vol. 1, pp. 268–84. First published
2005. [CrossRef]

Moseley, Christopher, ed. 2010. Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger, 3rd ed. Paris: UNESCO Publishing.
Neseine. 2024. Language for Dreams and Farewells. In Swedish PEN. Language for Dreams and Farewells | PEN/Opp. Available

online: https://www.penopp.org/articles/language-dreams-and-farewells (accessed on 15 August 2024).
Nikitina, Galina. 1992. Udmurtsko-russkije vzaimootnoshenija v etnicheski neodnorodnoj obsine. In Tradicionnoje povedenije i obsenije

udmurtov. Izhevsk.
Nikolaeva, Irina. 2014. A Grammar of Tundra Nenets. Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter Mouton. [CrossRef]
Okely, Judith. 2020. Anthropological Practice: Fieldwork and the Ethnographic Method. London: Routledge.
Pakendorf, Brigitte. 2024. The Dynamics of Language Endangerment: A Comparative Study. Sibirica 23: 32–65. [CrossRef]
Portes, Alejandro, and Rubén G. Rumbaut. 2001. Legacies. The Story of the Immigrant Second Generation. Berkeley and Los Angeles:

University of California Press. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.
Protassova, Ekaterina, Hèctor Alòs i Font, and Ekaterina Bulatova. 2014. Education in Udmurt and Chuvash as Minority Languages of

Russia. InterDisciplines Journal of History and Sociology 5: 201–31.
Rasuleva, Dinara. 2024. Why People are Annoyed When I Write in My Native Tongue. In Swedish PEN, Why People Are Annoyed

When I Write in My Native Tongue | PEN/Opp. Available online: https://www.penopp.org/articles/why-people-are-annoyed-
when-i-write-my-native-tongue (accessed on 15 August 2024).

Sablin, Ivan, and Maria Savelyeva. 2011. Mapping Indigenous Siberia: Spatial Changes and Ethnic Realities, 1900–2010. Settler Colonial
Studies 1: 77–110. [CrossRef]

Salminen, Tapani. 1998. Nenets. In The Uralic Languages. Edited by Daniel Abondolo. London and New York: Routledge, pp. 516–47.
Salminen, Tapani. 2007. Encyclopedia of the World’s Endangered Languages. London: Routledge, pp. 211–80.
Sanz, Cristina. 2000. Bilingual Education Enhances Third Language Acquisition: Evidence from Catalonia. Applied Psycholinguistics 21:

23–44. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10579-019-09480-6
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-7379.2006.00044.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/med:psych/9780190243654.003.0008
http://www.ethnologue.com
https://doi.org/10.3390/languages9090286
https://doi.org/10.1177/107780049700300402
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111378381-023
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108867788.010
https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219103915305
https://doi.org/10.1080/15235882.1996.10668641
https://doi.org/10.25894/ldd283
https://doi.org/10.1086/429207
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110226614.268
https://www.penopp.org/articles/language-dreams-and-farewells
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110320640
https://doi.org/10.3167/sib.2024.230102
https://www.penopp.org/articles/why-people-are-annoyed-when-i-write-my-native-tongue
https://www.penopp.org/articles/why-people-are-annoyed-when-i-write-my-native-tongue
https://doi.org/10.1080/2201473X.2011.10648802
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0142716400001028


Languages 2024, 9, 348 20 of 20

Schnell, Rainer. 1990. Dimensionen ethnischer Identität. In Generation und Identität: Theoretische und empirische Beiträge zur
Migrationssoziologie. Edited by H. Esser and J. Friedrichs. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, pp. 43–72. Available online:
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-121858 (accessed on 15 August 2024).

Severnaja Enciklopedija [Northern Encyclopedia]. 2004. Moscow: Evropeiskije Izdanija i Severnyje Prostory.
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