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The present article describes the history of research of small-numbered indigenous peoples of the North
and Siberia, and Ket language in particular. It determines the main stages of Ket language studies:
pre-Revolution, Soviet and contemporary periods. Along with that, the results of expeditions intended
to explore the problems of existence and opportunities of preserving Ket language are presented. The
results of Ket language studies carried out by different specialists are described. The authors arrive
at the conclusion on the current situation of this field of study in Siberia, Russia and beyond, consider
the possible prospects of the research.
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Introduction

In the 19" century, as the term of

The interest for the languages of small-
numbered indigenous peoples of the North
and Siberia goes back to the scientific and
geographic expeditions of the 18" century. The
first descriptions of the indigenous peoples, their
culture and lifestyle refer to that period of time.
Thus, the first information of Ket language is found
in the monograph by P.S. Pallas “A Travel Through
Various Provinces of the Russian Empire”, created
upon the results of the expedition carried out in
the years 1768-1774 under the aegis of the Russian
Academy of Sciences (Pallas, 1786).
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ethnos got scientifically formulated, specific
ethnographic expeditions were organized to
collect descriptions of the indigenous languages
among other information. The first grammar
and dictionary of Ket language were published
by German researcher M.A. Castrén, in the year
1858 (Castrén, 1858).

However, according to various researchers,
the greatest contribution to the studies and
preservation of the languages of small-numbered
indigenous peoples of the North and Siberia

was made during the Soviet period. In the years
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1934, N.K. Karger created and published the first
Ket language ABC book (Karger, 1934). In the
year 1967, E.A. Alexeenko wrote a fundamental
historical and ethnological research of the Ket
people (Alexeenko, 1967). Thanks to the efforts
of A.P. Dul’zon and his successors, the School
of Indigenous Peoples of the North and Siberia,
still functioning nowadays, was opened in Tomsk
(Dul’zon, 1968, 1972, 1966; Verner, 1974, 1987,
Verner, Nikolaeva, 1997). From the middle of the
1960-s, a number of expeditions of such Moscow
researchers as V.N. Toporov, B.A. Uspensky,
S.A. Starostin, K.Iu. Reshetnikov were organized.
In the 1980-s, a new alphabet of Ket language was
developed. Due to the linguistic research carried
out in the mid and late 20" century, Ket language
was revealed to be unique among other languages
of the North and Siberia: “The Kets are a small
ethnos, the language and origin of which is of
great interest: being anthropologically different
from their neighbours and finding features of
far-away southern cultures in their lifestyle, they
speak a unique language, that is not directly
related to any other living language” (Dul’zon,
1968).

The key role in these processes was played
by the linguistic policy of the Soviet Union.

Modern

normally focuses on which functions of the

research of linguistic policy
language are supported by these or those solutions.
Western researchers outline a language-making
function, a function of constructing a language
and implementing it into the everyday life of a
nation, referred to as nation-building (Hirsch,
2005; Burbank, von Hagen, Remnev, 2007,
Martin, Suni, 2011).

Soviet researchers defined this process as
language-building, being the foundation of cultural
revolution (Zak, Isaev, 1966). One of the leading
sociolinguists of Russia, Vladimir Mikhailovich
Alpatov, states that linguistic policy is tightly

bound to the consideration and satisfaction of the

basic needs satisfied in speech. According to his
point of view, in its core meaning, language serves
for satisfaction of two key needs of people that
manifest themselves in speech: those are, the need
for mutual understanding, reaching full contact
with others, and the need for identity, which
means self-identification in contact with others.
At that, “both needs do not contradict each other,
and are automatically satisfied in a completely
monolingual community only” (Alpatov, 2000:
12). Since the unity of linguistic environment
in countries and compact territories is more of
an exception than an ordinary situation, the first
need, the need for mutual understanding, mostly
manifests itself in a heterogenous environment
as a pursuit for bilingualism; at that, the need for
identity is normally manifested through the desire
for monolingualism, for speaking the mother
tongue. There are six strategies of communication
between speakers of different mother tongues, and
the basic ones are three: development of a common
contact language (pidgin), communication in a
third language and communication in the mother
tongue of one of the speakers. These strategies
work to satisfy the key needs to a different extent.
Thus, communication in a pidgin language
satisfies the need for identity, though the need for
mutual understanding is only partially fulfilled;
speaking a third language satisfies only the need
for understanding, ignoring the need for identity,
while communication in the mother tongue of one
of the speakers creates asymmetry, since the need
for identity of only one speaker is fulfilled. Using
the second strategy, the speakers are equal, but
the common language prevails over their mother
tongues; this is the common situation of relations
the official language and the indigenous ones: “In
colonies, it is the colonizers’ language; in former
colonies, it is that of former colonizers, and inside
multilingual countries it is, most frequently, the
dominating (official) language” (Alpatov, 2013:

13). At the stage of transition to industrial society,
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the main need is, inevitably, the need for mutual
understanding. The main tool of satisfying the
need for mutual understanding, that is the central
need in the situation of integration of territories
belonging to different peoples and transition
to industrial society, is the common official
language.

Moreover, V.M. Alpatov defines a language
hierarchy that develops in multinational countries,
describing it as an inverted pyramid consisting of
three levels. The upper level is the monolingual
official language speakers (e.g., Russian speakers
in the USSR and modern Russia), the middle level
is the bilingual citizens, and the lower level is the
monolingual speakers of minority languages (or
bilinguals who have no command of the official
language). The researcher remarks that there is
one similarity between this hierarchy and the
social one: “the lower level of the linguistic
hierarchy has a low social status. These are people
engaged in agriculture and housekeeping, or non-
assimilated immigrants” (Alpatov, 2013:16).

As noticed by Russian linguist V.M. Alpatov,
historically dominant need of the state linguistic
policy
understanding and ignore the need for identity,

is to satisfy the need for mutual
which is supported though enforcing and spreading
the official language (Alpatov, 2000). Enforcement
of the official language includes two processes:
spreading the language through administrative
measures and school education (today, also
through mass media), and codification of language,
creation of common national linguistic norms.
According to the researcher, an example of such
large-scale linguistic policy is the policy of the
Soviet government implemented in the 1920-1930-
s, initially based on the central idea of equality of
languages. In the first years after the Revolution,
the policy was run by the People’s Commissariat
of Nationalities led by LV. Stalin. In his article
titled “Linguistic Policy in the Modern World:

“Monolingual” and “Bilingual” Practices and

Linguistic Assimilation Problem”, V.M. Alpatov
quotes the words Stalin wrote in 1918: “No
compulsory ‘official’ language, either in legal
proceedings or at schools! Every province choses
a language or languages, that suit the population
of the province, following the principle of total
equality of minority and majority languages, in
all social and political institutions”. He also refers
to the report “National Issues in Party and Soviet
Construction” of 1923, which calls for the Russian
communists, working in ethnic regions, to stop
using Russian language voluntarily (Alpatov,
2013: 11-22). This policy was a reaction to the
tsar’s policy of linguistic assimilation; it ended
up in attempts to translate legal proceedings into
languages of minorities or to popularize ethnic
schools. The only factor that raised problems
for running the policy is the insufficient level of
development of the languages, many of which
lacked codification, i.e. acknowledgment of the
linguistic norms in dictionaries, grammar books,
and rules, or even writing. V.M. Alpatov remarks,
that this is the factor that underlaid language
building, i.e. active work on creation of languages,
and, particularly, efforts on development of writing
and linguistic codification. During that period of
time, the greatest Soviet linguists created over 70
new alphabets based on Latin. This work naturally
became an integral part of the universal campaign
on eradication of illiteracy that boosted the growth
of education, also in ethnic languages. As Western
Sovietologist Simon Crisp remarks, this is the
achievement that even the most radical opponent of
the Soviet system cannot but accept (Crisp, 1989:
36). At the same time, being a complete opposition
to the previous one, the policy put aside the need for
mutual understanding, which, along with the need
for identity, forms the core of the needs satisfied by
a language. This is why the researchers claim its
success to be incomplete, accepting that the need
for mutual understanding was satisfied in a chaotic

manner. Eugeny Dmitrievich Polivanov, a famous
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linguist of those times, noticed the duality of the
linguistic situation in the lives of students, resident
in ethnic republics, indicating the strict division
of the “influence zones” of the ethnic and the
official languages. Taught in Russian, the young
people used their mother tongue in their everyday
life, and, therefore, had no interest, for example,
in reading classic literature translated in their
ethnic languages (Polivanov, 1927: 114). This way,
the mother tongue was pushed into the sphere of
everyday life, deprived of all other functions and
situations of use. At the same time, V.M. Alpatov
emphasizes the efficiency of the policy in relation
to major language, demonstrating the example
of an ethnic republic language. If, according to
E.D. Polivanov, in the early 1920-s the identity of
the settled Uzbeks was based merely on the place
of birth and common religion, with literate people
reading and writing in Old Turkish, Arabic or
Russian (Polivanov, 1923: 9), then by the 1980-s
every Uzbek identified himself as an Uzbek, which
was greatly determined by the linguistic policy,
and the majority of the nation was literate in Uzbek
language.

The researchers mark the turning point of
the Soviet linguistic policy of the late 1930-s,
when the way of granting many functions to a
minority language was replaced with an opposite
one. According to them, the russification policy
reached its peak in the late 1950-s — early 1960-
s, when the idea of overcoming differences was
established; as a result, there was hardly any
education provided in the languages of ethnic
minorities. The exception was the languages
of the Union republics, but languages of the
indigenous peoples of the North and Siberia Ket
language belongs to, at that time were losing their
influence in education and were again pushed
back to the sphere of everyday life, dominated by
the official language.

Therefore, two periods in the history of Ket

language studies shall be outlined: the Soviet

period (1930-1990-s) and the contemporary
period (2000-s).

Methods

The present research is based on the
methodological principles of historical analysis
and historiographic approach.

Ket language is interesting for analysis since
it has no direct connections to any of the presently
existing languages, preserving its originality
among other languages of the North and Siberia,
represented in a number of dialects.

Analysis of the situation of the second half
of the 20" century and the early 21% century is
based on the findings of the researchers from
M.V. Lomonosov Moscow State University
(Kazakevich, 1994; Kazakevich, 2010), Tomsk
State Pedagogical University (Dul’zon, 1966;
Dul’zon, 1968; Dul’zon, 1972; Verner, 1974;
Verner, 1987; Verner, 1999; Butorin, 2012 et al.)
and Siberian Federal University (Krivonogov,
2003; Degtyarenko, 2015; Kistova, 2016;
Zamaraeva, 2016; Berezhnova, 2018; Kirko,
2017; Kirko, 2015; Kolesnik, 2014; Pimenova,
2016; Reznikova, 2015 et al.), made within a
series of grant projects and field expeditions in
the Krasnoyarsk Territory (Krai) and the places

of residence of the indigenous peoples.

Ket language studies
in the Soviet period

In the Soviet period, Ket language, together
with many others, was included into the project
of creating writing for the small peoples, as they
were called at that time. If after the 1980-s, the
efforts on creating writing for the languages
of indigenous peoples were targeted at the
preservation of the previously lost language
links, in the early 20" century, when the first
Ket writing was created, the task of the scholars
was to widen the functions performed by the

indigenous languages.
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In the first two decades of the Soviet period,
the majority of indigenous languages have
been through two stages of development and
establishment of writing: if in the 1920-s and the
early 1930-s the new developed writing was based
on Latin (as an opposition to the imperial Russian
writing), by the end of the 1930-s the intention
of the state had changed and the alphabets were
changed to be Cyrillic-based. V.M. Alpatov calls
it a “focus on accelerated russification” (Alpatov,
2013). In that time, the Latin-based alphabets
created for the small-numbered indigenous
peoples of the Soviet Union just ten years ago
were replaced with Cyrillic-based alphabets.
In the process, a number of languages lost their
writing at all; that is what happened to Ket
language. It did not get its Cyrillic alphabet, and
soon Ket language studies were ceased, since all
the existing literature was written in the Latin
version of the alphabet.

In the year 1930 in Leningrad the Institute
of the Peoples of the North named after
P.G. Smidovich (IPN) was opened to train
teaching staff for the Extreme North areas; at the
Institute, the Scientific and Research Association
was founded. The Scientific and IPN Research
Association, consisting of the best ethnographers
and linguists, as well as the Institute students, who
had been working on development of alphabets
for languages with no writing, had presented a
project of a unified Northern languages’ Latin-
based alphabet by the end of 1930, and introduced
it at the All-Union Central Committee for Ethnic
Alphabets that had been very active in that period
of time (Tayga i tundra, 1932). As a result of
the assessment and the amendments made by
the ACCEA in the unified Northern languages’
alphabet, the project was approved on February
23, 1931 (Prosveschenie na Sovetskom..., 1957).
The first suggestion was to classify the indigenous
peoples by the affinity of their languages, outlining

one basic language for each group, for which the

writing, serving as a foundation for the rest of
the languages, will be made; the alternative was
to transfer all peoples of the group to the basic
language (Akhmetova, 2014).

The author of the Latin-based Ket alphabet
is an ethnographer and linguist, Siberia
researcher Nestor Konstantinovich Karger, who
in the years 1928-1929 worked in expeditions to
Ket settlements, including those to Turukhansk
District of the Krasnoyarsk Territory (Krai). As
a result of the field studies, in 1934 two books
were published: “Ket Language” grammar book
and the “ABC Book” (Karger, 1934). Moreover,
during the expeditions, N.K. Karger made audio
recordings, including those of Shaman rituals
(Kolesnik, 2014). 1930, N.K. Karger

had been a member of the Scientific Research

Since

Association of the newly created Institute of the
Peoples of the North (former Workers’ Faculty
of Leningrad State University), also occupying
the position of the Academic Secretary. The
activity of the Association encompassed
comprehensive studies of the indigenous peoples
and the development of their languages; in the
year 1928, it brought the official names of the
indigenous Northern peoples into order, many of
which had been purely random or had been put as
nicknames. As a result, for instance, the people
formerly known as the Yenisei people or the
Yenisei Ostyaks were named Kets. N.K. Karger
is known to have been actively working with the
INP students, among which, since 1926, there
were 3 Kets (Smirnova, 2012). Despite being the
leading specialist in Ket language at that period of
time, he got arrested, and after the term he never
returned to the North studies again (Alpatov,
1990).

A North Yuri  (Yerukhim)
Abramovich Kreinovich, who continued his work

expert

even during his imprisonment term, is famous
for his active linguistic and research. Before the

arrest, he had been engaged in Nivkh language
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studies; imprisoned in a camp on the Kolyma, he
learned Yukagir language, and during the second
term of imprisonment he served in Yeniseisk
District, he learned Ket language. The materials
collected by him, were published after some time
(Alpatov, 1990).

Despite such rich history of Ket language
studies, the writing appeared only in the late
1980-s. In 1988, the Ket language dictionary
compiled by Genrikh Kasparovich Verner and
Galina Kharlampyevna Nikolaecva (Verner,
Nikolaeva, 1988), came out in Krasnoyarsk. In
1991, the book was also published in Leningrad.
The official Ket language writing was approved
in 1988 only. Thanks to the publishing of teaching
aids, that recorded Ket language on the basis of
Cyrillic writing, the language began to be taught
at schools (Kazakevich, 1994).

In the 1990-s, the first teaching aids
written by the same authors saw the light: Ket
language textbooks for the 2% and the 3™ grades,
“Ket-Russian and Russian-Ket Dictionary.
Teaching Aids”. In 1999,
in Krasnoyarsk, the first Ket reading book,

Primary School

prepared by G.K. Verner, was published: “4b
bisebdan i’l” (Song of My Brother). Epic Poem.
Reading book for senior grades of Ket schools”
(Verner, 1999). Another reading book compiled
by G.Kh. Nikolaeva, was published in 2000, in
Saint Petersburg: “Der’ knigan. Reading Book.
Textbook for the 31-4" grades of Ket schools”
(Nikolaeva, 2000).

This is why the 1990-s witnessed a boom
of Ket language teaching. According to the data
provided by the Okrug Directorate for Public
Education in 1993, in Turukhansk District
Ket language was taught to over 150 children,
including primary school and senior grades (as
a selective course) in Kellog Village, as well as
primary school students in villages Goroshikha,
Vereschagino, Surgutikha, Baklanikha and
Sulomay (Kazakevich, 1994).

Modern situation

in Ket language studies

Today’s situation evidences disappearance
of the language from everyday communication
practice of the indigenous population of the
Krasnoyarsk Territory (Krai). Researchers
notice, that the mother tongue is only spoken
by the senior generation and some middle-
aged people; the new generation studies mother
tongue at primary school, and later it is taught
as a selective course (Pustogacheva, 2014).
An ethnographer from Krasnoyarsk, Victor
Pavlovich Krivonogov, carried out a monitoring
research to find consistent decline in the share
of Ket ethnos representatives, who maintain a
good command of Ket language and claim it
to be their mother tongue (Krivonogov, 2003).
Today, Ket language is acknowledged as a
rapidly disappearing one (Yazyki narodov Sibiri,
nakhodiaschiesia pod ugrozoy ischeznoveniia);
information on Ket language has been placed in
the corresponding section on the website of the
Institute of Ethnography and Anthropology of
the Russian Academy of Sciences “Threatened
Languages of Siberian Peoples”.

Ket language attracts interest of a number
of research centres besides the Institute for
Linguistic Studies of RAS (Saint Petersburg) or
specialists from Russian State University for the
Humanities (Moscow), Herzen State Pedagogical
University of Russia (Saint Petersburg), United
Institute for History, Philology, and Philosophy of
the RAS (Novosibirsk), Tomsk State Pedagogical
University, Bonn University (Germany).

The works by American linguist Edward
Vajda from Western Washington University,
who had been studying Ket language and
running field studies in Turukhansk District of
the Krasnoyarsk Territory (Krai) until 2008, are
widely known (Vajda, 2001). The scholar came up
with his own concept of grammatical description

for Ket language.
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A relevant project on comprehensive records
of Ket language is run by the specialists from
the Laboratory for Computational Lexicography
of Research Computing Centre of Lomonosov
Moscow State University, led by a linguist,
Candidate of Philology Olga Anatolyevna
Kazakevich (Laboratory for Computational
Lexicography of Moscow State University). The
researcher group of the laboratory carries out
field studies on a regular basis. Starting from the
year 1996, O.A. Kazakevich has been heading
a number of projects that allowed to develop a
common concept for efficient records of language
data and to create multimedia databases for
Ket, Selkup and Evenki languages (Internet
source: “Small languages of Siberia: our cultural
heritage”). It contains a corpus of materials on
Ket language, including both verbal materials,
like dictionaries and texts, and video materials,
photographs and language games for studying
various accents. At that, Selkup and Evenki
language sections contain voiced dictionaries,

that the Ket language section still lacks.

Conclusion

The present research leads us to the
following conclusions.

First of all, Ket language is one of the most
complicated and interesting indigenous languages,

the origin of which is still not clear, with a variety

of dialects that serve as a rich material for new
concepts of grammar descriptions.

Secondly, we should remark that the greatest
success in Ket language studies was achieved
by Soviet scholars of the middle and late 20"
century, who created a writing and a linguistic
base for teaching the language at schools.

Thirdly, Ket language has had two alphabets
created for it: Latin and Cyrillic-based, but
neither of them has become a foundation for
the enforcement and popularization of the
language among the representatives of the
ethnos, which is directly related to the linguistic
policy of the Russian state during the Soviet
period.

Fourthly, modern researchers claim that Ket
language is likely to extinct in the nearest future,
since there is no need, objective or opportunity
to use this language in the everyday life of the
small-numbered ethnos.

Fifthly, during more than 100 years of
Ket language studies a great material has been
collected and arranged to “museumify” it and
continue its studies even after it ceases its
existence as a living language.

Sixthly, to preserve Ket language as a living
language of communication, there is a clear
urge to broaden the available range of materials,
teaching aids, as well as literature published in

Ket language.
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u Cu6upu, 6 UACIMHOCMU KemcCKo2o A3blKd. Onpedezzmomc;l OCHOBHble 9mdanvl ucnmopuu uccie008amusl
KeniCKoeco A3blKd 6 dopeeomouuoyybzﬁ, cosemcKull u cospeMeHanZ nepuodbl. Paccwtampuea;omc;z pe-
3yJibmamal 3Kcne6uum7, BbLABIIAIOUWUX np06/l€Mbl Cyuecmeosanus U 603MOACHOCMU COXPAHEHUS s13bl-
xa xemos. Onucamnwi pes3yiomamosl U3yueHusl KeniCKoco A3blKka cneyuaiucmamul. ﬂeﬂaiomc;z 86160001
O meKyuiem nojloxceHuu 2moil 0o1acmu 3HaHUs 8 Cu6upu, Poccuu u 3a ee npeaeﬂamu, 0bo3Hauaiomces
B03MOIHCHbLE NEePCNEeKnuUesl.

Knrouesvie crosa: usydenue s13blK068 KOpeHHblX MAJI0YUCTIEHHbLX Hapodoe Ceeepa u Cu6upu, KemcKuil
A3bIK, noJjiesvle UCCﬂe()OGClHuﬂ, JluHZ@ucmbl-3mH02pad)bl.

Hccnedosanue evinonneno npu noodepaicke Kpacnosapckoeo kpaeeozo ¢honoa Hayku 6 pamkax peaiu-
sayuu npoekma. «Paspabomka nayuno-wemoouueckozo obecneyenus coxpaneusl YHUKaIbHo20 Kyib-
MYPHO20 HACAEOUSA OJis KeMCKOU U IHEYKOU IMHOKYIbMYPHEIX ePYNN KOPEHHbIX MANOYUCTIEHHbIX HA-
pooos Cesepa, Cubupu u [lanvieco Bocmoka, nposicusaiowux na meppumopuu Kpacnosapckozo kpas.

Hayunas cneyuanvnocmyo: 24.00.00 — xynvmyponocus.




