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Abstract

Some years ago, “the preservation of linguistic diversity” was included among the official language
policy goals in Russia. The goal is difficult to conceptualize and operationalize for practical purposes
by the given broad official definition of “linguistic diversity” and by a lack of the official definition
of the “preservation”. Meanwhile, the goal is pursued as practical activity by language policy
practitioners and language activists as well as applied research by scholars. In this context,
understanding of what the actors present as its achievement is, therefore, both a practical and
scientific problem. The aim of the paper is to analyze academic and official discourses and practices
in order to understand how scientific experts in interaction with public officials conceptualize and
operationalize the preservation of linguistic diversity in Russia and what they do in practice. The
research material consists of texts of official documents, oral discussions by participation of experts
and officials during the drafting and approval of their draft versions, and ethnographic data. The
material was collected and interpreted drawing on participant observation and discourse analysis.
The results show that the unresolved theoretical problem of interdisciplinary causes also problems
in applied research. Due to the underdevelopment of the research program on language policy in
Russia, applied research is currently carried out mainly within the framework of language
revitalization, which, however, is hardly able to provide effective solutions in a country with a state-
centric political culture. In practice, efforts at revitalization and documentation replace work on
maintaining languages. The study argues that without high-quality scientific expertise in the socio-
political sphere of language use, language policy and language revitalization remain ineffective also
as a practical activity.
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AHHOTAIHS

Heckonbko nieT Ha3ax «COXpaHEHHe SI3bIKOBOI'0 MHOT000pa3us OBbUIO BKJIIOYEHO B YHCIIO O(QHIIHU-
IBHBIX LeJIeH A3bIKOBOH MOJIUTHKH Poccnu. OgHako U3-3a IUPOKOT0 O(HUIHNATBHOTO OIpEIeIICHHS
«SA3BIKOBOT'O MHOTOO00pa3us» M OTCYTCTBUS O(UIIMAIFHOTO ONPEAETICHUSI «COXPAHEHHSD) 3Ty LENb
CI0HO KOHLIENTYalIN3HPOBaTh U ONEPALMOHANIN3UPOBATh Ha MpakTuke. [Ipu aToM k ee JoCTHKe-
HUIO B IPAKTUYECKOHN AEATEIBHOCTH CTPEMSTCS KaK MPAKTUKH TTOJIUTHKU U SI3BIKOBBIC aKTHBHCTBHI,
TaKk W yd4eHbIE B paMKax MPHKIAJHBIX HCCIECIOBAHMHA. B 3TOM KOHTEKCTE MOHMMaHHE TOTO, Kak
YYaCTHHUKH IIPOIIECcca MPEICTABISIOT ce0e JOCTIKEHHUE 3TON IIENH, SIBISIETCS] OTHOBPEMEHHO MpakK-
TUYECKOH U Hay4dHOIl poOieMoii. Llenb naHHOM pabOTE — NMPOaHAIN3UPOBATH aKaJIEMUUECKUE U
ounmanbHBIe IUCKYPCHI U IIPAKTHKY, YTOOBI ITOHATH, KaK HAyYHbIE SKCIIEPTHI BO B3aUMOACHCTBUH
C MOJUTUKAMH ¥ YNHOBHUKAMH KOHLENTYAIU3UPYIOT U ONIEPALIIOHATN3UPYIOT COXPAHEHNE A3bIKO-
BOro MHOroo0pa3zusi B Poccuut ¥ 4To OHM ealoT Ha npakTHKe. Marepuaiom uccie 0BaHus OCy-
KUJIIN TCKCTHI O(bI/ILII/IaJ'le])IX JOKYMEHTOB, YCTHBIC O6Cy)KZ[eHI/I$I C Y4aCTUEM BKCICPTOB U HOJIK-
HOCTHBIX JIMII ITPU COCTABJICHUU U COTJIACOBAaHUN Bepcmﬂ HX IIPOCKTOB U 3THOFpa(bI/I‘IeCKI/Ie JJAHHBIC.
Marepuan 6bU1 COOpaH M MPOAHAIM3UPOBAH C UCTIOIH30BAHUEM BKIIIOUEHHOTO HAOIIOACHHS U JNC-
KypCHBHOTO aHanu3a. Pe3yibpTaThl MMOKa3bIBAaIOT, YTO HEPEIICHHOCTh TEOPETHYECKOW IPOOIeMEI
MEXAUCIMIUIMHAPHOCTH O0YCIIaBIMBaeT MpoOIeMbl B TPUKIAJHBIX HCCIEIOBaHMAX. B cBs3m
C HEIOCTaTOYHOM pa3BUTOCTHIO UCCIIEN0BATEILCKON ITPOTrPaMMBI 110 S3BIKOBOM onuTHKe B Poceny,
TIPUKJIaHBIE NCCIEI0BAHNS B HACTOSIIIEE BpeMs IIPOBOASATCSI B OCHOBHOM B PaMKax sI3bIKOBOH pe-
BUTAJIM3ALUH, KOTOPAsi, OAHAKO, BPS/L JIM CIIOCOOHA MPEIIOKUTH 3 (PEKTUBHbIE PEIICHHS B CTpaHEe
€ IOCYJapCTBEHHO-LIECHTPUYHOM MOJIMTHYECKON KyJIbTypoil. Ha mpakTuke ycuaus no peBuTalIn3a-
UM ¥ JOKyMEHTAIMN 3aMEHSIOT paboTy 10 COXpaHEHHIO A3bIKOB. B MccienoBaHny yTBEpKIaeTCs,
9T0 0€3 BBICOKOKAYECTBCHHOW HAYYHOW 3KCHEPTH3bI MO HCIIOJIB30BAHUIO S3BIKOB B COIMAIBHO-
MOJIMTHYECKOI cepe sA3bIKOBasi MONMTHKA M SI3bIKOBAas PEBUTAIM3AIMS OCTAIOTCS Hed(PEeKTHB-
HBIMHU U KaK MPAKTHYCCKad JCATCIbHOCTD.
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1. Introduction

In new matters, research offers policymakers innovative methods to find
solutions, make decisions, and bridge good practices and policies. For that reason,
it is interesting to study a case of such application of scientific research to the real-
life problems, namely language preservation, when researchers participate in
drafting official documents, thus, trying to fit their ideas and values into the public
discourse to persuade decision-makers. In this article, I will analyze what expertise
the Russian academic community could offer and what influence applied science
had on the practice of language policy and revitalization, as measured against
international experience, which should allow to advance in our understanding of
how it is theoretically possible to achieve the preservation of languages, and what
kind of agency is necessary for this.

The aim of the paper is to analyze academic and official discourses and
practices of the preservation of linguistic diversity in order to understand the role
of applied research and expertise in its achievement. The material consists of texts
of written documents, oral discussions in their draft versions, and ethnographic
observations. I collected and interpreted the research data on discourses and
practices through participatory observation of expert work and advancing applied
research pursued in the Russian academia under the umbrella of language
maintenance and language revitalisation in the interaction with public officials
during the process around drafting of the “Concept of State Language Policy of the
Russian Federation” (hereafter — Concept) and the “Program of the Institute of
Linguistics of the Russian Academy of Sciences for the Maintenance and Revival
of the Languages of Russia” (hereafter — Program).

I directly participated in the practice of language policy in 2021-2023, taking
part in a group of experts from the Institute of Linguistics in the advancement of
the Draft Concept and also in preparing the text of the Draft Program. The study
combines discursive and ethnographic analytical techniques to ensure triangulation
of data and identify the gap between what they say and what they do for language
preservation. Two documents were selected for the analysis not only because of the
accessibility of the field and data but also because they represent two key processes
of policymaking: policy formation and adoption (“language policy”) in regard to
the Concept and implementation (“language planning”) in regard to the Program,
in which the academic community attempted to make an input.

This article discusses some results of this applied work and is organized into
three sections: in the next — second section it discusses the role of science for
practice in general and in the third section its role in Russia in particular, followed
by discussion in the fourth section. The study addresses in the subsections the
following research questions:

e What is the state of research on language preservation in Russian and world
science?

e What tools applied research offers to its practitioners?
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e How “language preservation” is understood in Russia in theory and
practice?
e What and why hinders the practical implementation of preservation goals?

2. Research and practice of language preservation

2.1. Interdisciplinary research and the practical task of maintaining
and revitalizing languages

The reduction of linguistic diversity and the disappearance of languages is a
complex intergenerational social process that is currently taking place with varying
intensity throughout the world and is one of the consequences of modernization.
Countries differ both in the degree of population diversity and in their reactions to
its change. In societies with deep social cleavages, the demand for preserving
diversity is usually higher than in societies characterized by high social cohesion.
Language preservation can be understood both as the state of preservation of
languages and as an activity that ensures the preservation of this state. In accordance
with the degree of population diversity, and sometimes in spite of it, countries have
historically developed strategies for managing diversity aimed at preserving or
reducing existing social differences in society.

The management of linguistic diversity can also correspond to different types
of policies (Kloss 1998). At the present stage of history, most developed countries
in Europe confirm their commitment to preserving linguistic diversity. In practice,
the corresponding policies often prove ineffective because they are mostly
ambivalent. On the one hand, states are by default interested in promoting a single
common language, but, on the other hand, they are forced to take into account the
risk of deepening social cleavages and to respond to the demand of communities
for the preservation of languages, the value of which has been recognized in
international human rights standards. Often, the resulting policy of compromise
symbolically supports the coexistence of many languages at the level of discourses,
but promotes the dominant language at the level of instrumental policy practices.

In such conditions, the task of maintaining and revitalizing languages is non-
trivial, because the success of such efforts depends on many variables
characterizing both the society itself and the position of the state with respect to
diversity. Science plays a leading role in finding answers to new challenges, since
it is capable of finding ways to solve such a problem. However, contemporary
science is only just approaching the answer to the public demand for the
preservation of languages, which has become increasingly universal in recent
decades in the context of globalization and simultaneous regionalization and
localization.

While fundamental science accumulates new scientific knowledge, applied
science applies scientific knowledge and methods in practice to solve problems and
tasks in the real world. Applied scientific research is aimed at obtaining new
knowledge for the purpose of its practical use to solve various social problems. The
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result of applied research is not only new theories and methods, but also forecasts
and recommendations for practitioners. In addition, research scientists themselves
can participate or be involved in practice as experts. Expert activity is a special type
of professional activity, for the implementation of which special knowledge about
the object and subject of expertise and the corresponding professional skills for their
application in practice are necessary.

In order to meet the challenges of the complexity of social and political
processes, scientific research takes on an interdisciplinary character. The trends of
language shift, i.e. the transition to another language, and the threat of language
extinction were first noticed in the scientific communities of linguists and
sociologists. Since the second half of the last century and to this day, an extensive
literature on endangered languages has appeared in Western academia, studying
primarily the sociological factors of language “withering”. Sociolinguists and
sociologists of language study the issues of the relationship between language and
society, moving towards each other, respectively, from the perspectives of language
and society. In an applied vein, they write about “language extinction” (“language
death”), “language shift”, “reverse language shift”, “language preservation”,
“language maintenance”, “language spread”, “language revival”, or “language
revitalization”. In other words, on the basis of the study of sociolinguistic processes,
modernist goals for changing social realities began to be put forward that envisaged
intervening in the areas (“‘domains”) of language use in both the public and private
spheres (Fishman 1991).

From these origins, depending on whether they took a top-down or bottom-up
approach, scholars initiated the development of two interdisciplinary research
programs, i.e. research directions, which were typically pursued by different
scientific communities. The first followed the path of revitalizing endangered
languages, carried out within the framework of applied linguistics, although
interdisciplinary issues were also addressed from the outset (Ferguson 1971, Rehg
& Campbell 2018). However, linguists often consider sociolinguistics to be a part
of applied linguistics, and the latter, in turn, a section of linguistics. While linguists
focus on languages and applied linguists focus on language learners, sociolinguists
focus on ideologies and the social meaning that learners attribute to these languages
(De Korne 2021). In addition, sociolinguistics as a theoretical and methodological
framework attempts to promote social change and development in communities
(Farfan & Ramallo 2010). However, communities are often not understood as
“language communities” in the terms of sociolinguistics, but rather as
“communities of practice”. In other words, sociolinguistics in its applied aspects is
closer to pragmatics and linguistic anthropology than to linguistics proper.

The second is called “language policy and planning”. Some linguists and
sociolinguists still consider, I would say mistakenly, language policy and planning
to be part of applied linguistics or sociolinguistics. The reason is that often
representatives of a certain scientific community, for example linguists, do not see
the phenomena that are beyond the “accessibility space” of their academic
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discipline, because the latter is an institutionalized form of this very
“epistemological community”, which separates it from other such communities
(Merton 1973). A striking example of the lack of a transdisciplinary perspective is
the use of the concept of “language policy”, in which linguists pay attention to the
adjective that denotes specificity, and do not see the generic concept of “policy”.
Given the centrality of the relationship between language and power, since the
establishment of this direction, language policy has been studied by political
scientists and legal scholars, since it is the political choice of languages and their
status that often predetermine their future. To this day, language policy research is
primarily a public policy research within political science, which makes a key
contribution to the interdisciplinary project of “language policy and planning”
(Gazzola et al. 2023).

It thus seems obvious, but remains insufficiently articulated in the scientific
discourse, that policy “from above” and practice “from below” turned out to be the
fields of study of different interdisciplinary research programs, dominated by
different specialists — linguists and political scientists — and which focused on
different research objects — people, social groups, societies and states. In my view,
however, the humanities-based program, which focuses on understanding people
and small groups “from below,” lacks anthropologists and ethnologists, while the
social sciences-based program, which studies society and political structures “from
above,” lacks qualitative research and a normative perspective. As [ will
demonstrate below, this situation has created problems not only for applied
research, but also for the practice of language policy and revitalization.

2.2. Theoretical and applied aspects of language policy
and language revitalization

Traditionally, language policy was considered as a policy “from above”, from
the state, that is, state policy aimed at changing or preserving a language within the
borders of a country or region by regulating the use of languages in the official
sphere (Gazzola 2023). In recent decades, it has also become common to talk about
the plurality of policy actors and “language policy from below”, from the
communities and activists, implemented through public activity outside the official
sphere (Johnson 2023). For this reason, “policy from below” is often characterized
as “language activism” in the sense of politics (De Korne 2021).

At the same time, in my opinion, it is impossible to draw a clear distinction
between policy and politics without taking into account the context of the political
system of a particular country. Usually, the development of the public sphere
indicates a plurality of policy actors in countries with a developed civil society,
which allows us to talk not just about state policy, but about public policy. In
contrast, in some countries, such as modern Russia, the idea of the state as the
guiding force of society (“nation”) remains the cornerstone of political and
administrative culture (Peters et al. 2022), which allows us to talk about their “state-
centricity”.
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Language policy “from above” is shaped in practice by politicians and
implemented by public officials. Accordingly, it is studied as a state or public policy
primarily by political scientists. Within the framework of the “ethnographic turn”,
the importance of studying language policy “from below”, that is, from the
perspective of “people in politics”, is also discussed. However, it is worth
remembering their different, official and public, roles. The decisions of politicians
are expressed in policy and are studied by political science and its subdiscipline of
public policy, while the decisions of individuals are expressed in practices and are
studied by sociolinguistics (Gazzola et al. 2023). In the latter case, ordinary people
act as activists and participate in language activism. Moreover, if for activists from
among ordinary people this is a practical activity, then for linguists and other
scientists it is both a practical and scientific-applied activity on the practical
application of their knowledge. To study such activities of activists, including
activists from among researchers, a research program on “language revitalization”
is developed.

Scientists not only study political, social and psychological realities within the
framework of fundamental science, putting forward theories of language policy and
revitalization, but also try to apply scientific results in practice, that is, they are
engaged in applied science. Numerous studies, mostly of a practical and applied
nature, have appeared, including attempts to reverse the processes of language
extinction (Hinton et al. 2018). Moreover, in the course of their research, scientists
can not only help language activists, that is, be an intermediate link between science
and practice, but also engage in language activism themselves, that is, act as
language activists, seeing their mission in language revitalization. Various forms of
activism by scientists are possible, including supporting and expanding existing
initiatives and networks, (re)producing a positive view of language and culture, and
directly participating in or offering active measures and tangible products (De
Korne 2021).

Thus, as in the case of language policy, language revitalization is also not only
a practical but also a scientific activity within the framework of applied linguistics,
although here the boundary between research and practice is rather blurred.
Relatively arbitrarily, scientists divide studies into those that are essential for
practice, which include language documentation, bilingualism research, sociology
of language choice, linguistic anthropology, and others, and those that are directly
related to language revitalization, which include language change studies in the
context of revitalization, multilingual education, research on psychological factors,
language policy studies, etc. (Hinton et al. 2018). These lists show that language
policy studies and language revitalization studies are connected and intersect.

Language revitalization can also be understood as both a state and an activity,
that is, a process aimed at giving new ‘“vitality” to a language whose use is
declining. If the use has ceased altogether, this activity is usually called “language
revival”. In English two other concepts — “maintenance” and “preservation” —
are in use to denote efforts at preserving languages. While there is no agreed
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definition, language maintenance usually refers to the ongoing effort to keep a
language alive and in use, and language preservation often involves more formal
strategies and initiatives to protect a language from disappearing and in that is close
to revitalization. Further, the goal of revitalization is to increase the relative number
of language speakers and expand the number of domains in which languages are
used. This is different from language maintenance, which in this context is
interpreted as maintaining the number of speakers and the number of language
domains. Regarding the mechanism, revitalization almost always requires a change
in the community's attitude to the language, while maintenance is aimed at
protecting the community from the imposition of external views on it (Grenoble &
Whaley 2005).

In an effort to transfer the ideas of language revitalization to Russian soil,
researchers tend to forget that a favorable political environment and an appropriate
language policy are a prerequisite for the success of revitalization. As comparative
studies of attempts at language maintenance and revival in relation to “small” and
“medium”-sized languages in different countries show, for example Hebrew,
Northern and Inari Sami, Welsh and Cornish, Catalan and Basque, Hawaiian or
Maori, the efforts of activists are crowned with success quite rarely and only if they
are supported by appropriate language legislation and a functioning mechanism of
language rights (Zamyatin et al. 2012).

Furthermore, even under favorable legislative framework, efforts of language
activists alone are necessary but not sufficient. The experience of implementing the
language policies of the republics in the post-Soviet period shows that policy “from
above” is not enough due to its limitation to the official sphere, and to achieve
results in language maintenance the work of language policy practitioners must be
combined with the “bottom-up” practical efforts of activists from the communities
themselves. In addition, language policy at the center in a complex state can limit
language policy at other levels of government (Zamyatin 2014). Moreover, good
practices at the “bottom” have to be conceptualized and operationalized to take
decisions for their multiplication on the larger scale of policy. However, I also
found in my applied work (Zamyatin 2024a, 2024b) that, it is difficult to integrate
the diverging approaches “from above” and “from below”, because so far their work
remains without solid scientific and conceptual grounds, more about which is in the
next section.

3. Applied Research and Practical Activity of Drafting the Program
on the Maintenance and Revival of Languages
3.1. Program’s envisaged format

To become state policy, language issues, including the issue of language
preservation, are to be incorporated into official documents. The 2020 presidential
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instructions ' after the 2019 session of the Presidential Council on the Russian
Language demanded, among other measures, drafting of the “Concept of State
Language Policy of the Russian Federation” and ordered the Government to
“provide financial, legal and organizational support” both”for the development and
implementation of the Program of the Institute of Linguistics of the Russian
Academy of Sciences for the Maintenance and Revival of the Languages of the
Indigenous Peoples of Russia” and “for the development, formation and functioning
of the “National Vocabulary Fund” on the basis of the Vinogradov Russian
Language Institute of the Russian Academy of Sciences”, and in another provision
the instruction “to develop and approve the state program of the Russian Federation
“Support and Promotion of the Russian Language Abroad”.

The initiated process of drafting of the Concept and also the Program provided
a chance for developing and implementing the task of the preservation of linguistic
diversity by participation of scientific experts, because, despite the prevalence of
symbolic policy and other political obstacles, the threshold for the Program's
approval was lower at the time. However, when the political leadership presented
the demand for expertise in shaping language policy, there were no agency in charge
of language policy and no obvious centers of competence in either the government
structures or the academia that could offer expertise for drafting the document. This
suggests that the reason for the failure to use this window of opportunity is not only
in the political realm, but also in the inability of the scientific community to develop
a blueprint for language preservation that could persuade politicians and be
functional for policy practitioners.

The reason for this is that in Russia, the research program on language
revitalization has been developing, while the research program on language policy
remains underdeveloped, which is manifested, for example, in the absence of
relevant scientific institutional structures. The lag in the development of studies is
caused by both the absence of a corresponding tradition — there was no political
science in the USSR — and the continuity in the policy practice itself, according to
which language policy until recently was still considered as part of nationalities
policy. The unresolved problem of interdisciplinarity predetermines the limited
influence of Russian applied science on the practice of language policy. The
marginal scientific impact, in turn, is expressed in the lack of institutionalization of
language policy as a separate direction of state policy and a separate branch of
public administration (Zamyatin 2023a).

While the legal basis for drafting the Program was created in the presidential
instructions, the issues about its format and scope remained unspecified, whether
this is “a state program” as another strategic document or a “scientific program”
and, thus, what kind of activities it envisages, whether it refers only to corpus

' List of instructions following the meeting of the Council under the President of the Russian
Federation on the Russian Language, which took place on November 5, 2019 [Electronic resource],
March 1, 2020. URL: http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/assignments/orders/62918 (date accessed:
12 August 2025).
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planning or to all types of language planning in relation to other languages of the
peoples of Russia. When proposing the Program's title for the inclusion into the
presidential instructions, the Institute of Linguistics did not specify the format and,
instead, added its own name to the title to remain in control of its drafting but also,
at a later stage, of implementation in practice, i.e. as of a state program.

Language planning is the activity of implementing language policy. According
to the classic work on language policy and planning by R. Cooper, of the types of
language planning, the only one that can be related to the practical work of linguists
is corpus planning, i.e. such activities as creating new terms, alphabets or rules, as
well as compiling a list of languages, which can also be done under the auspices of
“linguistic documentation”. Planning the status of languages, including their
functions and domains of their use in society, and their use in the field of education
for the dissemination of language knowledge and skills is carried out by
practitioners of policy and education, i.e. politicians, civil servants, school
principals, teachers, etc. (Cooper 1989).

Regarding the support for the initiative of the Vinogradov Russian Language
Institute, which is the language regulator for Russian, it is clear that this refers to
planning the corpus of the Russian language. By analogy, the task to the Institute
of Linguistics also envisaged rather a scientific program directed at corpus
planning, even though oriented towards research into language revitalization. In a
similar way, the format of the Program was interpreted in the correspondence
between the Institute of Linguistics, which was developing its text, and the Ministry
of Higher Education and Science, which supervised this activity on behalf of the
Government. The Ministry expected only “methodological recommendations™ as a
result of the Program work, that is, it did not recognize itself as the “government
procurer” of such a Draft Program. In other words, there was no “interested party”
in the Government — a ministry or department that could act as the “government
procurer” of the Program.

Another issue that remained undecided was whether the Program should have
applied to all “languages of Russia” but Russian as the only safe language, to “the
languages of the peoples of Russia”, or only towards those usually smaller
languages that did not enjoy support at the regional level, because since the early
1990s most republics and autonomous districts regularly approved their programs
of the maintenance and development not only of their titular languages, including
state languages of republics and official languages of autonomous districts, but
usually also traditionally used minority languages (Zamyatin 2014).

The initiators of the Program intended to cover all non-Russian languages, that
is, not only “minor” but also “middle-sized” languages, and translated its initial title
“Programma sokhraneniya i vozrozhdeniya korennykh yazykov Rossii” as
“Program for the preservation and revitalisation of indigenous languages of Russia”
(Kibrik 2021, Gruzdeva 2022). Earlier, these were the Russian linguists who
actually advocated for the inclusion of the formula of “the preservation of linguistic
diversity” into the constitution and legislation and advocated for the concept of
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“languages of Russia” instead of “languages of the peoples of Russia”. This is a
double-sided change, because, on the one hand, the concepts allow including also
dialects and vernaculars but, on the other hand, are less concrete for the purpose of
implementation than the formula of “the maintenance and development of the
languages of the peoples” that is in use in legislation.

One concept “sokhranenie” is used in Russian for both “maintenance” and
“preservation”, but the distinction is also topical in dealing with linguistic diversity
in Russia, where “middle-sized” languages and “minor” languages can be posited
on a continuum of different types of their situations. Russian is the state language
of the whole country and the dominant language; “middle-sized” languages
typically include 37 state languages of republics and more than 35 languages of
national minorities; “minor” languages include more than 30 languages of “small-
numbered indigenous peoples” and other small languages. I argue that in the
Russian realities “middle-sized” languages still function and usually are in need of
“maintenance” and “minor” languages often are disappearing and in need of
“preservation”, “revitalization” and “revival”.

To give more terminological nuances, it is further Russian specifics that since
the late 1980s, the concept of “language revival” did not imply revival “from
scratch”, but by analogy with the concept of “national revival” and along with the
concepts of “maintenance and development of languages”, it was used to describe
policy “from above” (Zamyatin 2014). For this reason, the later concept of
“language revitalization” is often contrasted with them and usually interpreted as
the activity of language activists, language activism coming “from below”,
although occasionally it was also used as a synonym for language revival. However,
the times changed, and currently there is hardly any public discourse on language
revival left.

The Draft Program was developed on the basis of the Program Concept?, which
does not explicitly indicate the meaning of distinguishing two separate aspects of
“the preservation and revitalisation” in the title but these are different from the
traditional legal formula for naming programs, “the maintenance and
development”. Therefore, I think that it is more accurate to translate the concepts
“preservation and revitalization” in the title as “maintenance and revival”, precisely
because the Program was intended to cover also middle-sized languages, while
“revitalization” (“revitalizatsiya”) is not the same as “revival” (“vozrozhdeniye”).
Language maintenance and revival are two types of activities that, in essence,
coincide with the perspectives of two research programs discussed in the previous
section — language policy and planning and language revitalization.

Such a combination of “top-down” policy and “bottom-up” efforts could have
become a strength of the Draft Program. However, in practice, I argue that this was
also one of the reasons for the failure to achieve its approval. Such a dualism of

2 Concept of the Program for the Preservation and Revival of the Languages of Russia, approved by
the Advisor to the President of the Russian Federation V. I. Tolstoy on August 13, 2020.
Not published.
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goals has no basis in the current legislation. If “preservation of linguistic diversity”
is an official and potentially feasible goal of the state nationalities policy and
language policy, then the goal of “language revival” is not set within the framework
of the current policy. The issue of “language revitalization” is not on the political
agenda, because “linguistic diversity” is stated to include only “functioning”, that
is, “living” languages. The revivalist goal is difficult to justify pragmatically and
even more difficult to operationalize and implement. In view of this, in the context
of limited resources inherent in any policy, it is unlikely that the goal of language
revitalization will become part of state policy in the foreseeable future. It is unlikely
that the state will allocate the necessary resources to revive “dead” and “dying”
languages today.

Furthermore, the proposed approaches of the Program Concept do not
correspond to the goal of “maintenance of languages”. The idea was that the
proposed approaches should correspond to the types of language situations of
“medium-sized languages” or “minor languages” and, in the latter case, depend on
whether they are considered “definitely endangered”, “severely endangered” or
“critically endangered” according to the criteria of the UNESCO Atlas of the
World’s Languages in Danger. “Changing social practices, increasing the prestige
of the language, primarily in everyday communication” is proposed as an approach
to solving the problems of “medium-sized languages” and “minor languages”, the
language nest method for “endangered” “minor languages”, and linguistic
documentation for “minor languages” “on the verge of extinction” (Kibrik 2021,
Gruzdeva 2022).

The goals and approaches were determined mainly by linguists who look at the
issue of language maintenance from the perspective of revitalization, that is, as
work “from below”. Such a formulation of approaches primarily implies language
revitalization, while planning the status and in the field of education is not set as a
task here. While the focus on prestige planning could have potentially been a strong
point of the Draft Program, one can strive based on these approaches in terms of
language planning for the goal of “language revival”, but not “language
maintenance”. The latter can be systematically implemented only through the
activities of government bodies and public institutions. The very approach to
solving the problem through the development of a state program is an example of
an approach “from above”. And rightly so, because in a country with a state-centric
political culture, the problem of preserving languages can only be solved within the
framework of a state program developed on the basis of research into language
policy and implemented under supervision of a ministry or department. Without
this, the Draft Program just remained a piece of paper not taken by authorities into
their work and the respective government task was removed in 2024 from the
control on implementation.
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3.2. Program’s envisaged content

Having the format of state program in mind, we with a colleague of mine
compiled the initial Draft Program that was based on an analysis and selection of
the best practices from measures listed in the programs for the maintenance and
development of languages of the republics of Russia and structured according to
the types of language planning. I left the team after realizing that, especially after
the change in policy priorities since 2022, there is no prospect of the draft ever
becoming a state program. The work on the Draft Program continued mainly by
linguists, who considered it rather as a pretext for advancing the research program
of language revitalization in Russian science. In substantial parts, the work was
carried out as a one-off action on the principle of “stone soup”, that is, on the basis
of the expertise of invited specialists — lawyers and economists, but without
politicians. As a result, the final product was not supported by high-quality
expertise. Essentially, the final Draft Program is not based on the template for a
strategic document and is also impassable for factual errors that begin from its
proposed title.

Specifying the title of the Draft Program, in the final version the concept
“revival” was changed to “development” to comply with the legislation. Further,
the concept “indigenous peoples” was dropped from “languages of the indigenous
peoples of Russia” leaving “languages of Russia” instead of legally correct
“languages of the peoples of Russia”?. Another error in the title was the selection
of the concept “federal program” in an attempt to present it as a state program,
which is an existing but unfit form. In view of these controversies, it is not so much
the text of the Draft Program itself that is interesting in a scientific sense, but the
framing of the problem of language preservation in the Program Concept produced
by the community of Russian linguists.

Since language revitalization research in Russia develops as a borrowing from
the international scientific agenda, accordingly, the goals and approaches were
taken from there. The goals corresponded to the approaches depending on the
language situation and envisaged the maintenance of “middle-sized languages”, the
revitalization of “endangered” “minor languages” and the documentation of “minor
languages” “on the verge of extinction”. Theoretically, it is possible to interpret
these types of activities as three successive stages of a comprehensive approach:
first, languages are documented “for the purpose of revitalization”, then they are
revived, and then maintained. This classification of three types or areas of activity
implies that language documentation and revitalization are not actually language
maintenance.

In part of language documentation, the title of the Draft Program did not
include such direction, but it was highlighted as a separate type of activity and was

3 See Final Draft “Federal Program for the Preservation and Development of the Languages of
Russia” dated September 9, 2024 [Electronic resource]. URL: https://iling-ran.ru/
languages_of russia/federal’naja_programma_soxranenija_jazykov 2024.pdf (date of access:
12 August 2025).
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also included in the name of the new structural division that was created in the
Institute of Linguistics specifically for the task of drafting the Program. Further, it
was argued that the task of documentation is to be pursued for the purpose of
revitalization, that is documentation in its applied aspect is not revitalization.
Documentation could, under certain conditions, be considered preliminary work for
revitalization, if we mean data collection for the purpose of sociolinguistic study.
Indeed, language revitalization is closely related to documentation, but
revitalization is rarely the main goal of documentation; rather, such a goal is
linguistic research itself (Austin & Grenoble 2007).

My observation is that in practice linguists are rather interested in documenting
languages because it allows them to collect personal materials for their own
linguistic research. The key problem here is that descriptive (field) linguistics
distances itself from speakers, and in the worst case, establishes exploitative
relations with them when it treats them as objects and means to an end. For example,
there is a practice that is called “parachute” or “helicopter research”, when foreign
researchers conduct fieldwork in third world countries, and complete the research
at home without any further interaction with local colleagues and communities
(on the problems of decolonization of linguistics, including during revitalization,
see Hudley et al. 2024).

Similar practices also take place in Russia, when metropolitan scholars go to
regions. It is characteristic that the work on documentation and revitalization is
concentrated in Moscow and St. Petersburg, and only partly in Novosibirsk and
Tomsk. Today, the desire to “give something back” to communities and to promote
empowerment of their participants is widely recognized as an important ethical
principle in endangered language research (Hinton et al. 2018). In language
revitalization, such interactions involve balancing power relations between
researchers and those being researched in an attempt to agree on priorities for
reversing language shift (Fishman 1991). A clear consideration of the skill set that
a particular linguist brings to a community and what the community can gain from
such a relationship is crucial to avoiding conflict situations (Pine & Turin 2017).

In part of language revitalization, the specific tasks of applied work on the
Program were not based on newly collected field data, but, in essence, were reduced
to systematization of available data and creation of a database of the best foreign
and Russian practices “on revitalization of languages” for the purpose of their
adaptation for use in Russia. Of these, it was proposed to use for the revitalization
of “medium-sized” and “minor” languages in Russia the internationally known and
tested methods, respectively, of “language nest” and “master — student” (for more
details on the methods, see Zamyatin et al. 2012). However, these methods are
unadaptable, because the authorities repeatedly on different occasions stated that
these “foreign” methods cannot be used in the Russian education system for
political and legal reasons (see Zamyatin 2024a). Thus, the work on language
revitalization is carried out only at the level of linguistic activism of researchers
who are guided not by scientific, but by “everyday knowledge”, because it is not in
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their sphere of expertise and specialization. Modern knowledge is socially
distributed, and each area of knowledge has its own special semantic field, which
distinguishes the corresponding specialty or profession and the techniques of its
reproduction.

In part of language maintenance, this task had to be achieved in view of the
drafters through “popularization” of languages in state-wide information
campaigns. Indeed, one of the main principles of the language policy of most
countries, including Russia, is non-interference by the state in the freedom of use
of languages in the private sphere. This means that only tools are available for
encouraging, but not mandatory use of other languages than Russian as the state
language of Russia. However, popularization of languages without a scientific
justification in the program theory of the connection between policy inputs and
outputs in the form of a system of performance indicators, a lot of resources can be
spent on non-obvious results, as usually happens with advertising. Systemic
prestige planning can only be done as part of a “state program”, which would
provide not only the corresponding organizational, regulatory and financial
instruments, but also carefully selected information policy instruments (Gazzola
2023).

This brings us back to the issue about policy actors, including the role of
scientific experts. Today prestige planning is the most relevant area of
sociolinguistic research. The development of methodological recommendations in
the framework of the “scientific program” also would have required the appropriate
expertise. Prestige is primarily a category of social, economic and managerial
sciences. Raising prestige is a matter of status planning, that is, a task for
interdisciplinary research at the macro level and the “state program”. Applied
research support here could be effective only from the perspective of language
policy research. Limiting the scope of work on language preservation to “everyday
communication” and efforts “from below” by definition cannot be a solution to the
problem of language maintenance. A conscious information impact at the level of
symbolic policy could become an essential mechanism. Humanities knowledge
could play a key role in understanding discourse and its role in the reproduction of
power relations: discourse structures the existing social order and the interactive
order that supports it, and it is very difficult to change.

This concerns also scholarly activism. In order to engage in activism, one
needs agency, which is practically non-existent today beyond the state. Despite the
rhetoric about the “participation of civil society institutions” in implementing
policy, in practice, the authorities do not welcome independent initiatives “from
below”. Activists are dependent on the authorities and their language policy.
Activism is possible only if the authorities allow, or rather, order and finance certain
activities. The work of several self-organized activists will not change anything —
what can change is the officially sanctioned systemic activity of organizations or
activity within other institutional forms of language policy. In order to know how
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to achieve political results in such a system, it is necessary to study the applied
aspects of political science.

In these conditions, developing a draft of an official document is more than
developing a text. The real text of a working document can only appear as a result
of negotiations between experts and other actors, that is, when it collides with real
politics in its struggle for limited resources. For this to happen, systematic practical
work on preserving languages and promoting this task on the political agenda
should be provided by a transdisciplinary “epistemic community”. By forming such
a community, experts unite in a network based on shared values and knowledge
regarding the problem, being representatives of different disciplines — in this case,
anthropologists, sociologists and political scientists, as well as research economists
and legal scholars. They also should form a community of practice to ensure the
creation and maintenance of an environment for the production and transfer of
knowledge and skills.

In practice, an academic discipline in the Russian academy, for example
linguistics, is sustained by a respective disciplinary community that functions as a
corporation uniting academic institutes in the main cities but within its academic
boundaries, which becomes an obstacle to interdisciplinarity. Academic
corporations pursue their own interests, first of all, in finding additional funding,
when seeking assignment for governmental tasks even for topics beyond the scope
of their academic expertise necessary for achieving a societal impact. Corporations
function as hierarchical structures, in which leadership spreads funds in solidarity
not to effectively fulfill the task but to sustain the community, members of which
evaluate work also beyond their competence but approve each others’ results. The
desire for harmony or conformity within a corporation contributes to groupthink
and leads not only to the lack of Mertonian skepticism, thus, violating one of the
basic rules of the scientific method, but also to flawed recommendations for
decision-making. The culture of groupthink is also the typical reason for the failure
of large government projects, when such flaws come to surface, like the one on
drafting the Program.

Scientific experts have agency when they advise authorities on a problem or
even propose solutions. The demand of the state for the development of the Draft
Concept and Draft Program by the scientific community was the recognition of such
agency. However, experts have agency to the extent that they are authoritative in
the eyes of politicians and officials, because they can create a high-quality product
and advance it. The Draft Program was produced, if to cite a testimony from the
oral discourses of linguists, with a narrow vision of work, which can be expressed
in the conditional maxim: “we will write the Program as we see it, and let them
think about how to implement it”. However, the maximalism of demands put
forward, not only for the preservation but also for the revival of languages, and
documentation, does not help the cause, but justifies the mere symbolic policy of
the authorities, who limit themselves to minimal support, because “it is impossible
to preserve everything” anyway. Behind the seemingly ethically impeccable
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demand for “everything at once” there is not the interest of the cause, but a corporate
interest. This is the result of such a “cycle of show”. Linguists may be sincerely
interested in preserving languages and driven by the motivation of not only taking
from community, but also giving, yet too often they lack the knowledge and skills
how to do it. The theory of “small deeds” at the micro-level of revitalization
legitimizes the practice of government technocrats in purely symbolic support like
printing individual book titles with small circulations, developing table games,
counting expeditions and focusing on “minor languages”. All this the government
reports as the work on language preservation.

4, Discussion

Agency as the ability of people to act and achieve a social effect can be
exercised both through policy “from above” and through activism “from below”. In
recent decades, the states intensified their policies in order to change their linguistic
situations, which often are a response to language activism. At the same time, even
when policies symbolically support language preservation, they often lack
mechanisms to pursue material results. Comparative studies show that successful
attempts to preserve and especially revive languages are always ensured by
appropriate language legislation and a functioning mechanism of language rights.
Without creating a favorable socio-political macro- and micro-level environment,
the existing social structure continues to predetermine social processes, that lead to
a shift to the dominant language, and significantly limits the agency of policy
practitioners and language activists. The policy “from above” is crucial, because if
it does not substantially support the preservation of languages, then it thereby
becomes an element of the social structure that significantly limits the effect of
activist efforts “from below”.

International science has advanced in understanding the possibilities and
consequences of influencing language processes. Yet, the problem of
interdisciplinarity in the study of language, society and power has not yet been
resolved. Policy “from above” and practical activity “from below” have become
areas of study for two separate interdisciplinary research programs, pursued by
different epistemic communities. In Russia, sociolinguistics is interpreted broadly,
when every topic connected to language, including language policy and planning,
is counted under linguistics, and, thus, also in its applied aspect, done by linguists.
Language revitalization and language documentation are the subdisciplines of
linguistics and also the applied activities pursued by scholars in applying their
knowledge. At the same time, measures of state support for “maintenance” and
“development” are directed not at languages per se but at individuals, communities
and societies, and, thus, are not the topic of (socio)linguistics, but of the disciplines
of anthropology, sociology, political science.

In Russia, in the conditions of underdevelopment of the research program of
language policy and planning, linguists mostly do applied research on the problem
of language preservation and suggested to look for solutions in the research
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program of language revitalization that was imported from international research.
The underlying assumption is the plurality of actors of language policy that not only
the state but also institutions of civil society and even individuals have agency.
However, one should remember that agency in societies is distributed unevenly.
This imported assumption does not take into account the Russian realities, because
of a lack of understanding of how the political system works. Specifically, power
in Russian society still mainly comes down “from the top down” as political and
managerial decisions within the framework of state policy and public
administration. An analysis of Russian official discourse in the policy documents
also shows that language policy is still conceptualized and pursued as “state-
centric.” In this setting, the program of language revitalization is unable to propose
effective solutions to language preservation.

Therefore, the unresolved theoretical problem of interdisciplinarity leads to a
lack of high-quality scientific expertise in language preservation at the applied
level, for which reason language policy and language revitalization as a practical
activity also remain ineffective. The authorities express their commitment to the
preservation of linguistic diversity and their demand for the “scientific-conceptual
justification” of policy. However, these statements are to be understood as
discursive actions of symbolic policy. This does not mean that the policy is just a
smokescreen but only that it reinterprets contested symbols and embeds them into
discourses to formulate official narrative. Potentially, even when the state is the
main policy actor, scientific community as part of civil society can influence inputs
also of symbolic policy.

In practice, government structures also demand for scientific-conceptual
justification in the process of policy formation, but officials do not perceive
scientific experts on language revitalization seriously due to inadequate supply of
expertise to political realities. In this article, I provided some evidence of the
inadequacy of scientific expertise that eventually manifested itself in the inability
to use the opportunity to advance the cause for language preservation to be included
in the Concept and to achieve the approval of the Program. The bureaucracy and
the academia could not harmonize their discourses on the problem when drafting
the Concept. Officials tried to fulfill the formal requirement for policy's
harmonization with the scientific counterparts, but were provided with
unprocessable expertise and ignored it. Notably, the failure of harmonization has
not become an obstacle for the further approval of the Concept (Zamyatin 2023b).

What the Russian case can teach scholars and practitioners of language
preservation? The lesson for academia is that it should preserve modesty. In order
to influence policy, one must understand how it is formed, in terms of process,
format and content. The applied knowledge and practical skills of language
revitalization remained unclaimed as the scientific experts had limited awareness
of the practice of language politics as a public policy, like the existing formal
requirements for the development of drafts of strategic documents, and were unable
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to formulate their vision as policy input in the language of political discourse, to
conduct negotiations, etc.

In terms of the content proposed as policy input, the Draft Program envisaged
the goals and approaches of language documentation, revival and maintenance that
did not reflect the existing legislation and policy practice. Among the types of
language planning to be a practical work for the language maintenance and revival,
only corpus planning and composing the list of languages is done by linguists,
which goes under the label of “documentation”. However, documentation in its
applied aspect is not revitalization. It could be counted as preliminary work, but by
the lack of resources this should not be in the priorities, because it is not
revitalization, and especially documentation should not substitute revitalization.
Crucially, what lacked was a vision for language maintenance.

The lesson for policy practitioners is that the task of preserving languages must
be solved, as is being done in the case of promoting the dominant language,
primarily at the level of state policy of both the country as a whole and its regions
and municipalities, and not only at the level of language activism. Grassroots work
must not replace policy “from above” in the case of any community larger than a
village. Moreover, joint efforts will be effective only if they are based on scientific
research into language policy and language revitalization. Without qualified
scientific justification and grounded only in the current political situation, policy
practitioners take their political decisions that turn out to be not only ineffective,
but also potentially and actually conflict-generating.

5. Conclusion

In this paper, I examined the interrelation between research and practice and
explored the potential contributions of the research directions “language policy and
planning” and “language endangerment and revitalization” to solving the practical
problem of language preservation. I identified similarities and differences between
the studies of language policy and language revitalization in their theoretical and
applied aspects, as well as their partial overlap. These two interdisciplinary research
programs are being brought to Russia, but at a different pace, and have to be adapted
to the Russian political realities.

Studying the Russian case, | analyzed discourses and practices of drafting the
official documents that reveal the current broad understanding of language
preservation that impedes its practical implementation. Despite the rhetoric in
support of the preservation of linguistic diversity both in the official and scientific
discourses, the practical actions are not scaled up to the task, which is the evidence
of the non-sufficient expertise and the current limited role of applied research work
in its achievement. I demonstrated how, at the present stage, the lack of distinction
between two research programs results in substitution of language maintenance by
language revitalization and documentation.
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