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Abstract

Within the context of the global crisis of language shift, investigating the mechanisms
of language shift in vulnerable language ecologies, such as the Russian Arctic, is of
paramount importance. This article presents a sociolinguistic analysis of the dynamics
of language shift among the Even and Sakha-speaking population of the Srednekolymsk
District, Republic of Sakha (Yakutia). The primary aim of this research was to identify
the specific features of language shift and the extent of this process based on original
field materials. The empirical foundation comprises data collected during expeditions
to eight settlements in the district in 2025. A mixed-methods approach was employed,
which included linguistic biographies, a picture description task to analyze spontaneous
Sakha speech, and the narrative “Bridge Story” task to assess the language proficiency
of the younger generation. The theoretical framework is grounded in the principles of
critical sociolinguistics and Lenore Grenoble’s multi-level model of language shift,
which considers the interplay of macro-, meso-, and micro-factors. The results reveal a
profound, multi-level shift in these settlements: the Even language has almost completely
lost its everyday communicative function, surviving only in marginal symbolic and ritual
niches, while the Sakha language is undergoing intense Russian influence, manifesting in
syntactic calquing, lexical interference, and simplification of the morphological system,
particularly in the speech of children and adolescents. A significant finding is the identified
potential for establishing stable everyday bilingualism among a portion of high school
students. Practically, the study provides evidence for developing Arctic language policies
and revitalization programs that promote functional bilingualism through coordinated
institutional, educational, and community measures.
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AHHOTaUUsA

B koHTekcTe 1100aIbHOTO KpU3Kca SI3BIKOBOTO Pa3HOO0pasusi UCCieJoBaHNE MeXa-
HU3MOB SI3IKOBOTO C/IBUTA B YSI3BUMBIX JIJMHIBUCTHUYECKHX dKOCHCTEMAX, TAKUX KaK
Apkruueckas 30Ha Poccun, mpuoOperaer ocoOyio akTyaibHOCTh. JlaHHas craThs
MOCBSIIIEHA COLMOIMHIBUCTUUECKOMY aHAIN3Y TMHAMUKH SI3BIKOBOTO C/IBUTA CPEIU
ABEHCKOTO U SKYTCKOS3BIYHOTO HaceseHUsi CpeTHEeKOIBIMCKOTO yiayca PecyOmmku
Caxa (Sxytus). OCHOBHOM 1eNbI0 pabOTHI SBISETCS BBISIBICHUE CHEIH(PUUECKAX
4epT ¥ TIyOWHBI TAHHOTO TpoIlecca Ha OCHOBE OPUTHHAIBHBIX MOJEBBIX MaTEpH-
aJIoB. DMIHUPUYCCKYI0 0a3y COCTAaBWJIN JaHHBIC, COOPAHHBIC B XOIC JKCIICTUINH
2025 roga B BOCBMH HaceleHHBIX MyHKTaX YIyca; UCIIOIb30BAINCh KaueCTBEHHBIE
1 KOJINYECTBEHHBIE METO/IbI, BKJIIOUast cOOP SI3bIKOBBIX OHorpaduii (239 pecrionaeH-
TOB), SKCTIEPUMEHT IO OMHCAHNIO BU3YyaJIbHBIX CTUMYJIOB JIJIsl aHAJIN3a CIIOHTAaHHOMN
SIKyTCKOM pedr 1 HappaTUBHOE 3aaHue «ICTOpus Ipo MOCT» JUIsl OLIEHKU SI3bIKOBOM
KOMIIETEHIIMM MOJIOJIOTO ITOKOJIEHUS. TeopeTHUeCKOl OCHOBOM BBICTYIIWIIA IIPUHIIK-
Il KPUTHYECKON COIIMOIMHIBUCTUKY U MHOTOYPOBHEBasI MOJIENb SI3BIKOBOTO C/IBUTa
Jlenops! I'penobib, paccmarprBalomas B3auMOACHCTBHE MaKpo-, M€30- H MUKPO-
(axTopoB. Pe3ynbrarsl 1eMOHCTPUPYIOT ITYOOKHH M MHOTOYPOBHEBBIH CIIBUT: 9BEH-
CKHMH SI3bIK MPAKTUUYECKU MOJHOCTHIO YTPAaTUJI MOBCEAHEBHYIO KOMMYHUKATUBHYIO
(hyHKIIHMFO, COXPaHUBIIUCH JUIIb B MAPTHHAIBHBIX CHMBOIIMYECKUX M PUTYaIbHBIX
HHULIAX, B TO BPEMS KaK SIKyTCKUN SI3bIK UCHBITHIBAET UHTCHCUBHOE BIIUSHHUE PYC-
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CKOTO, UTO MPOSIBJISICTCS B CHHTAKCHUYSCKUX KaJlbKax (HapylieHue nopsjaka SOV),
JICKCUUYECKOW MHTEP(HEPECHIIMU U YIPOIIEHUN MOP(OIOTUYECKON CHCTEMBI, OCOOCH-
HO B peuu JieTed U MOAPOCTKOB. BakHBIM BBIBOJOM SIBJISICTCSI KOHCTATAIMs [TOTCH-
ruaa st GOpMUPOBAHHS CTAOMIIBHOTO OBITOBOTO OWJIMHTBU3MA Y YacTH CTapIile-
KJIACCHUKOB, YTO YKa3bIBAET HA BO3MO)KHbBIEC TOUKU HpUiIoxkeHUs: ycunuil. [Ipakru-
YeCKasl 3HAYMMOCTh UCCIIEIOBAHUS 3aKIOYaeTCA B MPEAOCTABICHUN J1€TATIU3UPO-
BaHHOM SMITMPUICCKOW OCHOBBI IS pa3pabOTKH aApeCHON S3BIKOBOW TOJUTHUKHA U
MIPOrpaMM PEBHUTAIM3AINH, HAIPABICHHBIX Ha TOAJEPKKY (YHKIMOHAIHLHOTO OH-
JUHTBU3MA Uepe3 COTTIaCOBAHHBIC MEPhI HA MHCTUTYIIMOHATIHLHOM, 00pa30BaTeILHOM
U CEMEHHO-O0IMHHOM YPOBHSX B ApKTHUECKUX PETHOHAX.

KuroueBble cJI0Ba: SI3bIKOBOW CJIBHI, PEBUTAJIU3AIUS SI3bIKA, OMJIMHIBU3M, 3BCH-
CKHUH f3BIK, IKYTCKUU A3bIK, A3bIKOBasi UIEOJIOTHS, I3bIKOBOM KOHTAKT, apKTHYECKast
COITMOJIMHTBUCTHKA, KPUTHUECKAsI COLIMOIMHTBUCTUKA, S3BIKOBAS DKOJIOTHS
dunancupoBanue. PaboTa BeIogHEHA B paMKax HaydHoro npoekra PHO® «SI3piku
U KyJaeTypbl HapoaoB CeBepa u ApkTuKu PD: KOMIUIEKCHBIE COLIMOTYMaHUTAPHBIC
ucciaenoBanus (Ha OCHOBE aHaJIM3a OOJBIINX JAaHHBIX )» IO cortameHuio Ne 25-78-
30006 ot 22.05.2025

Jas nurupoBanus: Nmeesa-KeickmbankoBa M.U., ®epriocon Jx. S3pikoBoit
caBur B CpeHEKOIBIMCKOM YITyCe: COLIMOIMHTBUCTHYECKUI aHAIN3 IBEHCKOTO U
SIKYTCKOTO SI3BIKOB. Apxmuxa XXI sex. 2025;(4):26-37 (ua aurn). DOI: https://doi.
org/10.25587/3034-7378-2025-4-26-37

Introduction

The relevance of the study is driven by the global crisis of language shift
and the need to investigate language shift mechanisms in regions with a diverse
linguistic ecology, such as the Arctic zone of Russia. Despite existing theoretical
works, empirical data on actual language practices in communities undergoing
intensive shift remains insufficient. Current scholarship is characterized by a
shift in focus from structural description to a critical analysis of language as a
social practice embedded in systems of power and inequality.

The aim of this research is to analyze the specifics of language shift
among the Even and Sakha-speaking population of the Srednekolymsk
District based on field data. There were three objectives that were part of this
study:: to determine the status and functional domains of the Even language
through the analysis of linguistic biographies; to identify features of grammar
and lexicon in spontaneous Sakha speech using a picture description method;
to assess the level of Sakha proficiency among the younger generation based
on narrative analysis.

The practical significance of the findings of this study lie in their capacity
to provide crucial data for the development and implementation of targeted
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language planning and revitalization policies in the Srednekolymsk District
and analogous Arctic communities. By identifying the precise functional
domains where Even persists (ritual, traditional economy) and diagnosing
the specific nature of interference in Sakha (syntactic calquing, lexical
borrowing), the research offers concrete points of intervention. The evidence
of potential for stable bilingualism among youth indicates that educational
programs and community initiatives can be effective if they are integrated
across macro (state policy), meso (school curricula, local media), and micro
(family language practices) levels, as per Grenoble’s framework. This work
can directly inform educators, cultural organizations, and policymakers in the
Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) on designing measures to support functional,
rather than solely symbolic, use of indigenous and minority languages.

Theoretical Significance. This research contributes to several key areas
within sociolinguistic theory. First, it provides robust empirical validation and
contextual application of Lenore Grenoble’s multi-level model of language
shift, demonstrating its utility in analyzing complex Arctic language ecologies.
Second, by employing a critical sociolinguistic lens, the study moves beyond
simple descriptions of language loss to analyze shift as embedded in social
practices and power dynamics, particularly in terms of the pressure from the
dominant Russian language. The detailed documentation of grammatical and
discursive interference in Sakha enriches theories of language contact and
change, showing how language shift manifests not just in lexicon but in core
syntactic and morphological structures. Finally, the study contributes to the
growing field of Arctic sociolinguistics by providing a detailed case study of
a bilingual community in transition, highlighting the interplay between ethnic
identity, symbolic language value, and communicative practice.

Materials and Methods

Theoretical framework: critical sociolinguistics and language shift

Modern sociolinguistics has moved beyond a structural approach to
language and increasingly employs a critical analysis of the role of language in
constructing social differences and inequality [ 1]. This approach views language
not as an autonomous system but as a social practice embedded in processes of
resource production, distribution and consumption. In this context, bilingualism,
language contact and linguistic ecology are examined not as neutral phenomena
but as arenas where power relations are formed and contested [2; 3].

Critical sociolinguistics provides a powerful theoretical and
methodological toolkit for studying bilingualism, language contacts and
linguistic ecology. Through ethnography, discourse analysis, and reflexivity,
it reveals how language becomes an instrument of power and resistance in the
modern world [1].
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Bilingualism and language contact

Bilingualism has traditionally been studied from the perspective of
proficiency in two languages, but critical sociolinguistics shifts the focus to
how bilingual practices are interwoven with social, economic, and political
processes [1]. For example, in Catalonia [4] or Francophone Canada [5],
bilingualism becomes a site of struggle for symbolic and material resources.
The phenomenon of language contact here is not merely a matter of code-
mixing but but rather reflects a conflict of ideologies related to national
identity, social class, and access to power.

Linguistic ecology and language dynamics

An approach grounded in linguistic ecology emphasizes the
interconnectedness of language with the social, economic, and political
environment [1]. In the context of late capitalism and globalization, linguistic
resources are often commodified, for instance, in the tourism industry, as
shown by Sari Pietikédinen’s research in the Sami region [6], we can see how
authenticity becomes a marketable commodity. The dynamics of language
are manifested in how languages lose or gain value depending on shifts in the
economy, migration, and cultural trends.

Methodological approach

Critical sociolinguistics relies on ethnographic and discourse-analytic
methods, allowing for the study of language in action within specific social
contexts [1]. Ethnography, as the primary approach, enables the investigation
of'social practices in their natural unfolding, which is crucial for understanding
how language participates in creating and reproducing inequality. In this
study, ethnography provides a basis to a research ethic as it requires deep
immersion in the field and reflection on the researcher’s position (researcher
is Sakha speaker from another part of the Sakha Republic) [7].

Key data collection methods included:

1. Observation: The researcher became part of the social practice to
observe how people use language in everyday life.

2. Interviews and Elicitation (Linguistic Biographies): Interviews were
used not to obtain “objective” data but to analyze how people construct their
narratives about language and identity.

3. Analysis of Material Traces: This involved collecting textual artifacts
from official documents to photographs and social media posts that reflect
how language is used and valued in society [1].

Methods of Lenore Grenoble

The study also employs methods developed by Lenore Grenoble, a
sociolinguist specializing in contact linguistics, sociolinguistics, language
ecology, and language preservation. Grenoble views language shift not
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merely as a transition from one language to another but as a multi-level
process influenced by macro- (state policy, education, economy), meso-
(local institutions, community attitudes), and micro-factors (family practices,
individual choices) [8].

In her work “Saving Languages: An Introduction to Language
Revitalization” (co-authored with L. Whaley), she emphasizes that reversing
language shift requires simultaneous action across all these levels. It is
insufficient to simply open a school that teaches the language if parents do not
transmit it to their children at home, and if the language lacks socio-economic
value in society [9].

In challenging simplified notions of language revitalization, Grenoble
consistently challenges simplified notions of language revitalization. She
points out that the goal of revitalization need not necessarily be to recreate
a monolingual speech community. For many communities, especially those
that have undergone decades of language shift, a more realistic and achievable
aim is the development of stable bilingualism, where the minority language
occupies an important niche in a range of communicative domains (e.g.,
rituals, communication with elders, traditional livelihoods, art) [10; 11].

The role of language ideology

One of the central concepts in her work is language ideology. These
are deeply rooted, often subconscious beliefs about a language, its value,
correctness, and social role. For example, ideologies such as “the local dialect
is a corrupted version of the standard language” or that “children will get
confused if they learn two languages from birth” are powerful drivers of
language shift. Grenoble demonstrates how identifying and deconstructing
such ideologies is a crucial step for any revitalization efforts [10].

Specific field methods

The empirical base comprises data from field expeditions in 2025
to settlements in the Srednekolymsk District (Ebyakh, Aleko-Kyuyol’,
Svatay, Nalimsk, Sylgy-Ytyar, Khatyngnaakh, Beryozovka, and the town of
Srednekolymsk). A mixed-methods approach involved 239 respondents of
different ages.

1. Linguistic Biographies: Semi-structured interviews to assess language
competence, domains of use, and attitudes.

2. Picture Description Task: An adapted methodology [12] to elicit
spontaneous Sakha speech and identify grammatical and lexical interference.

3. Narrative Elicitation (“The Bridge Story”): A method developed by
Lenore Grenoble [13] to analyze discourse structure and language proficiency
among younger speakers.

31 —



Nwmeesa-Keicbuioankosa M. 1., @eprrocon k. S3b1koBoii caBur B CpeTHEKOIBIMCKOM YIIyce:
COIIMOIMHTBUCTUIECKHIH aHAJIN3 9BEHCKOTO U SIKYTCKOTO SI3BIKOB

2025;(4):26-37

All 239 respondents provided informed consent for the use of their
personal material for research purposes.

Results and Discussion

Analysis of linguistic biographies: symbolic status vs. functional
marginalization of Even

The results of interviews revealed a paradoxical situation typical for
many communities undergoing language shift.

— Ethnic Self-Identification vs. Language Competence: The vast
majority of respondents identified as Even, confirming their connection to
culture and history. However, the direct correlation between ethnic self-
awareness and command of the ancestral language was broken. The Even
language is in a state of extreme functional reduction. Active oral proficiency
was virtually absent among respondents; the competence of most was limited
to passive knowledge of individual lexemes (e.g., numerals: umun ‘one’, dyur
‘two’, ilan ‘three’) and set phrases.

— Narrowing of Functional Domains: The analysis of domains of Even
language use fully corresponds to the model described by Grenoble, where a
language is preserved in strictly limited, often symbolically charged domains.
These include:

1. Ritual and ceremonial sphere (weddings, funerals, national holidays).
Here the language functions as a marker of cultural identity.

2. Sphere of traditional economic practices (reindeer herding, fishing).
The preservation of terminology in these domains is due to its utilitarian
necessity and connection to specific activities.

3. Everyday communication within the older generation. This indicates
that a complete language shift has occurred within the lifespan of 2-3
generations. This picture confirms the thesis that a language can retain high
symbolic value while almost completely losing its communicative function
in daily life.

Picture description experiment: Language shift at the level of Sakha
syntax and lexicon

The experiment, in which respondents constructed sentences in Sakha
based on pictures, revealed signs of profound influence from Russian the
dominant societal language on Sakha speech.

— Violation of Syntactic Norms: A persistent non-normative word order
was observed, calquing the structure of the Russian sentence (SVO instead of
the SOV characteristic of Sakha):

e “Uol 0go byragar eder uolga meegcigi”’ (yon 050 ovipasap 303p yonea
mayuen) instead of the grammatically correct “Uol ogo eder uolga meeggigi
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byragar” (yon 0o5o 309p yonea masuueu ovipasap) — ‘The boy throws the ball
to the young man’ — a calque from Russian.

o “Er kihi balygy tutar kuogu” (3p xuhu danvieer mymap xyeey ‘The
man catches fish fishing rod’) instead of “Er kihi kuégiinan balygy tutar” (3p
Kuhu kyoeynan 6anvieer mymap ‘The man catches fish with a fishing rod’).

— Lexical Interference: The active use of Russian words instead of
Sakha equivalents directly indicates code-switching and a narrowing of the
active Sakha vocabulary:

e “Koroche onno muosta baar...” (kopoue onno myocma 6aap ‘In short,
there is a bridge there...”).

These data indicate that even in Sakha speech, which is more stable than
Even, processes of grammatical structure erosion and lexical replacement are
occurring, which is a classic manifestation of language shift.

Analysis of narratives (“The Bridge Story”): stable everyday
bilingualism with features of interference

The analysis of children’s retellings allowed for an assessment of the
level of spontaneous speech and features of bilingual consciousness formation.

— Lexical and Morphological Interference: Children’s speech exhibited
lexical interference ( “muosta” myocma from Russian moct ‘bridge’), as well
as reduced grammatical forms:

o “Kiren biher” (kupsu 6uhop ‘bites’) instead of “kiren kebiher” (ku-
PoH k30uhap ‘bites’) (morphological interference),

o “Turaalar” (mypaanap ‘standing up’) instead of “turan khaalar”
(mypan xaanap ‘standing up’ - phasal aspect),

e “Ald’ataaspittere” (anobamaascnummosps ‘they have broken’) instead
of “ald’atan kebispittere” (anovaman xk3d6ucnummosps ‘they have broken’).
This suggests that the complex system of the Sakha verb is being simplified
under the influence of the more analytic Russian language.

— Discursive Features: The active use of connectives “onuokha”
(omyoxa ‘furthermore’) and “onfon” (ommon ‘then’) indicates an attempt
to build a linear, sequential narrative, which may be a consequence of the
influence of the Russian discursive model.

— Positive Findings: It is important to note that high school students
demonstrated a fairly rich descriptive Sakha language. This allows for a
cautiously optimistic conclusion that with targeted support (e.g., in the
education system), it may be possible to see the formation of stable everyday
bilingualism — emphasized by L. Grenoble.

General conclusions of the practical part

1. The study that has been conducted clearly demonstrates a multi-level
language shift in the Srednekolymsk District. The Even language is almost
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completely displaced into symbolic and ritual niches, corresponding to the
final stage of shift, except the oldest adult generation.

2. The Sakha language, under strong pressure from Russian, shows
signs of change at syntactic, morphological and lexical levels, especially in
the spontaneous speech of the younger generation.

3. Nevertheless, the preservation of a relatively high level of Sakha
proficiency among some high school students indicates potential for language
planning aimed at supporting functional bilingualism. For this, in accordance
with Lenore Grenoble’s conclusions [8; 9], efforts are needed at all levels:
from family communication to the integration of the language into modern
communicative spheres (education, digital environment).

Conclusion

As mentioned, this research has established that the language situation in
the Srednekolymsk District is a model of multi-level language shift. The Even
language has almost completely lost its communicative function, surviving
in marginal and symbolic niches. Sakha speech exhibits systemic changes
caused by Russian interference at syntactic and morphological levels. The
significance of the results obtained here lies in the empirical confirmation
of L. Grenoble’s theoretical models and the demonstration of the depth
of grammatical erosion [14]. The identified potential for forming stable
bilingualism among part of the youth indicates the necessity of developing
comprehensive language planning measures aimed at integrating minority
languages into modern socio-communicative spheres.

As mentioned previously in this article, Grenoble’s work stresses that
language shift is a complex process operating simultaneously across macro-,
meso-, and micro-levels of social ecology.

At the macro-level, the dominant position of the Russian language,
reinforced by state institutions, media, and education, creates an overarching
pressure that shapes the linguistic ecology. The meso-level of local community
practices and attitudes reveals a critical disconnect: while ethnic Even identity
remains strong, the ancestral Even language has been functionally relegated
to a limited set of symbolic and ritual domains, such as ceremonies and
traditional economic activities like reindeer herding. This consigns it to the
final stages of a language shift, having lost its role as a vehicle for everyday
communication within a span of 2-3 generations.

The situation with the Sakha language, while more robust, is also
indicative of an ongoing shift under pressure. The analysis of spontaneous
speech through picture description and narrative tasks revealed systematic
interference from Russian, manifesting in non-normative SVO word order
(calqued from Russian), lexical borrowings, and simplification of the complex
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Sakha verbal system. These findings are significant as they move beyond
the common focus on lexical borrowing to document the erosion of core
grammatical and syntactic structures, a deeper marker of language change.

However, the research also identifies a crucial point of potential
intervention. The relatively high proficiency in descriptive Sakha among some
high school students suggests that the younger generation retains a functional
competency that could serve as a foundation for stable bilingualism. This
cautiously optimistic finding underscores Grenoble’s argument that the goal
of revitalization in such contexts may not be a return to monolingualism but
the fostering of balanced, functional bilingualism where the minority language
holds value in modern communicative spheres.

Therefore, the theoretical significance of this work lies in its empirical
contribution to models of language shift and contact, particularly in vulnerable
Arctic linguistic ecologies. It validates a critical sociolinguistic approach by
linking grammatical patterns directly to social power dynamics. Practically, it
provides a diagnostic map for language planners, emphasizing that effective
interventions must be holistic. To support Sakha and reclaim Even within
spheres of everyday language use, coordinated efforts are essential: from
state-level policies that legitimize minority languages, through educational
curricula that integrate them meaningfully, down to initiatives that empower
families and communities to use these languages in digital, creative, and
daily contexts. The future of linguistic diversity in Srednekolymsk depends
on recognizing and nurturing this potential for bilingualism across all levels
of social life.
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