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Abstract

This study applies the framework of the ecology of language, defined by Einar Haugen as the study
of interactions between a language and its environment, to evaluate the reliability of population
census data for sociolinguistic analysis. Focusing on the 2020-2021 Russian Census, the paper
investigates its usefulness in describing language situations among indigenous minorities in the
north-east of the Sakha Republic (Yakutia). The study adopts a qualitative and critical analytical
approach. First, general features of the census are assessed, including coverage completeness and
the clarity and adequacy of terminology used in ethnic and linguistic categories. Second, the broader
sociolinguistic context—particularly language endangerment in north-eastern Russia—is examined.
Finally, selected census data are analyzed for ten indigenous languages: Aleut, Aliutor, Chukchi,
Dolgan, Even, Evenki, Eskimo, Itel’'men, Koryak, and Yukaghir. The analysis reveals
inconsistencies in census outcomes, including unexpected increases and decreases in reported
speaker populations across several languages. These fluctuations do not consistently align with
established trends in language vitality or decline, raising questions about data reliability. The
findings suggest that census responses are shaped more by speaker attitudes, identity, and self-
perception than by actual language use or proficiency. Consequently, while the census provides
valuable insights into sociocultural identification, it is less effective as a precise instrument for
measuring linguistic vitality. This underscores the need for complementary methodologies in
assessing minority language situations.
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AHHOTAINSA

JanHOE HCClleoBaHNE UCIIOIB3YeT KOHIIEHIHIO dKomorun si3eika (Haugen 1971, 1972) xak nzyde-
HUE B3aMMOJICHCTBHS S3bIKA C €r0 CPEIOH ISl OIIEHKH HaIS)KHOCTH TAaHHBIX TIepenrceil HaceIIeHMs
B COLMONMHTBUCTHYECKOM aHaim3e. CocpemoTaunBasich Ha Poccmiickoii mepemucu 2020-2021 r.,
CTaThs UCCIENYET €€ IPUMEHUMOCTD JUISI OTMCAHUS SI3BIKOBOM CHUTYallMd Cpely KOPEHHBIX Majo-
YHICIICHHBIX HAPOJOB Ha ceBepo-BocToke Pecyonmuku Caxa (SAxytus). B uccnemoBannu ucmons3y-
€TCsl KaUeCTBEHHBIH U KPUTUKO-aHAINTHYECKUi moxoa. CHavasa paccMaTprBaroTCs 00IUe Xapak-
TEPUCTUKH MEPENHCH, BKIIIOYAs TOJTHOTY OXBaTa HACEJICHUs], a TAKXKE SICHOCTh U a/IeKBaTHOCTH Tep-
MUHOJIOTHH, IPUMEHSIEMOI B 3THUYECKUX M SI3BIKOBBIX Kareropusx. Jlanee ananuzupyercs Ooee
IIMPOKUH COIMOJIMHIBUCTHYECKUH KOHTEKCT, B YaCTHOCTH ITpo0iieMa NCUe3HOBEHUS SI3BIKOB Ha ce-
Bepo-BocToke Poccum. HakoHer, mMpoBOAMTCS aHANW3 OTJAENBHBIX JaHHBIX MEPENHCH MO JECSATH
sI3bIKaM KOPEHHBIX HapOJIOB: aJIeyTCKOMY, AJIFOTOPCKOMY, YYKOTCKOMY, JOJITaHCKOMY, 9BEHCKOMY,
ABEHKUIICKOMY, 3CKUMOCCKOMY, HTEIIEMEHCKOMY, KOPSIKCKOMY U IOKarupCKOMY. AHAIIN3 BEISBIISCT
HECOOTBETCTBHS B PE3YJIbTaTaX IEPEIUCH, BKIIOYAs HEOKUTAHHBIC YBEIMUCHUS W COKpAIICHUS
YHCIICHHOCTH HOCHUTEIIEH Psizia SI3BIKOB. DTH KOJIeOaHHS HE BCET/Ia COTIIACYIOTCS C YCTAHOBIICHHBIME
TEHACHIINSIMHI JKU3HECTIOCOOHOCTH MM yTacaHUs A3BIKOB, YTO CTaBUT O] COMHEHHE HaJeKHOCTh
JAHHBIX nepenucy. [lorydeHHpie pe3yabTaThl MOKa3bIBaIOT, YTO OTBETHI PECIIOHACHTOB B OOJIBIICH
CTETIEHH OTPaKAIOT S3BIKOBHIE YCTAHOBKH, WACHTHYHOCTH M CAMOOIIYIICHHE, YeM peabHOe HC-
M0JIb30BaHHME s13bIKA MJIM YPOBEHbB BIIaJICHUs UM. TakiuM 00pa3oM, HECMOTPsI Ha IIEHHOCTH MEePEIHCH
JUISl U3YyYEHHUSI COLIMOKYJIBTYPHOH HAeHTH(UKAINHU, OHAa MeHee d(PQEKTUBHA KaK TOYHBIA HMHCTPY-
MEHT U3MEPEHUSI JKU3HECTIOCOOHOCTH SI3BIKOB, YTO TTOYEPKHBAET HEOOXOMMOCTh UCIIOJIb30BAHUS
JIOTIOJTHUTEJBHBIX METOJIOJOTUIECKHX ITOJIX0/I0B IPH M3yUYSeHUH MUHOPUTAPHBIX S3BIKOB.
KuroueBsie ciioBa: Beepoccutickas nepenucy nacenenust 2020/21 200a, s13b1Ku KOPEHHbIX HAPOOOS,
Pecnybnuxa Axymus (Caxa), a36IK Kak mMaprep u0eHmu4HoCmu

Jos uuTupoBaHus:

Gabdrakhmanova G.F., Vakhtin N.B. Language ecology of minority languages of Sakha
(Yakutia) in the mirror of the All-Russian Census 2020-21. Russian Journal of Linguistics.
2026. Vol. 30. Ne 2. P. 352-374. https://doi.org/10.22363/2687-0088-47384 EDN: CKPXVR

1. Introduction

In the mid-nineteenth century, many countries around the world began
conducting population censuses in ways that closely resemble modern practices. It
was during this period that censuses were first defined as large-scale state
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registration exercises covering all citizens of a country or its individual territories.
In Russia, the first steps towards conducting censuses in this modern form were
taken in the 1860s. At that time, one-day censuses were carried out in major cities
such as St Petersburg, Moscow, and Kharkov. On 28 January 1897, the first
scientifically organised population census was conducted across the Russian
Empire (with the exception of Finland). For the first time, the population of the
entire country was counted on a universal basis. However, the census questionnaire
did not include a question on ethnic (then referred to as “tribal”) affiliation
(Neudachin 1905: x). Such information could only be inferred from responses to
questions on native language and religion, and no guidance was provided on how
the term “native language” should be interpreted.

The inclusion of the question “your native language” in the questionnaire was
an innovation for characterizing the country’s citizens. The question about the
native language in one form or another was required to be asked by census takers
in all subsequent (Soviet) censuses, beginning in 1926; in the instructions for the
1926 census, the definition was as follows: “The native language is recognized as
the one that the respondent has the best command of or usually speaks”
(Vsesoyuznaya... 1928: 5). Beginning with the 1926 census,' census takers were
also required to ask questions about ethnicity (rayorarvrnocms)* while post-Soviet
censuses, due to the abolition of recording ethnicity in passports, became the only
all-Russian statistical source of information about the ethnic and linguistic
affiliation of citizens. Therefore, the census data was important for government
agencies responsible for planning and implementing ethnic and language policy at
the national and regional levels as well as for researchers — ethnographers,
sociologists and (socio)linguists (Sotsial’noe i natsional’noe 1972, Etnografiia
perepisi-2002, Sotsial’noe neravenstvo 2002) and many others.

The scientific study of censuses has been approached from a variety of
perspectives: examining their instrumental function and their role in nation-
building (Anderson 2001: chapter 10); considering them as a form of power capital
(Tishkov 2003: 11); and analysing them as a means of constructing social groups
(Krasnopolskaya & Solodova 2016: 69) or shaping ethnic identities through census
procedures (Varshaver 2022: 201, Tishkov 2023). Attention has also been given to
the subjective influences on census data, including the role of census takers
(Farakhutdinov & Khairullina 2022) and respondents’ own understandings of
ethnicity (Filippova & Guerin-Paz 2015).

!'It was preceded by two less successful and far from complete attempts: the 1920 census, which
yielded few practical results due to wartime, territorial instability and population mobility, and the
1923 urban census, the main goal of which was to determine the social, rather than national or
linguistic, composition of the country’s population (see about them, as well as about the first Russian
census of 1897, Vorobyov 1957: 3—16; for a comparison of language data from Russian censuses,
see: Vakhtin 2001: 43-87).

2 There is always confusion about translation of the Russian word nayuonarsnocms because its
meaning is not the same as that of the English nationality; here we translate it as ethnicity.
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In world practice, censuses have long been considered the most reliable source
of information on the composition, distribution and occupation of the population.
This was explained by the comprehensiveness of the survey, standard methods and
tools (Kitchin 2017: 113). However, in the modern world, the attitude towards the
quality of census data is ambiguous (see on possible approaches to ensuring the
quality of censuses (Gabdrakhmanova & Alos-i-Font 2024)°. The quality of census
data is influenced by such factors as the number of people who did not answer a
particular question, the validity of the answers, data bias by region, urban-rural area,
age of respondents, similarity in the distribution of answers obtained by different
methods (Myagkov & Zhuravleva 2011: 33-34). The quality of data on the issue of
language and ethnicity is also influenced by such objective factors as the state of
these languages and the stability of ethnic self-determination.

The aim of this study is to assess the quality of the results of the Russian
Population Census 2020-2021 (hereinafter RPC-2020). The focus is less on the
accuracy of the statistics themselves and more on the extent to which they reflect
linguistic and ethnic characteristics, both across the Russian Federation as a whole
and, in particular, with regard to the languages of the indigenous peoples of the
Sakha Republic (Yakutia).

Accurate information about the linguistic situation is particularly important for
minority languages with decreasing number of speakers. This applies to almost all
the languages of the indigenous minorities of Northern Siberia and the Far East, and
especially to those of the Sakha Republic (Yakutia). Most of these languages are
characterised by what is commonly termed “language shift” (Vakhtin 2001,
Spolsky 2004, 2009, Grenoble 2021), particularly among urban youth (Ignatyeva
2022: 178). Language shift is a situation in when speakers gradually switch to
another language, often losing proficiency in their original one. Without reliable
data on the state of these languages — above all, accurate figures for the number of
active and passive speakers — no language policy aimed at their preservation can
be effective. In such circumstances, efforts to slow down, halt, or reverse the
process of language shift are unlikely to succeed.

As one of the many authors assessing the prospects of the 2020 census prior to
its implementation observed, “Population censuses are the only source that allows
us to reliably estimate the range and number of peoples of the Russian Federation,
determine the number of speakers of various languages, and clarify the educational,
social, and demographic characteristics of ethnic groups” (Vorontsov 2020: 94). In
this paper, we argue that this claim is, at best, questionable.

Our analysis follows the approach of “ecology of language” proposed by Einar
Haugen (Haugen 1971, 1972: 356-339). There are several approaches to how
“ecology of language” can be understood (e.g. Troshina 2020: 9-10, Kravchenko
2025); in this paper we understand “ecology of language” as a relationship between
languages and their environments: how languages interact with each other, how

3 Some scholars even claim that the days of the population census as we know it are numbered
(Thorvaldsen 2017).
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they are used by all types of speakers, and how their well-being is affected by social
and political factors. We limited our analysis to the languages of the northeast —
the languages of the Sakha Republic (Yakutia) and adjacent regions, namely: Aleut,
Alyutor, Dolgan, Itelmen, Kerek, Koryak, Chukchi, Evenki, Even, Yupik (Eskimo)
and Yukaghir. One can expect that the situation with other languages of the
indigenous peoples of the North will be similar.

In the first part of the article, the results of the RPC-2020 are assessed against
several of the criteria outlined above, drawing primarily on responses to the
questions “What is your ethnicity (rayuonanvnocms)?”, “What is your native
language?”, “Do you speak Russian?”, “What other languages do you speak?”, and
“Which languages do you use in everyday life?” (for details, see Gabdrakhmanova
& Alos-i-Font 2024). The second part provides an overview of the current
sociolinguistic situation of the languages of the indigenous peoples of north-east
Asia, while the third part analyses the RPC-2020 results in relation to these
languages.

2. Analysis of the 2020 Russian Population Census data quality indicators
2.1. Population coverage by the Census

According to surveys conducted prior to the RPC-2020, 85% of respondents
stated that they intended to take part in it, while 8% of Russian citizens reported
that they did not plan to participate *. The actual participation rate was estimated at
57%, falling to 48% among those aged 18-24 (Farakhutdinov & Khairullina
2022: 69). The number of individuals who did not provide information about
themselves is unusually high. This can be attributed primarily to the absence of
visits from census enumerators, poor organisation of the census takers’ work, and
the recruitment of students with little experience of engaging with diverse groups.
Additional factors include public indifference towards the census, driven by
declining trust in the authorities and inadequate information provision, as well as
the broader epidemiological situation associated with COVID-19 (ibid: 72-73).

Experts also link the low participation rate in RPC-2020 to the fact that, under
the Federal Law “On the Russian Population Census” (25 January 2002,
No. 8-FZ), the census is defined as a voluntary exercise. As a result, there is no
legal liability for non-participation. Twenty years ago, residual expectations from
the Soviet period — when participation in censuses was effectively mandatory —
helped to ensure 93% population coverage in the 2002 census (Polyan 2004). This
effect has since dissipated. Amendments to the 2010 Census Law? allowed
population data to be supplemented with administrative records, a move criticised

4 Russian Population Census 2021. VTsIOM. URL: https://wciom.ru/analytical-
reviews/analiticheskii-obzor/vserossiiskaja-perepis-naselenija-2021 (accessed: 23.06.2025).

5 Federal Law of November 28, 2009 No. 293-FZ “On Amendments to the Federal Law “On the
Russian Population Census”; Federal Law of July 27,2010 No. 204-FZ “On Amendments to Certain
Legislative Acts of the Russian Federation”.
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by experts due to the difficulty of verifying data completeness (Zakharov &
Vishnevsky 2010: 14). In cases where individuals were absent or refused to
respond, it became sufficient to record basic information such as age and sex from
registration databases. This increased the risk of both double counting and the
imputation of missing data by enumerators (Andreev 2012).

The 2020 RPC was also the first census in Russia to introduce a fundamentally
new method of data collection, allowing citizens to complete census forms online
via the Unified Portal of State Services (Gosuslugi.ru). Although 41% of
respondents indicated prior to the census that they intended to use this option®, only
29% of actual participants ultimately did so.

With regard to ethnicity and native language, there is considerable regional
variation in population coverage in RPC-2020. This is partly explained by the
proportion of individuals not residing at their registered address and by non-
response to questions on ethnicity’ (for example, ethnicity is not recorded in three
million electronic entries where language information is present)®.

2.2. Overall response rate and non-response

Table 1 presents the dynamics of missing responses to questions on ethnicity
and language across the last three Russian censuses. With the exception of the
ethnicity question, the number of non-respondents is not explicitly reported in
published census data. Instead, negative responses are combined with non-
response, as no data are available to distinguish between these categories. This issue
is particularly evident in responses to the question on proficiency in Russian.
According to the 2002 census, 97.6% of the population spoke Russian; in 2010, the
figure was 96.2%, while in RPC-2020 it fell to 91.3%. Taken at face value, this
would imply that the number of people who do not speak Russian increased by
2.4 times compared with 2010. However, this figure is clearly unreliable, as the
proportion of non-respondents significantly exceeds the proportion of citizens who
genuinely lack proficiency in Russian (Gabdrakhmanova & Alos-i-Font 2024: 33).

In 2002, individuals “undecided about their ethnicity” were concentrated
mainly in Moscow, St Petersburg, and the Moscow region (1 million out
of 1.5 million). By 2010, similar patterns had emerged in additional ten regions
(each with over 100,000 such cases) (Bogoyavlensky 2012: 5), and by 2020 this
extended to 16 constituent entities of the Russian Federation’. Experts suggest that

® Russian Population Census-2021. VTsIOM. URL: https://wciom.ru/analytical-
reviews/analiticheskii-obzor/vserossiiskaja-perepis-naselenija-2021 (accessed: 06/23/2025).

7 Population Census 2020 // Demoscope Weekly. November 30 — December 14, 2021. No. 923-
924. URL: http://www.demoscope.ru/weekly/2021/0923/perep01.php#2 (accessed: 06/23/2025).

8 Kazakova D. When we saw the loss of 600 thousand Tatars, we were also surprised: Rosstat
suggests looking for them in ‘“non-answers”. Business online. URL: https:/www.business-
gazeta.ru/article/584255 (accessed: 23.06.2025).

° In Russian, this is “subjects of the federation”; the term refers to constituent entities of the Russian
federation, the highest level of political division.
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this increase reflects a growing reluctance among citizens to self-identify in terms
of ethnicity or language, as these are increasingly viewed as private matters
(ibid.: 5).

Demographers and statisticians have long recognised that certain questions are
inherently sensitive and unlikely to elicit candid responses. In the Soviet census of
1937, for example, questions on religion and social status were considered
problematic. As Elena Semenova notes, “The inclusion of questions on religion and
social group membership in the 1937 census contradicted classical statistical
principles, since such questions, affecting personal interests, often produced
unreliable answers” (Semenova 1994: 16). Today, questions on ethnicity and native
language appear to have acquired a similar sensitivity.

More broadly, “the accuracy of enumeration is unattainable where public trust
is lacking. Given widespread scepticism towards the census, even the threat of
criminal penalties for non-participation cannot ensure reliable results. Many
individuals will simply avoid enumerators. [...] Leading statisticians as early as the
1920s advocated excluding sensitive questions from census forms, particularly those
affecting respondents’ personal interests” (Zhiromskaya & Kornilov 2020: 36).

As Table 1 shows, the share of missing information was growing between the
2002, the 2020, and the 2020 censuses.

Table 1. The share of missing information on national and language issues
in the Russian Population Census of 2002, 2010 and 2020, people, %'°

2002 2010 2021
Number % Number % Number %
The entire population 145 166 731 100 142 856 536 100 147 182 123 100
Those who did not specify...

ethnicity 1460751 1 5629429 3.9 16 594 759 11.3
proficiency in Russian 2593 399 1.8 5361643 3.8 12 905 881 8.8
knowledge of languages other than| , \,0c0s | 1 | 4542001 | 32 | 12056452 | 8.2
Russian

native language —1 4 544 578 3.2 16638532 | 11.3

The results of the RPC-2020 appear to be much less reliable than in previous
censuses, and are difficult to compare with them due to insufficient consideration
of various types of “non-responses”. Their share was 16.5% (answers:

99 ¢C

“no ethnicity”, “ethnicity not specified”, “refusal”) and is comparable to the share

10 Russian Population Census 2002. Volume 4. Ethnic Composition and Language Proficiency,
Citizenship. Rosstat. Available at: http:/www.perepis2002.ru/index.html?id=17 (accessed:
23.06.2025). Russian Population Census 2010. Volume 4. Ethnic Composition and Language
Proficiency, Citizenship. Rosstat. Available at: https://rosstat.gov.ru/free_doc/new_site/
perepis2010/croc/perepis_itogil612.htm (accessed: 23.06.2025). Results of the 2020 Russian
Population Census. Volume 5. Ethnic Composition and Language Proficiency. Rosstat. Available
at: https://rosstat.gov.ru/vpn/2020/Volume5 National composition_and ownership of languages
(accessed: 23.06.2025).

' The question was not asked.
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of non-responses to questions about knowledge of languages (Gabdrakhmanova &
Alos-i-Font 2024: 33).
2.3. Data shift by region and by urban-rural parameter

Let us consider this issue using the census statistics by Republic (constituent
entities of the Russian Federation) (Table 2).

Table 2. The share of missing information on ethnic and language issues
of the 2020 RPC for the Republics of the Russian Federation, %2

Not specified...
- . language
ethnicity native language proficiency

urban rural urban rural urban rural
For the Russian Federation as a whole 14.0 3.3 14.2 2.8 10.3 1.8
Kabardino-Balkarian Republic 3.6 1.4 6.1 0.7 0.8 1.1
Karachay-Cherkess Republic 2.1 0.9 3.5 0.8 1.4 0.9
Republic of Adygea 14.8 5.6 14.8 3.8 12.4 3.0
Altai Republic 11.3 3.9 11.5 3.8 10.5 3.1
Republic of Bashkortostan 2.0 0.9 2.9 0.6 0.8 0.5
Republic of Buryatia 10.6 1.9 10.5 1.8 8.8 1.3
Republic of Dagestan 2.0 1.1 15.1 1.3 7.7 3.1
Republic of Ingushetia 4.6 2.4 5.8 3.1 6.4 6.2
Republic of Kalmykia 8.3 1.5 9.8 1.3 7.4 1.3
Republic of Karelia 13.9 2.2 13.2 1.9 12.0 0.5
Komi Republic 28.2 2.9 27.4 24 25.6 1.6
Republic of Crimea 11.8 4.4 10.9 3.7 7.0 2.2
Republic of Mari El 12.3 2.5 13.1 3.1 10.0 1.5
Republic of Mordovia 5.5 2.0 6.0 1.1 3.3 0.4
Republic of Tatarstan 3.1 0.8 3.6 0.6 2.5 0.6
Republic of Tuva 10.1 1.6 9.7 0.8 9.8 1.6
Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) 21.8 0.7 22.6 0.8 20.4 2.3
Republic of North Ossetia-Alania 9.2 0.5 11.6 0.8 8.2 0.8
Republic of Khakassia 26.1 3.2 25.9 3.1 24.0 1.5
Udmurt Republic 20.8 2.2 20.4 1.9 19.3 1.1
Chechen Republic 0 0 1.7 0.9 1.4 1.5
Chuvash Republic 13.6 2.0 13.6 2.1 9.9 1.3

The most striking are figures from Komi Republic where the share of people
with missing information on their ethnicity was 22.5%. In five republics it exceeded
10%, in seven — from 6.2 to 9.5%, in 15 — less than 4.6%. On average, the share
of people who did not indicate their ethnicity in the census forms was twice as low
in Komi (5,7%) as in the country as a whole. The share of “non-responses” for
native language was 6.6% (in the Russian Federation — 11.3%), proficiency in
languages other than Russian — 5.2% (8.2%). For comparison: in the Ulyanovsk

12 Results of the 2020 VPN. Volume 5. National composition and language proficiency. Rosstat.
URL: https://rosstat.gov.ru/vpn/2020/Volume5 Nacionalnyj sostav_i_vladenie yazykami (date
accessed: 23.06.2025).
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region, 15.9% of the population do not have data on their ethnicity, 15.5% on their
native language, 12% on their language proficiency; in Moscow, the corresponding
figures are 22.7, 23.8, 15.3%. The statistics on ethnicity and language among city
dwellers is thus less reliable than among rural dwellers. The distribution of “non-
responses” on language proficiency by age gives a different picture for the four age
groups (Gabdrakhmanova & Alos-i-Font 2024: 33). For the age groups 10-19 years
and over 60 years, the share of non-responders is lower than the national average
(6.9% in both cohorts versus 8.2% on average for the population). On the contrary,
for the age cohort 20-39 years, the situation is the opposite (9.5% of non-
responders). The general trend is common for all regions, but there are also some
differences: for example, in Moscow, where the share of non-responders is
significantly higher than the national average, the differences by age group are not
so manifest!>.

2.4. Validity of answers

The increase in the number of “non-responses” and their uneven distribution
do not explain all the differences in the results of the RPC-2020 compared to the
2010 RPC. In 2010, 15.6% of the population in Moscow who indicated language
proficiency claimed to know English (Borisovich 2017: 32). In 2020, this figure
was 5.8%, although the number of people who indicated language proficiency in
the two censuses remained virtually unchanged (around 11 million). Has the
population begun to understand differently what proficiency in English means? Is
the population less willing to admit knowledge of English? Or were different
criteria used during the 2020 census to determine the number of “those who
indicated language proficiency”? The lack of answers to these questions makes it
impossible to compare the dynamics of multilingualism between the two most
recent censuses. In addition, in 2010 respondents in Moscow who answered
questions about knowledge of languages claimed to know an average of 1.23
languages per person; in 2020, this figure was 1.1. It seems highly unlikely that
Muscovites have become less knowledgeable of languages, especially English, over
the past 11 years (Gabdrakhmanova & Alos-i-Font 2024: 35).

2.5. Question-answer uncertainty

In Russian censuses, ethnicity and native language are recorded based on the
respondent’s answers. Ambiguity in the meaning of the terms may have resulted in
uncertainty when providing the answers. Some of the RPC-2020 participants
perceived the question about ethnicity as a question about their identification with
an ethnic group, while others perceived it in the national sense (206,081 people

13 Results of the 2020 VPN. Volume 5. Table 12. Language proficiency by population of different
age groups. Rosstat. URL: https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%
2Frosstat.gov.ru%?2Fstorage%2Fmediabank%2FTom5 tab12 VPN-2020.xlsx&wdOrigin=
BROWSELINK (accessed: 23.06.2025).
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claimed their ethnicity was “Russian citizens”, another 652,387 people indicated it
as “RF”). Some experts explain the emergence of supra-ethnic self-identification
through the decreasing significance of ethnic identity'#, while others emphasize that
national identity must be included as an option into the census form due to its
growing significance in contemporary Russia (Tishkov 2023: 202).

It appears that the question about the native language was not clear enough for
some of the RPC-2020 respondents. The existing ambivalence of this term in public
perception is shown by the results of a sociological survey in 2019 by the
N.N. Miklouho-Maclay Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology of the Russian
Academy of Sciences, conducted in different regions of the country. According to
the survey, a fifth of the respondents found it difficult to explain the meaning of the
term “native language”, while the opinions of the rest were distributed between
“language of constant use”, “language of childhood, family, relatives”, “ethnic
language” (Stepanov 2019: 143). At first glance, this problem can be solved by
census questions on proficiency in Russian and other languages of the peoples of
Russia and foreign languages. However, when answering these questions, the
respondents are free to decide what level of knowledge is necessary for proficiency
in the language. The question on the use of languages introduced in the RPC-2020
is of the same nature. Is passive use of language sufficient? Or is it necessary to
speak it on a daily basis? Is a school teacher of a foreign language considered a
daily user of a language if he or she uses it exclusively in the teaching process? The
lack of clarification of the census question makes it difficult to interpret the answers
(see below for more details).

2.6. Data processing

The RPC-2020 recorded 1,658 names of nationalities in Russia. The column
“other nationalities” included the answers of 109,891 respondents. Among the
ethnonyms, there are responses of children from mixed families (Russian-Greeks,
Sakhalyars'?), “new” ethnic communities (Rusich, Soviet, Old Believer, Orlovtsy,
Zemlyanin'®), different names of one ethnic community (Bashkirts — Bashkirs —
Bashkort — Bashkurt), obsolete self-names of ethnic and tribal communities
(Yuits). The information background created by lobby groups before and during the
RPC-2020 prompted people, under pressure, to revise their self-identification or

14 Kolebakina-Usmanova E. “Identified themselves as Russians”: Rosstat explained the “loss” of
590 thousand Tatars // Business online. URL: https://www.business-gazeta.ru/article/583782
(accessed: 23.06.2025).

15 Sakhaliar (Rus. caxansap) — colloquial name widely used in the Sakha Republic for children of
mixed descent (mixed marriages: Yakut / Russian, other non-Yakut ethnicities / Yakut, etc).

16 Rusich (pycuu) is a mythical name of a Slavic tribe used by some right-wing groups as an alleged
ethnonym for the ancestors of today’s Russians. Orlovtsy are those who live in the Orlov Region
(Orlovskaya Oblast’). Zemlyanin means Earthling.
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switch to a more neutral status'’: this is what happened, for example, in the
Astrakhan region where some Tatars were “counted” as Nogais'®.

The analysis of the data is complicated by the option of indicating a second
ethnicity, while only the first answer is taken into account in the published results.
The exception was the indigenous peoples of the Russian Federation, for whom
“one should take into account all persons who indicated the corresponding ethnicity
as any (first or subsequent) answer to the question on ethnicity”.!” The desire of
some experts to identify multiple ethnic and linguistic identities of Russians, which
was embedded already in the 2002 Russian Population Census and fully used in the
RPC-2020 (Etnografiya... 2003, Stepanov 2001), is assessed by some researchers
as an unsuccessful attempt to use an expensive census for scientific experimentation
(Polyan 2004). At the same time, according to some estimates, the number of those
in Russia who can indicate dual ethnicity and two or more native languages during
the census ranges from 7 to 20 million people (Stepanov 2019: 153).

The list of nationalities of Russia used in processing the RPC-2020 includes
194 items and practically repeats the tools of the 2002 and 2010 censuses. In the
list of ethnicities used in the 2002 Russian Population Census, independent
subgroups were identified in some ethnic groups, but this principle was not used
consistently (Iskhakov 2002); this selective approach was retained in the RPC-2020
which recorded 372 languages, including 155 languages of the peoples of Russia.
This list also includes non-existent languages: European, Asian, Central Asian, that
of the CIS, Northern, Finno-Ugric, Canadian, Swiss, Monegasque, Senegalese,
Cameroonian, Polynesian, etc. A programming language was recorded, the speakers
of which believe that they can speak it (apparently due to the peculiarities of the
census instructions®’). The number of “new” languages increased from 10 in 2010
to 45 in 2020. The largest new “Dagestani” language (19 thousand responses) is a
mystery for specialists?!. Some languages are combined into one: Catalan and
Spanish, Languedoc and French, Gascony and Basque. RPC-2020 recorded people
who can speak (not just read!) Latin, Ancient Greek, Ancient Egyptian, Avestan,
Polovtsian, Old Church Slavonic, and the Etruscan language that still remains
undeciphered. Such absurdities are less common in data on native languages,
although Gabonese, Latin, and Old Church Slavonic are also recorded there.

17 Kolebakina-Usmanova E. “Identified themselves as Russians”: Rosstat explained the “loss” of
590 thousand Tatars. Business online. URL: https://www.business-gazeta.ru/article/583782
(accessed: 23.06.2025).

18 “The enemy was the COVID pandemic”: how VKT explained the “loss” of 600 thousand Tatars.
Business online. URL: https://www.business-gazeta.ru/article/579311 (accessed: 23.06.2025).

% Russian  Population Census 2020. Methodological notes. Rosstat. URL:

https://rosstat.gov.ru/storage/mediabank/Tom5 Metodolog VPN-2020.docx (accessed:
23.06.2025).
20 Russian  Population  Census  2020. Methodological —notes.  Rosstat. URL:
https://rosstat.gov.ru/storage/mediabank/Tom5 Metodolog VPN-2020.docx (accessed:
23.06.2025).

2l Kazakova D. When we saw the loss of 600 thousand Tatars, we were also surprised: Rosstat
suggests looking for them in “non-answers”. Business online. URL: https://www.business-
gazeta.ru/article/584255 (accessed: 23.06.2025).
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To conclude this section, a number of inaccuracies and contradictions are
found in the resulting statistics of the RPC-2020 regarding the national and
linguistic composition of the population of the country. The census turned out to be
significantly less reliable than previous Russian censuses, and therefore its results
must be handled with caution in scientific and analytical work, as well as for
implementation of state ethnic and language policy.

3. “Minority languages” and language shift

For the languages of the indigenous peoples of the North of the Russian
Federation (hereinafter referred to as the Languages of the Peoples of the North,
LPN), the problem of “language shift” is extremely acute: the transition from one
language to another is common not at the level of individual speakers, but at the
level of the entire language community, which, as is known, inevitably leads to the
complete loss of language, or “language death” (Grenoble 2021). The speed of the
process is very fast: if at the end of the 20th century most of the LPN languages still
had a chance to survive (see Vakhtin 2001 for details), today the situation is
completely different: for all LPN languages, intergenerational transmission has
been interrupted, the language is actively used by the oldest generation at best, but
even if they use it, it is in a simplified language with strong Russian interference.

The authors of the project “Languages of Russia™?? distinguish ten levels of
language preservation (“vitality statuses”, in their terminology): from “extinct”
(1A) to “prosperous” (4B). Of this set, only the first five levels are relevant for LPN,
see Tables 3 and 4.

Table 3. Vitality statuses (reference)

Label | Status name Description
1A disappeared The last active speakers died in the 20th century.
1B asleep The last active speakers died in the 21st century

1C falling asleep | Regular communication does not occur

Intergenerational transmission has been interrupted throughout the entire
territory

Intergenerational transmission is maintained within a small area, which is an
insignificant part of the entire community range.

3A localized Persisting in a limited range; intergenerational transmission persists

2A interrupted

2B intermittent

A majority language with stable intergenerational transmission and provided with
a developed language infrastructure
(R) index Only data on the language within Russia are taken into account

- index Possibly should be classified into the previous group

There are actions in relation to language that allow it to be classified into the
following group

4B prosperous

+ index

22 This project supported by Russian Science Foundation and led by Yu. Koryakov aims at
compiling a complete list of the languages of the Russian Federation; see: https://jazykirf.iling-
ran.ru/
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Table 4. Indigenous languages in Yakutia by degree of vitality

Language Status Comment
Yakut 3B Given for comparison
Minor languages of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) and Adjacent Territories
Dolgan 2B
Chukchi 2B-
Koryak 2A
Northern Yukaghir 2A
Alutor 2A-
Naukan Eskimo 2A-
Chaplino Eskimo 2A(R)-
Itelmen 1B
Southern Yukaghir 1B+
Aleut 1B(R) The last speaker died in 2021
Kerek 1B By 2005, there were no speakers left

Formally, the languages of the indigenous minorities of the North are taught in
schools in the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia). However, pupils often lack motivation
to study these languages, most teachers do not speak them fluently, and lessons
frequently amount to little more than the rote memorisation of vocabulary (see
Table 5). In this situation, the functions of the disappearing languages change
radically. As sociological surveys show, for a considerable number of the Russian
population, the term “native language” has acquired the meaning of the language
of ethnicity, and not the language they spoke in childhood (Drobizheva & Ryzhova
2015: 17).

There is a notable relationship between processes of ethnic revival and
language shift, which renders the concept of “language proficiency” particularly
ambiguous (Vakhtin 2010: 415). A paradox emerges: on the one hand, the
community requires its language as a key marker of ethnic identity; on the other,
only a small proportion of its members are actually able to speak it. In such
circumstances, communities adopt a compensatory strategy: individuals claim to
have a good command of the language, even though they do not use it in everyday
communication. As a result, “language proficiency” proves not merely to be a
matter of degree (i.e. speaking better or worse), but also one in which assertions
that individuals or their fellow villagers “know their native language” may in fact
signify the opposite — that they do not speak it at all. In this way, the language
loses its communicative function and comes to be used primarily as a marker of
ethnic identity.

One of the authors of the present article once called this extreme state of
language “a demo version”: members of the community demonstrate to the
researcher their alleged ability to speak the language, while in reality the language
1s no longer used for communication and exists only in its symbolic function. This
is, of course, an extreme case, but to some extent it is present everywhere where a
language is classified as endangered, that is, where a situation of language shift can
be identified (Vakhtin 2006). These processes are also recorded by other
researchers; cf. the description of the situation with the Yupik (Eskimo) language
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of the village of Novoye Chaplino (south-eastern Chukotka), where there are
practically no fluent native speakers of the language left, but the residents
nevertheless constantly insert individual Eskimo words and common phrases into
their Russian speech, thereby demonstrating their commitment to the language.
“Bringing Yupik words... into a conversation allows local people not only to
express their attachments but, more importantly, to feel connected, both with each
other and with past experiences, to feel that they “belong” (Mourgunova-Schwalbe
2022: 195).

Table 5. Number of schools and schoolchildren where LPNs were taught in 2024
in Republic of Sakha (Yakutia)?

Of these, type of education

Number of Number of programme
schools R Comments
schoolchildren i
primary | general secondary
2023 | 2024
Dolgan 1 0 6 0 4 2 for 2023 only
Chukchi 4 3 41 14 25 2
Even 7 21 530 206 263 58
Evenki 9 25 358 120 226 12
Yukaghir 3 2 52 18 26 8

It is obvious that in a situation of language shift the concept of “language
proficiency” is blurred; the last section of this article is devoted to describing the
consequences of this for the adequacy of census results.

4. Russian Population Census 2020 and minor languages of the Republic
of Sakha (Yakutia)

The documentation of languages is at the heart of the modern approach to
linguistic diversity. “Only a thorough situational analysis of languages and specific
linguistic ecosystems can guarantee the development of policies that can
successfully protect linguistic diversity”.2* In this regard, the question of the source
of accurate and reliable data on languages and language situations becomes
important. Are the data we have on the languages of the Russian Federation in
general and on the languages of the indigenous peoples of northeast Asia in
particular reliable enough? And if not, from what sources can reliable data be
obtained?

In the 2020 Census data release,? all information on the minority languages of
the North-East is concentrated in Volume 5 “National Composition and Language

2 Portal of the indigenous peoples of the North “Ilken”: https://ilken.ru/2023/11/28/sostoyanie-
obrazovaniya-kmns-v-yakutii/ (accessed: 06/23/2025).

24 See: World Atlas of Languages — https://en.wal.unesco.org/world-atlas-languages (accessed:
23.06.2025).

25 See: https://rosstat.gov.ru/folder/56580 (accessed: 23.06.2025)
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Proficiency”, in four tables?. Table 6 summarizes the data from these four tables
for the languages listed above.

Table 6. Summary data for the four tables of the RPC-2020

Population of the Indigenous . Indigenous peoples
Census Russian peoples of the Indigenous of the North by
2020/2021 Federation by North by native peoples of th; language
) 27 28 North by use 30
native language language command
1 2 3 4 5
Aleut 136 135 91 109
Alutor 168 182 164 174
Dolgan3! - 298 74 404
Itelmen 808 783 356 489
Koryak 4164 4123 2024 2549
Chukchi 8526 8619 1615 2485
Even 7208 6956 3724 4954
Evenki 8724 8559 3311 5488
Eskimo 816% 810 90 168
Yukaghir 516 512 235 330

The discrepancies between the data obtained in response to different questions
for the same language are striking. Of course, some discrepancies, like those
between columns 1 and 2 (the population of the Russian Federation by native
language and indigenous peoples by native language) may be regarded as
insignificant (for Aleut 136 and 135, i.e. less than 1%, for Koryak 4164 and 4123,
1.e. exactly 1%, etc.); these discrepancies can be explained by recording, calculation
and other types of errors.

The situation is different with other columns of the table where the
discrepancies are systematic. In all cases, the number of those who named a
language as their native language (column 3) is significantly, sometimes several
times, greater than the number of those who “use” this language (column 4) — from

26 Table 6: Population by Native Language; Table 18: Proficiency in Languages of Indigenous
Peoples of the Russian Federation; Table 19: Use of Languages by Indigenous Peoples of the
Russian Federation; and Table 20: Population of Indigenous Peoples of the Russian Federation by
Native Language. Information on language proficiency and use in everyday life was obtained from
the answers to the questions “What other languages (besides Russian) do you speak?” and “Which
of them do you use in everyday life?” Information on native language was obtained from the answers
to the question “Your native language”.

27VPN-2020, Volume 35, table. 6: Population by native language.

28 VPN-2020, Volume 5, Table 20. Population of indigenous peoples of the Russian Federation by
native language. See below for details

2 In Russian, ispolzovanie, “using”; VPN-2020, Volume 5, Table 19. Use of languages by
indigenous peoples of the Russian Federation

30 In Russian, viadenie can mean “possession” or “command”; VPN-2020, Volume 5, Table 18:
Proficiency in languages of the indigenous minorities of the North.

31 Only Dolgans of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) are shown.

32 Plus one person indicated Yuitsky, another name for the Eskimo language.
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33% Aleut to 90% Eskimo. The number of those who “command” the language
(column 5) is always somewhat higher than the number of those who “use” it (from
87% Eskimo to 6% Alutor).

How can such a discrepancy be explained? Why is the number of respondents
who “command” the language is significantly higher than that of who “use” it, and
at the same time both figures are significantly lower than the number of those who
call this language their native language? Who are these approximately 300 Itelmens
who called Itelmen their native language, despite the fact that they do not
“command” it or “use” it? The answer to this question is more or less clear: for
respondents, the phrase “our native language” does not mean the language they
have known since childhood (that is, this is not their “mother tongue™): this is their
“language of ethnic self-identification”, or the titular language, that is, the language
whose name matches the name of the ethnicity (for more details, see: Belikov 1997,
1999, Belikov & Krysin 2002).

It is harder to understand the discrepancies between columns 4 and 5. Who are
these approximately 500 Koryaks and approximately 750 Chukchi who have
“command” of their titular languages but do not “use” them? Do these figures
conceal a situation in which people know their titular language and could speak it,
but have no one to do so with? Or does “command” here again mean the feeling
that the titular language belongs to a person regardless of whether they actually
speak it or not? These and other questions cannot be clarified without special
research.

It is interesting to compare the data on the languages of the indigenous
minorities of the North in the 2020 census with the data of the two previous
censuses — 2002 and 2010 (Table 7). If a comparison of the 2002—-2010 data shows
a steady decrease in the number of people who called a specific LPN their native
language, the 2020 census demonstrates a paradoxical increase in the number of
those who called these languages their native language. This, of course, does not
mean that the language shift has stopped and the number of speakers of indigenous
languages is growing rapidly. The increase in the number of those who called a
language their native language indicates a change in the meaning of the phrase
“native language”.

It should be noted, finally, that the 2020 census materials contain interesting
data on the relationship between language and ethnic identity. Tables 8 and 9
provide data on the ethnicity of people who speak a particular LPN *3: the second
column shows numbers of those whose ethnic identity matches the name of the
language, the third column shows the numbers of all the others who indicated
proficiency in this language.

The lists of respondents of different ethnicities shown in the third column who
reported their knowledge of the LPNs that are not their title languages require a
comment. Among them, there are obvious errors, random or frivolous answers
(three people of Vod (northwest European part of the Russian Federation) ethnicity

3 VPN-2020, Volume 5, tables 18 and 19.
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who speak the Aleut language; one Nenets, who speaks several languages of the
indigenous peoples of the North; etc.). There are isolated proficiencies (one Koryak
who speaks Aleut, one Chukchi who speaks Itelmen). Finally, there are different
names of ethnicity (some call themselves Alyutors, some — Koryaks, the same is
true for the pairs Itelmen-Kamchadals, Evens-Orochi-Uilta). If we exclude these
cases, one sees that the languages fall into two groups (Table 9).

Table 7. Comparison of data on the indigenous peoples of the North
by native language in three censuses

Census of the Census of the .
Russian Federation Russian Federation Census ctf the Russian
2002: Indigenous 2010: Indigenous Fe('ieratlon 2(.)21/.2.2 :
L . L . Indigenous minorities
minorities by native | minorities by native by native language®
language3* language®>
Aleut 175 45 135
Alutor 40 25 182
Itelmen 385 82 783
Dolgan (RF) 4865 1054 5346
Koryak 3019 1665 4123
Chukchi 7742 5095 8619
Even 7168 5656 6956
Evenki 7584 4802 8559
Eskimo 410 50837 810
Yukaghir 604 370 512
Table 8. Proficiency in the languages of the indigenous minorities of the North
Language Numst:;;cliir;cltle Speakers of the language of other ethnicities
Aleut 105 Aleuts 3 Vod, 1 Koryak
Alutor 11 Alutorians 163 Koryaks
Itelmen 455 ltelmens 25 Kamchadals, 8 Koryaks, 1 Chukchi
Kerek 1 Kerek
Koryak 2205 Koryaks 202 Chukchi, 59 Evens, 39 Itelmens, 22 Kamchadals,
17 Alyutors, 4 Evenks, 1 Nenets
Chukchi 2308 Chukchi 71 Evens, 39 Yukaghirs, 20 Eskimos, 19 Koryaks, 15 Chuvans,
5 Nanais, 4 Alutors, 1 Nenets, 1 Ulchi, 1 Evenki
Evenki 5394 Evenks 74 Evens, 6 Kets, 3 Dolgans, 3 Selkups, 1 Nanai, 2 Nenets,
2 Negidals, 1 Udege, 1 Chukchi, 1 Enets
Even 4645 Evens 118 Evenkis, 72 Yukagirs, 63 Chukchi, 35 Koryaks,
7 Kamchadals, 3 Orochis, 3 Nanais, 2 Nenets, 2 Itelmens,
1 Vepsian, 1 Dolgan, 1 Selkup, 1 Uilta
Eskimo 160 Eskimos 7 Chukchi, 1 Even
Yukaghir 300 Yukaghirs 24 Evens, 5 Chukchis, 1 Nenets

3 https://ru.wikipedia.org/wiki/Languages of Russia in order of the number of speakers.

35 Ibid.

36 VPN-2020, Volume 5, Table 20. Population of indigenous peoples of the Russian Federation by

native language.

37 Another 4 people indicated the Yuit language, and another 5 indicated the Sireniki language.
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Table 9. Proficiency in the languages of indigenous minorities of the North by representatives
of “their own” and “foreign” ethnicities

The language is spoken mainly by “our own people”

Aleut 105 Aleuts

Itelmen 455 |telmens + 25 Kamchadals | 8 Koryaks

Eskimo 160 Eskimos 7 Chukchi

Yukaghir 300 Yukaghirs 24 Evens, 5 Chukchi

The language is spoken by representatives of several ethnicities

Dolgan 4701 Dolgans 20 Nganasans, 13 Nenets, 25 Evenkis, 2 Evens

Koryak 2368 Koryaks + 28 Alutors 202 Ch.ukchl, 59 Evens, 39 Itelmens, 22 Kamchadals,
4 Evenkis

Chukchi 2308 Chukchi + 15 Chuvans 71 Evens, 39 Yukaghirs, 20 Eskimos, 19 Koryaks, 5 Nanais,
4 Alutors

Evenki 5394 Eveniks 74 Evens, 6 Kets, 3 Dolgans, 3 Selkups

Even 4645 Evens + 3 Orcs 118 Evenkis, 72 Yu'kaghlrs, 63 Chukchi, 35 Koryaks,
7 Kamchadals, 3 Nanais

It should be noted that the upper part of the table contains the languages of
groups that were traditionally sedentary or semi-sedentary hunters (maritime or
land-based), while the lower part contains the languages of reindeer-herding
groups. Thus, the Chukchi language is reported to be spoken by representatives of
all groups except the Aleuts, with whom the Chukchi never had contact; the Even
language is reported to be spoken by everyone except the Aleuts and Eskimos, and
so on. It is known that the languages of reindeer herders (for example, the Chukchi)
served as a common language for the entire region: the Eskimos living in the eastern
part of the Chukchi nomadic area got the word about, for example, the annual Anyui
fairs on the western edge of the area through communication with the Chukchi
(Bogoraz 1934: 53 ff., Menovshchikov 1969). It is interesting that the VPS-2020
confidently records the remnants of this multilingualism, when (former?) reindeer
herding peoples turn out to be speakers of languages that are more or less spoken
by all their neighbours, both (former?) nomads and (former?) sedentary hunters and
fishermen, while the languages of the latter are known only to themselves.

It is not important whether eight Koryaks actually speak Itelmen or 39 Itelmens
speak Koryak: what is important is that in response to the census taker’s question,
these people preferred to stress that they know not only their own language and
Russian, but also the language of their neighbours.

5. Conclusion

This paper set out to assess the quality of the results of the Russian Population
Census 2020-2021, both for Russia as a whole and, in particular, with regard to the
languages of the indigenous peoples of the Sakha Republic (Yakutia).

The findings are as follows.

1) At the national level, the 2020 census was the first large-scale attempt to
incorporate administrative (register-based) data into census inputs. Further critical
analysis is required for each census variable, including those relating to ethnicity
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and language. This is especially important given the sensitivity of ethnic and
linguistic relations in a country characterised by a wide range of ethnic
communities.

2) The census data on the languages of indigenous minorities in the Sakha
Republic (Yakutia) and neighbouring areas allow for a number of interesting
observations concerning the relationship between ethnic and linguistic self-
identification, as well as the significance of historical language contact and
multilingualism for present-day populations. However, the 2020 census data cannot
be used uncritically. Taking at face value the reported numbers of people
“commanding” or “using” a given language, or those identifying a particular
indigenous language as their “mother tongue”, carries a considerable risk of error
in the formulation of practical language policy in the region. In other words, the
census offers limited value for research in language ecology, language policy, or
the revitalisation of endangered languages.

3) Fieldwork evidence indicates that, for instance, there are far fewer than 109
Aleut speakers, 168 Eskimo speakers, or 330 Yukaghir speakers if “speaking” is
understood as the ability to communicate rather than merely recalling a small
number of words.

4) A key practical implication for language maintenance and revitalisation is
that census data alone are insufficient and cannot provide a reliable picture of
language use or endangerment. Detailed, localised information is required —
concerning specific languages, in particular villages, and among distinct
communities. Such data can only be obtained through regular fieldwork conducted
in close collaboration with local researchers and their networks. Encouragingly,
colleagues in the Sakha Republic have begun this work in 2025 as part of the RSE
project “Languages and Cultures of the Peoples of the North and the Arctic of the
Russian Federation”.
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