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Abstract: The Chukchi-speaking population is distributed within 
three regions of the Russian Federation—Chukotka, Kamchatka, 
and Yakutia. Because of the lack of regular transportation between 
these regions and different attitudes toward the Chukchi from the 
local authorities, Chukchi-speaking communities in these regions 
have become isolated from one another and have been developing 
independently. This article observes the dynamics of language shift 
in all Chukchi-speaking areas through the analysis of the data of 
the Russian Censuses (1897–2015), literature sources, and personal 
observations. The figures in this article illustrate the distribution of 
Chukchi-speaking communities within their historical and modern 
homeland, Chukchi vernacular zones, the participation in traditional 
economic activities, and contacts with other languages.
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The Chukchi are indigenous inhabitants of the Far East of Russia. 
Their heritage language, Chukchi, belongs to the Chukotkan branch 

of the Chukotko-Kamchatkan language family. Most of the ethnic 
Chukchi live in Chukotskii Autonomous Region (Chukotka), the district 
designated for them by the Soviet administration, though some groups 
are located in two neighboring districts, Kamchatskii Krai (Kamchatka) 
and Yakutia. These groups were nomadic but during collectivization 
were forced to live within the borders of the newly established region. 
Maritime Chukchi hunters live only in Chukotka. Some Chukchi still 
speak their language, but the language shift to Russian continues to 
progress.
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The Chukchi population is considerably numerous (15,908 in the 
whole country, according to the 2010 Census), but the number of people 
competent in Chukchi has been continuously decreasing since the end 
of the 1950s. According to a widespread observation about the shift in 
Siberian languages, a relatively big ethnic group more strongly resist 
the ‘language invasion’ of Russian language (see, e.g., Golovko 1993: 
162). Even in the middle of the twentieth century, among the nomadic 
Chukchi there were not many speakers of Russian. At present, there 
are no children able to speak the language. This rapid change started 
with the establishment of boarding school education in Russian, the 
allocation of nomadic Chukchi into three separate administrative units, 
dramatic changes in traditional economies, and the loss of mobility and 
interconnections among Chukchi groups.

We compared the current language situation among Chukchi in 
three regions and explored the dynamics of language loss. We describe 
the language choices of people who are still competent in Chukchi 
in Chukotka, Kamchatka, and Yakutia. In the case study, we provide 
information on linguistic practices in a Chukotkan reindeer herding 
brigade.

The article is based on data collected during several field trips 
and on the All-Russian Censuses (1897–2015). We used ethnicity and 
language-related data of nine All-Russian Censuses (three of them 
lacked any language information) and 2015 microsensus. The data 
from the 2010 census were used to create the majority of detailed maps 
demonstrating the current distribution of the speakers of Chukchi 
and neighboring languages because these data include information 
about the ethnic population up to the settlement level (the number, 
language, gender etc. of people of different ethnic origin in each vil-
lage, town and other settlements). Despite considerable inaccuracies 
during data collection (see, e.g., Safronov 2014: 38), this census is the 
most representative source of information about the region’s ethnic 
and language situation. The data collected by Maria Pupynina in the 
field were discussed and analyzed together with Yuri Koryakov, who 
is mainly responsible for the geographical and statistical content of the 
article. The field data were obtained during ten years of field trips to 
localities with Chukchi-speaking communities, covering all six districts 
of Chukotka, two localities in Yakutia (Cherskii, Kolymskoe), and one 
in Kamchatka (Aianka). All localities were investigated in the course 
of research on the Chukchi language. We conducted structured and 
unstructured interviews using an oral history approach, along with 
participant observation. For the dialectological part of the survey 
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we used linguistic questionnaires (lexicon lists and elicitation) and 
recorded and transcribed various Chukchi texts.

In addition, we analyzed texts recorded by Alexander King in 
Kamchatka (Achaivaiam), which represent the local variety of Chuk-
chi speech. We also used the information provided through personal 
communications with the researchers Alexander King and Valentina 
Dedik, who conducted fieldwork in Oliutorskii district of Kamchatka. 
The information about the number and location of reindeer herding 
and maritime hunting brigades is based on the data provided by the 
Chukotka government.

The fact that Chukchi is spoken not only in Chukotka but also in 
the adjacent regions, has been mentioned in various sources on endan-
gered languages (e.g., Salminen 2007). Some data have been published 
on Chukchi-speaking communities outside Chukotka (e.g., Lykkegård 
and Willerslev 2016; Plattet 2010), but language practices in these com-
munities have not been studied. There is also no published information 
on the distribution of Chukchi speakers within Chukotka and no data 
on the dynamics of language shift. There are some published sources 
on language shift in Chukotka and Kamchatka (Golovko 1993; Vakhtin 
1998, 2001), but these do not include discussions on language shift from 
Chukchi to Russian.

Some basic terms used in the article, especially in the parts where 
we analyze census data, need explanation. When we write about ethnic 
Chukchi, we rely on self-identification recorded in the latest census. 
That is, ethnic Chukchi are those who consider themselves Chukchi, 
according to the 2010 Census data. However, census information about 
ethnicity is sometimes confusing (see the Achaiwayam case below). 
Ethnic Chukchi live in their traditional areas, which may correspond 
to regions (e.g., Chukotka) or parts of regions (e.g., Northeast of 
Yakutia, North of Kamchatka, Northeast of Kolymskii Krai). Hertiage 
language is the language that corresponds (with some exceptions) to 
the person’s ethnicity but which is not necessarily spoken by her or 
him. Thus, Chukchi is the “obligatory” ethnic language for everyone 
who considers herself or himself Chukchi. In addition, Chukchi can 
be an ethnic language of people of a different ethnicity who speak 
Chukchi from early childhood (e.g., Yukaghir of the Nizhnekolymskii 
district of Yakutia). We also use the term mother tongue, which is often 
used for Chukchi, Yupik, and Even language classes in the school cur-
riculum of Chukotka. Speaker corresponds to a person who recorded 
that he or she has some command of the Chukchi language (mentions 
his vladenie chukotskim iazykom in Russian) in the census survey. The 
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traditional economy of Chukchi and other northern peoples refers to sus-
tainable economic practices based on the use of renewable resources 
of the habitat (domesticated reindeer, game, fish, sea mammals). The 
term national is used as a translation of the Russian word natsional’nyi, 
which is widely used in official nomenclature. It means “related to the 
corresponding ethnic group or people,” such as a Chukchi national 
village is a village where Chukchi comprise one-half or more of the 
total population. Chukchi area is the territory with “national” Chukchi 
villages, that is, a territory where there is a relatively dense Chukchi 
population.

The article is divided into three parts. Throughout the text, we pay 
special attention to geographic mapping and graphic presentation of 
the material. In the first part, “Shift in the context of Chukchi History,” 
we present available data on Chukchi maintenance from the end of 
the nineteenth through the beginning of the twenty-first century. We 
also address other aspects of Chukchi’s retreat from the traditional 
way of life, which go hand in hand with language loss, such as the 
establishment of the public education system, changes in traditional 
economies, reduced interconnections between nomadic Chukchi, 
changes in self-identification. The second part, “The Shift in 2010s” 
focuses on the current situation with Chukchi language. The third part, 
“The Last Domains of the Chukchi Language,” focuses on how Chukchi 
language is used in settlements and nomadic brigades. The last section 
also contains data from a case study on language use among one of the 
nomadic reindeer herding brigades of Chukotka.

Shift in the context of Chukchi History

Chukchi and Administrative Borders

According to Vladimir Bogoraz (Waldemar Bogoras), at the end of 
the nineteenth century, Chukchi lived between the Indigirka River 
and Cape Anannon (Bogoras 1904). Inside this area was the so-called 
Chukchi territory (Chukotskaia zemlitsa), which was situated between 
Anadyr and Chaun rivers. Until the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, this territory was considered to be “not thoroughly subdued”; its 
inhabitants, together with the Chukchi living nearby, had “the privilege 
of settling all their affairs according to their own customs” (Bogoras 
1904: 14). Nevertheless, all Chukchi lands were considered a part of the 
Russian Empire and were assigned to administrative units.
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In the mid-nineteenth century, the Chukchi areas were divided 
between Yakutskaia Oblast (including the Kolyma River Basin west of 
the Chaunskaia Bay) and Primorskaia Oblast of the Russian Empire (see 
Figure 1). In Yakutskaia Oblast they lived in Kolymskii okrug (district), 
where Chukchi comprised 19.7 percent of the population in 1897. In 
Primorskaia Oblast they lived mainly in the Anadyrskii (79.4%) and 
Gizhiginskii (8.5%) uezds (district). In 1909 both districts were included 
in Kamchatka Oblast (beginning in 1922 this was called a governorate, 
from 1926 an okrug, and from 1932 an oblast again), and the new Chu-
kotskii okrug was split off from the larger Anadyrskii uezd.

In 1930, Chukotka (“National”) Okrug was formed from  Anadyrskii 
and Chukotskii districts and the northeastern part of Kolymskii dis-
trict of Yakutia. It was administratively subordinated to Kamchatka 
Oblast at first, then to Khabarovskii Krai (from 1951), and to Magadan 
Oblast (from 1953 to 1992), and finally it became a subject of the Rus-
sian Federation in its own right. The Nizhnekolymskii region (under 
the name Western Tundra District) initially was also included in the 
new Chukotka okrug but was returned to Yakutia in 1931 to form 
Nizhnekolymskii (Lower Kolyma) raion (district). If this district, being 
Chukchi-dominant in the East, continued to be a part of Chukotka, 
Chukchi would have been included in the curriculum list of the Lower 
Kolyma schools in the 1950s, which was not the case with the Yakutian 
administration until the 1990s.

The majority of Chukchi live in the Chukotka Autonomous Okrug. 
In the Sakha Yakutia Republic (Yakutia), Chukchi generally inhabit 
only the multiethnic Nizhnekolymskii district. A related group, former 
nomads of the heads of the Omolon and Penzhina rivers, settled in the 
Penzhinskii district of the Kamchatka Krai in Aianka village, together 
with Even groups. The southern groups of Chukchi were nomadic herd-
ers in Oliutorskii district of the Kamchatka Krai at the advent of the 
Soviet Union. The majority of them were settled into three villages—
Achaivaiam, Khailino, and Srednie Pakhachi—together with numerous 
Koryaks who had been living along nearby streams.

Chukchi Groups and Chukchi Language at the end of the 
Nineteenth Century

In the nineteenth century, the majority of Chukchi (~70%) were reindeer 
herders. Another smaller group of Chukchi lived along the coast as 
maritime hunters, close to the other maritime group, Siberian Yupik.
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Territorial groups of nomadic Chukchi were mobile communities, 
which concentrated in areas suitable for grazing: near the seacoast or in 
the mountains in summer and places rich in wood for winter. For out-
side visitors, it was difficult to reach them; that is why the 1897 census 
data on the nomadic groups of Chukchi is incomplete. Bogoraz (1904), 
who investigated the Chukchi culture at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, mentions 12 groups of Chukchi that occupied a certain section of 
the seacoast or mountain range. 1 For distribution, population, names, 
and number of reindeer in these groups, see Table 1 and Figure 1.

Bogoraz estimates that the average population of the nomadic 
Chukchi camps ranged from 7,500 to 9,000, counting between 10 and 15 
people per camp, “rather more than less” (Bogoras 1904: 27). According 
to the 1897 census, there were 6611 nomadic Chukchi in Anadyrskii 
district and 628 nomadic Chukchi in more southern Gizhiginskii dis-
trict (where they lived alongside more numerous Koryaks) (Patkanov 
1912: 888–905).

Number of 
camps

Number of 
reindeer in herd

Have access 
to the sea

Indighirka and Alaseia Group1 13 Up to 5,000 yes

Western Kolyma Group 35 ? yes

Dry Anui Group 100 300–400 yes

Large Anui Group/ Oloi and Omolon 
Subgroup 20/45 ?/up to 5,000 yes/no

Upper Anadyr Group 30 ? no

Chaun Group 50 400–500 yes

Erri Group 50 400–500 yes

O’nmılın (“the inland one”) Group 60 Varies considerably yes

Telqä’p Group, called by the Russians 
Tumanskie Chukchi 50 400–500 yes

The camps along the river Utte’gnı’čen, 
a southern affluent of the Anadyr’ 80 Varies considerably no

The White River Group & Pe’qul-ñei 
Mountains 25+25 ?

Chukchee Peninsula Group 80–100 “Not very large” yes

Total 638–658 

The group names are given as printed in Bogoras.

Table 1. Chukchi groups according to Bogoras. Source: Bogoras (1904: 26–27).
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The maritime Chukchi lived on the territories that stretched from 
the Gulf of Anadyr to Cape Erri (Shelagskii) (see Bogoras 1904: 28–31). 
Overall, Bogoraz mentions 63 Chukchi villages. He gives the number of 
houses in each village but does not provide the number of the  Chukchi 
population for each house, only for several of them. However, he eval-
uates the average number of inhabitants per house at six or seven. 
According to these estimations, we counted the number of inhabitants 
to be 2,657. Bogoraz assesses the number of maritime Chukchi as 3,100 
because, as he mentions, he omitted some minor villages. According to 
the 1897 census, there were 70 maritime Chukchi villages with a total 
population of 2,956. Fourteen of these villages were situated near the 
Gulf of Anadyr, 24 along the Bering Sea Coast and 32 along the Chukchi 
Sea Coast (Patkanov 1912: 888–896). According to Bogoraz, there were 
8,250 reindeer Chukchi and 2,650 maritime Chukchi, for a total of 10,900 
people and likely even more. According to the 1897 census, there were 
7,239 nomad Chukchi and 2,956 settled maritime Chukchi, for a total 
10,195 people.

An interesting fact about the 1897 census is that it lacked a question 
on ethnicity, but it included the question about the respondent’s mother 
tongue. Therefore, 10,195 is the number of people who claim Chukchi as 
their mother tongue. Bogoraz’s data, which seems to be collected more 
carefully, lacks language information. However, the general context of 

Figure 1. Map of Chukotka.
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his books (and other sources on the Chukchi area of the time) seem 
to indicate that all or nearly all Chukchi could speak their language. 
Bogoraz does not note any language endangerment (cf. to Iokhel’son 
[Jochelson; 1898: 19], who notes about Yukaghir whom he considered to 
be endangered in 1898). He describes difficulties that he had to overcome 
while learning Chukchi because it was hard to find a person bilingual 
in Chukchi and Russian (Bogoraz 1899: 9–10). In the cases of interethnic 
marriages, women taken from other groups learned Chukchi, not vice 
versa (Pupynina and Koryakov 2019). Bogoraz argues that the Chukchi, 
at least at the time of his research, preferred to use their own terms to 
name new objects (e.g., riŋˀәtwәt (flying boat for airplane)), tәɬeçˀәn (mover 
for engine) (Bogoras 1922). The exception is the maritime  Chukchi who 
adopted some English terms (e.g., sopa for soap, maneman for money, 
kentiqej for candy); some of them could speak English during the time 
when of American trade companies were functioning in the region, 
from the end of the nineteenth century until the 1930s. There were 
three big American trading posts on the Chukotka Peninsula—on Cape 
 Dezhnev, at Saint Lawrence Bay, and at Providence Bay (Iarzutkina 2011). 
Most villages had smaller posts located in American wooden houses. 
Chukchi living near such trading posts could usually speak English 
but were not competent in Russian. In 1930, A. Kaltan, a Soviet frontier 
officer, reported about Cape Dezhnev post: “the settlement consists of 15 
Chukchi yarangas,2 58 adults, and 38 children. A lot of them can speak 
English” (Kaltan 2008). This Chukchi-English bilingualism occurred 
only on the seacoast (usually on the Chukchi and the Bering Seas). It is 
doubtful that any Chukchi were monolingual in English.

Maidel,3 Bogoraz, Jochelson, and other travelers and scholars who 
visited Chukchi homeland in the second half of the nineteenth century 
and first half of the twentieth century often write about Russianized 
Yukaghir who did not speak their language and adopted a Russian life-
style. Bogoraz mentions that many Even people could speak Russian. 
Conversely, Russianized Chukchi or even Russian-speaking Chukchi 
are scarcely mentioned. Thus, we suppose that out of 10,900 Chukchi 
mentioned by Bogoraz, all or nearly all could speak Chukchi.

Shift Dynamics: 1897–2010 Census Data on Chukchi

Below we provide the data about the Chukchi population of various 
territorial units and all available data on Chukchi language in the whole 
country, covering the period between 1897 and 2010. Language  statistics 



86 Sibirica

Maria Pupynina and Yuri Koryakov

for individual districts is unavailable. We include the overall data 
from the traditional Chukchi areas (Chukotka, Kamchatka, Yakutia, 
and Magadan regions) and from Chukotka, Kamchatka, and Yakutia 
individually.

According to the censuses, Chukchi population has been steadily 
increasing following the 1959 decrease. The population increase of 
Kamchatkan Chukchi and Yakutian Chukchi at the end of the Soviet 
era (1970–1989) was higher than that of Chukotkan Chukchi (17%, 18%, 
and 8%, respectively). This increase can be explained by the growing 
complexities of ethnic self-identification as a consequence of interethnic 
marriages. That means that the descendants of mixed Chukchi-Koryak 
marriages often call themselves Chukchi because others call them 
Chukchi.4 In fact, from the 1990s through the 2010s, the majority of such 
Koryak-Chukchi descendants originating from Achaiwaiam, Olutorskii 
district, could speak only Koryak, but they called it Chukchi (because 
of the equation of ethnic identity with nationality or maybe because 
they used some Chukchi words). Chukchi numbers in Yakutia changed 
significantly between 1926 and 1939, which is mainly explained by the 
changes of administrative borders between Yakutia and Chukotka; in 
1930 the area of Yakutia populated by Chukchi was transferred to Chu-
kotka, but in 1934 its western part (Nizhnekolymskii raion) was returned.

Censuses 1897 1926 1939 1959 1970 1979 1989 2002 2010

Chukchi, USSR 
/ Russia – 12,332 13,835 11,727 13,597 14,000 15,184 15,767 15,908

Claim Chukchi 
as mother tongue 11,740 11,327 ? 11,012 ? ? 11,265 – 7,880

Chukchi 
speakers – – – – – – – 7,742 5,095

Chukchi, all 
traditional areas 11,123 12,320 13,801 11,489 13,175 13,546 14,566 14,959 15,196

Chukchi, 
Chukotskii AO 9,567 ? 12,111 9,975 11,001 11,292 11,914 12,622 12,772

Chukchi, 
Koryakskii AO 628 ? 1,267 1,062 1,530 1,487 1,469

Chukchi, 
Yakutia 1,556 1,280 400 325 387 377 473 602 670

Data from http://www.demoscope.ru/weekly/ssp/census.php. 
Data marked as “?” were not found. 
Data marked as “–” were not collected.

Table 2. Chukchi and Chukchi speakers in Soviet and Russian censuses.
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The available data on Chukchi language speakers is scarce. All 
the censuses except for the 2010 one include only one language ques-
tion: “What is your mother tongue?” (1897, 1926, 1959, 1989) or “What 
languages are you competent in?” (2002 census). The number of respon-
dents who claimed Chukchi as their mother tongue slightly fluctuates 
from 1926 to 1989 and then greatly reduces in 2010, as shown in Figure 2. 
Both questions were included in the 2010 census.

It should be kept in mind that when the earlier censuses (1897, 
1926, 1939, partly 1959) were conducted, mother tongues (rodnye iazyki) 
referred to spoken ones. Later on, with Russian penetrating into all 
spheres of the Chukchi life, “mother tongue” became a separate notion 
linked more closely (but not identical) to the ethnicity rather than to the 
real language practice (see Silver 1986: 88–89). In the previous section 
we noted that at the end of nineteenth–beginning of twentieth centu-
ries, all or nearly all Chukchi could speak their language. There is also 
extensive data on the maintenance of Chukchi language in the 1950s 
obtainable from Varvara Kuznetsova’s field diaries (1948–1951). She con-
ducted ethnographic fieldwork among reindeer Chukchi in the 1950s. 
According to Kuznetsova’s notes, even in the 1950s in the camp where 
she lived and in neighboring camps, there were no Chukchi who could 
speak Russian. There were some people who could say several words, 
and some people could understand a little. However, people were eager 
to learn Russian from her, some of them “learned new words after each 
communication” (Kuznetsova 1948–1951: folder 353, folio 8). However, 
she worked only in the camps, and at the same time children born 
in these camps entered the new world of boarding schools that were 
emerging in this period. As these children went back to their parents’ 
herds, a new penetration route for Russian language was created.

Figure 2. Chukchi language in different censuses.
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We suggest that 1959 was the last census where the notion “mother 
tongue” meant the language spoken by an individual. Beginning in the 
1950s, the difference between those identifying as Chukchi and those 
claiming to speak the language continuously grew. It was clearly shown 
in the 2010 census; Figure 2 shows the suggested deviation of “Chukchi 
speakers” from “people who claimed Chukchi as their mother tongue,” 
marked by a dash-dot line.

The census data show that the language shift started approximately 
in the 1920s, but Chukchi language rates did not decrease severely until 
the end of the 1950s. It was at that time that the strict boarding school 
system was imposed in the region, and crucial change in traditional 
economies started to manifest itself.

Chukchi Language and Soviet Public Education

A massive development campaign of public education started in the Far 
Northeast regions only in the 1930s–1940s. A vast network of boarding 
schools was established in Chukotka, Kamchatka, and Yakutia. At the 
same time, in Chukotka there was a small attempt to create nomadic 
schools for the younger children that would cover the first two first 
years of primary education. By the end of the 1930s, 54.9 percent of 
children were engaged in the education process (Talyzin 2008: 134). The 
boarding school system is regarded as one of the most severe actions of 
a Russification policy that pushed the language shift forward (see, e.g., 
Golovko 1993; Vakhtin 1994). Cut off from their families and traditional 
lifestyle, children were growing up in a Russian-speaking environ-
ment. One of the most ridiculous policies of that time was that not only 
children of nomadic Chukchi were forced to attend boarding schools, 
but also children of the settled maritime Chukchi and Siberian Yupik 
had to leave their parents’ houses. Thus, parents and children were 
separated for six days a week, even if they lived in the same village 
(Golovko 1993: 61).

The first several generations of boarding school children had to 
undergo a preparatory school course on Russian because most of them 
were monolingual Chukchi speakers, while the language of education 
was Russian. As a result, these people became bilingual. Interview 
data show that such bilinguals born in between the 1940s and 1970s 
still regard Chukchi as their mother tongue. However, many of them 
think about their ethnic language as unnecessary and did not consider 
it important to teach Chukchi language to their children.
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The historical background of boarding schools in the North and 
their impact on language use in Yamal are extensively discussed in 
Lyarskaya (2013). She emphasizes the negative influence of Russian- 
dominant boarding schools on language maintenance. However, she 
notes that Soviet policy toward ethnic languages in schools was not 
unified. The most severe period lasted from the 1950s to the 1970s. After 
that at least villagers were released from boarding schools and the 
ban to speak ethnic languages in school and dorms was not enforced 
(Lyarskaya 2013: 160–161). This is partly confirmed by our interviews 
conducted among the residents of Chukotka, Kamchatka, and Yakutia. 
It is interesting that in the same villages some consultants who attended 
boarding schools in the 1970s argue that they were banned from speak-
ing Chukchi. Others said that their teachers told them that it was not 
polite to use their ethnic language around people who do not speak it. 
Probably it meant that teachers carried out instructions given by supe-
rior authorities in different ways.

Chukchi Traditional Economies from the 1870s to the End of the 
Twentieth Century

By the second half of the nineteenth century, Chukchi nomads (at 
least the rich herd-owners) reached a high level of economic success in 
Northeast Eurasia. Maidel writes that in the Lower Kolyma tundra it 
was typical for local Russians to establish their winter houses (zimov’ia) 
closer to the Chukchi, in order to get food from them in exchange for 
services (Maidel 1884: 118–119). These relationships were a dire neces-
sity for Russians, whereas Chukchi could easily live without them. The 
same can be said about Yukaghir and Even groups who occupied neigh-
boring areas near the Kolyma River and its inflows. Reindeer herds 
provided Chukchi with meat year round, whereas Even and Yukaghir 
groups lived mainly from hunting and fishing, using reindeer herds 
for transportation only. Iokhel’son mentions that Yukaghir beggars 
(prizhivalshchiki) often followed the Chukchi during the lean season. 
He also notes that the Chukchi functioned as resellers of Russian 
goods such as tea, tobacco, and alcohol in the Lower Kolyma lowlands 
(Iokhel’son 1910: 165).

Maritime Chukchi hunters were located along the coasts of the 
Chukchi and Bering seas. These hunters were less self-sufficient eco-
nomically than nomads (several families perished in the 1880s famine 
[Bogoras 1904: 29]). However, intensive contact and barter with nomadic 
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relatives, Russians and Americans made their living conditions more or 
less stable. Some maritime Chukchi and Siberian Yupiks, living on the 
coast, had dozens of reindeer in the herds of nomadic Chukchi friends 
at the end of the nineteenth century (repeatedly mentioned in Bogoras 
1904) and even in the Soviet times (Krupnik and Chlenov 2013: 147). 
Many of them, along with some Yupik groups, switched to reindeer 
breeding in the period of its incredible increase, the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century (see Bogoras 1904: 27).

With the establishment of Soviet rule, the situation changed. A 
series of Chukchi revolts broke out (e.g., Andronov 2008; Kaltan 2008, 
Nuvano 2008); some Chukchi joined the White Army or moved with 
their herds into the remote areas, as our Chukchi consultants recall. 
Nevertheless, throughout the 1930s–1950s, the traditional nomadic and 
marine-hunting economies were transformed into state-governed kol-
khozes (later sovkhozes)—collective farms, which continue to exist as 
state-run agricultural units.

These new organizational principles of reindeer herding destroyed 
the traditional reindeer Chukchi economy: family-run herds with 
developed trade networks no longer existed. Furthermore, the economic 
crisis of the 1990s showed that the Soviet-designed system of reindeer 
herding is unsustainable; reindeer enterprises survived only with state 
subsidies (Gray 2012: 30–36).

In the maritime Chukchi communities, the situation of integration 
into a European-type economy was different. Unlike Siberian Yupik 
who generally took Soviet innovations for granted and even appreci-
ated them at first, there emerged some small-scale opposition among 
Chukchi sea-hunters, headed by shamans (see Krupnik and Chlenov 
2013: 232–235). But these clashes with the newly established government 
on the seashores were not as bloody and numerous as in the tundra. 
Economically, sea-hunters had a considerable advantage: they did not 
face the risk of dying of hunger. The old-fashioned and often ineffec-
tive ways of sea-hunting were improved with modern equipment, 
although community-sharing principles remained the same, at least 
during the first part of the collective farm era (Krupnik and Chlenov 
2013). However, traditional values of maritime Chukchi as well as of 
Siberian Yupik were ruined, and in maritime villages the process here 
was more quick and dramatic than in nomadic brigades. “Unlike in the 
Arctic tundra or the endless Siberian forest, in the Yupik land in Asia 
there was no refuge where people could escape the watchful eye of the 
authorities” (Krupnik and Chlenov 2013: 263).”
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In the mid-twentieth century, the Soviet administration initiated 
forced migrations of maritime Chukchi and Siberian Yupik from their 
small settlements to bigger villages with built-in infrastructure. This 
migration is usually referred to as “relocation” and is extensively 
discussed in the literature (on Sireniki village, see Kerttula 1997; on 
Chaplino village, see Nielsen 2007; for a general review of different re-
locations, see Krupnik and Chlenov 2011). Locals continued to hunt for 
whales and walruses in their new home villages, which were controlled 
by the Soviet government, and they became kolkhoz employees.

Reduced Interconnections between the Nomadic Chukchi

Before the Soviet period, Russian Empire–appointed administration 
communicated with the Chukchi communities only in the spheres of 
armed conflicts and (later) trade. There were relatively stable connec-
tions between the various nomadic Chukchi communities, especially in 
the winter, when it was easier to travel by reindeer. Bogoraz during his 
expeditions was able to travel long distances by reindeer, for example 
between the Kolyma River mouth and the heads of the Oloi and the 
Omolon rivers (circa 500–600 km). In this area Chukchi were aware of 
the location of the other herds (Bogoraz 1899). Among Bogoraz’s records 
on the Kolyma Chukchi, there are tales about maritime Chukchi hunt-
ers (Bogoraz 1900a). At present the Kolyma Chukchi, along with Aianka 
Chukchi, have a vague idea of Chukchi living somewhere near the 
Bering Sea (according to our field data). This situation persisted even 
in the 1930s when the veterinarian Anisim Poliakov traveled between 
the Lower Kolyma and the heads of the Oloi and the Omolon rivers by 
Chukchi or Even reindeer (Poliakov 1983). One of the aims of Poliakov’s 
journey was to introduce Soviet values among the local groups. Later, 
when the traditional Chukchi economies collapsed under the pressure 
of Soviet power, these connections between the various Chukchi com-
munities were lost.

In the 1930s, Soviet land use managers developed a program for 
the rearrangement of “unsystematically” used pasture lands so that 
reindeer breeding brigades would not travel farther than 100–150 kilo-
meters from the village, whereas previously, nomads could travel over 
600 kilometers during the year. The rearrangement was to stimulate a 
gradual shift from a nomadic to a settled way of life among the  Chukchi 
reindeer breeding community (Anon. 1938). As a result, pastures were 
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reduced, though not severely, and reindeer herders were no longer 
allowed to cross administrative district boundaries.

A regular transport system was established only within the regions 
(Chukotka, Kamchatka, Yakutia), not between them. The exceptions are 
Pevek (Shmidtovskii district, Chukotka) and Cherskii (Nizhnekolymskii 
district, Yakutia); in the 1970s–1980s, there were weekly flights between 
these localities. Because of the lack of roads, it is difficult for people 
to travel. Some people occasionally traveled and continue to travel 
between the regions by reindeer and later snow machine, but these 
trips were far less lengthy than before and were rather the exception 
than the rule. Therefore, Chukchi mobility came to a halt, and cultural 
and linguistic exchanges practically ceased.

The Chukchi groups formed an organic whole because of intensive 
interconnections between various nomadic groups and maritime Chuk-
chi. They were so highly integrated that practically no serious dialect 
variation appeared on their considerably big area compared with four 
Koryak dialects on a smaller territory. The establishment of district 
boundaries and the necessity to follow sovkhoz regulations of not cross-
ing district and regional borders separated these groups from each other. 
Kamchatka and Kolyma Chukchi from the frontier residents of enormous 
Chukchi land turned to be ethnic minorities in the “foreign” regions.

Self-Identification Changes

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Chukchi groups united by 
kinship ties called themselves by names derived from the rivers or 
mountains where they held their herds. All the group names mentioned 
by Bogoraz (see Table 1) are derived from river names, except Telqep 
and O’nmılın groups. Bogoraz claims that it would be easy to increase 
the number of these names because every small group tended to claim 
that it has its own names (Bogoras 1904: 27). Some family members also 
call themselves by the names of famous ancestors, which we know from 
the interviews of several consultants over the age of 45.

As our interview data show, Chukchi typically tend to identify 
themselves as belonging to a particular district rather than being mem-
bers of a traditional territorial group. Memories of territorial groups 
that existed in the pre-Soviet period have been lost, and only in excep-
tional cases can the elderly recall the locations of their grandparents’ 
pastures. Evidence exists that in the south of Chukotka, older people 
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still recall the names of their territorial groups (e.g., Telqep Chukchi, 
Viluŋei [mountain range] Chukchi; see Nuvano 2006).

In many other cases, the names of the regions became the most 
convenient way for Chukchi to classify themselves and each other. For 
example, Chukchi living in the Nizhnekolymskii district of Yakutia are 
referred to as Kolym Chukchi or Yakut Chukchi by the Chukot Chukchi. A 
Chukchi name given by the Kolym Chukchi to their Chukotka counter-
parts is roçγәɬˀәt (people from the other side of the river). We have 
no evidence of Chukot Chukchi giving Aianka Chukchi any names 
because they know little about this group. However, they sometimes 
are called Kamchat Chukchi. Aianka Chukchi call Chukotkan nomads 
Chukot Chukchi.

Chukchi from Chukotka refer to themselves according to the 
administrative district where they were born. Chukotka is subdivided 
into the Anadyrskii, Bilibinskii, Chaunskii, Chukotskii, Iultinskii, and 
Providenskii districts. Chukchi living in these districts usually refer 
to themselves (and are referred to) by those names. The Iultinskii and 
Anadyrskii districts are the two biggest subdivisions of Chukotka. 
Chukchi from Kamchatka, when talking about Chukchi who live in 
other districts, usually mention the name of the native village of the 
person they are speaking about (usually Aianka or Achaiwaiam).

This new self-identification principles reflect the limited mobility of 
the Chukchi, whose movements between the districts’ borders became 
difficult. The subdivision of Chukchi territory into districts came to be 
more important for the community of Chukotka than their ancestor’s 
pastures. They were not that necessary anymore, just as other manifes-
tations of Chukchi language.

The Shift in 2010s

Distribution of the Chukchi Speakers (Based on the 2010 Census)

Chukchi is spoken in three administrative regions of the Russian 
Federation: Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Yakutia-Sakha Republic 
(Yakutia), and Kamchatka Krai (see Figure 3). According to the 2010 
All-Russian Population Census ,5 there were 15,908 ethnic Chukchi and 
5,095 speakers of Chukchi in Russia, 14,440 of which (4,669 speakers) 
live in the traditional areas (see Table 1). According to our estimations, 
the number of speakers is somewhat exaggerated.
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District  
(Adm. center)

Total 
popu-
lation Chukchi

Chukchi speak-
ers (among 
the whole 

population)

Chukchi 
speakers 

(among the 
Chukchi)

The proportion 
of Chukchi 

speakers among 
Chukchi, %

Chukotka Autono-
mous Okrug 50,526 12,772 3,908 3,705 29.0

Anadyr’  
(urban district) 13,517 1,580 337 289 18.3

Anadyrskii district 
(town Anadyr’)1 6,935 1,587 598 530 33.4

Former Beringov-
skii district2 (town 
Beringovskii)

2,501 1,096 442 442 40.3

Bilibinskii district 
(town Bilibino) 7,866 934 85 71 7.6

Chaunskii district 
(town Pevek) 5,148 837 181 176 21.0

Chukotskii district 
(rural locality 
Lavrentiia)

4,838 3515 1310 1284 36.5

Iul’tinskii district 
(urban locality 
Egvekinot)

4,329 1163 274 268 23.0

Former Shmidtovskii 
district3 (town Mys 
Shmidta)

1,469 510 209 207 40.6

Providenskii dis-
trict (urban locality 
Provideniia)

3,923 1,435 472 438 30.5

Yakutia Republic 958,528 670 316 261 39.0

Nizhnekolymskii 
district (urban 
locality Cherskii)

4,662 506 280 249 49.2

Kamchatka Krai 322,079 1,469 523 479 32.6

Oliutorskii district 
(rural locality 
Tilichiki)

4,987 1,153 475 440 38.2

Penzhinskii district 
(rural locality 
Kamenskoe)

2,338 131 16 16 12.2

1. Anadyr’ town itself is not included in Anadyrskii district.
2. Beringovskii district was merged into Anadyrskii district in 2011.
3. Shmidtovskii district was merged into Iul’tinskii district in 2011.

Table 3. Chukchi and Chukchi speakers in the Chukchi area according to the 
2010 Russian Census. Source: 2015 All-Russian Population Census, http://std.
gmcrosstata.ru/webapi/.
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Table 3 shows the 2010 data on Chukchi and Chukchi speakers (we 
did not include “mother tongue” results) in all three studied regions 
and second-level administrative units (districts), prior to the adminis-
trative merger in 2011.

As illustrated in Figure 3, the number of Chukchi in Kamchatka and 
Yakutia is not very high. Figure 4 shows that the Chukchi population 
of the neighboring Chukchi district (Bilibinskii) is larger; however, the 
district area is larger too. The Chukchi population of Bilibinski district 
comprises 12 percent of the total district population, and in Nizhne-
kolynskii district the corresponding figure is 11 percent. The difference 
between the percentage of Chukchi speakers in the two districts is a 
notable one: 7.5 percent in Chukotka versus 48 percent in Yakutia. How-
ever, our field data show that 2010 census data on Bilibinskii districts 
is not very precise. In two villages, Ostrovnoie and Ilirnei, 0 percent of 
speakers is returned. However, during our 2016 field trip, we visited 
Ostrovnoie and met at least ten fluent speakers there, and 8 of them 
they did not change their place of living within the last 10 years. We 
also worked with fluent speakers of Ilirnei origin in Bilibino, where 
they were vacationing. However, we did not find any contradictions 

Figure 3. Chukchis in three regions.
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about the number of Chukchi speakers in other villages of Chukotka, 
Yakutia, or Kamchatka where we have previously worked.

Detailed Chukchi language distribution in the three regions is 
given in Figure 5. It illustrates the number of Chukchi speakers on 
the lower accessible level—urban and rural localities. The unexpect-
edly high numbers of Chukchi speakers is registered for Achaivaiam 
and Sredniie Pakhachi villages of Oliiutorskii district of Kamchatka. 
We did not visit this district, though we contacted local people and 
researchers who conducted fieldwork in this area. King met Chuk-
chi in the Achaivaiam village, but there were no more than a dozen 
people speaking Chukchi language; instead, most heritage speakers 
were speaking a dialect of Koryak. There are two more villages with 
high rates of Chukchi speakers in this district, Khailino and Srednie 
Pakhachi, but, according to King’s observations, it is doubtful that 
there are many Chukchi speakers there. The number in the 2010 census 
is probably so high because it often happens that local Chukchi and 
Chukchi-Koryak descendants call the language they speak “Chukchi,” 
but they speak a dialect of Chawchu Koryak. Chukchi are regarded an 
ethnic minority there, and that is why everybody who is Chukchi (or 
half-Chukchi) is supposed to speak Chukchi, regardless that he or she 

Figure 4. Share of Chukchi speakers among Chukchi (by district).



Summer 2019 97

Chukchi-Speaking Communities in Three Russian Regions 

speaks only Koryak with occasional Chukchi words (Alexander King, 
personal communication).

As Figure 5 illustrates, the majority of Chukchi settlements with 
high Chukchi language speaker rates are in Chukotskaia zemlitsa, 
which is now a part of the Chukotka Autonomous Okrug.

Generally, according to our estimates, the census data on Chukchi 
speakers in each community is exaggerated to some extent, probably 
due to the vagueness of the criterion of “language competence ( vladeniie 
iazykom); some people tend to say that they are competent in the lan-
guage even though they understand only several words. This can be 
illustrated by the following data.

In 2015, an intermediate microcensus was conducted in the Russian 
Federation. It covered a 1.5 percent sample of the population.6 Strangely, 
the sample for Chukotka covers 9.6 percent of the population engaged 
in this survey.7 An interesting feature of this census is the introduction 
of an additional question on language: “Indicate the language you use 
in everyday life.” Table 4 presents the 2015 data on ethnic Chukchi (for 
all three regions) and knowledge and usage of the Chukchi language 
(for Chukotka only). Data on Chukchi speakers is not available for 
Yakutia and Kamchatka.

Figure 5. Map of Chukotka indicating number of speakers.
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The results of the microsensus are astonishing. First, the percentage 
of Chukchi speakers in Chukotka has decreased from 30.6 percent 
to 24.6 percent within five years. No doubt that this figure illustrates 
the natural decline of the elderly population. Second, even this figure 
does not help to assess the whole scope and rapidity of language shift 
in progress. The parameter of language competence is too optimistic 
because it sometimes means the ability to understand or say several 
words, whereas in reality Chukchi language is used by not more (and 
probably fewer) than 14.7 percent of Chukchi.

Chukchi Speakers’ Age

At the end of the 1980s, linguists mention Chukchi-speaking children as 
a rare but existing phenomenon (A. P. Volodin, personal communication), 
whereas by the 2000s Chukchi was not spoken by children anymore.

The youngest fluent speaker of Chukchi we met in Chukotka was 
a nomadic Chukchi woman born in 1984. In 2008, she was a young 
woman with a newborn baby who said she would never speak Chukchi 
to her child. She worked as a herdswoman for the enterprise Imeni 
Pervogo Revoliutsionnogo Komiteta Chukotki (Named in Honor of the 
First Revolutionary Committee of Chukotka), headquartered in the vil-
lage Ust’-Belaia). She had only three years of primary education because 
her parents wanted her to live in the tundra with them and help with 
the housekeeping. Herdsmen, ages 30–40, have a more or less active 
command of the language, but they hardly ever use it in real life. The 
only reason to speak Chukchi for them is the necessity of communicat-
ing with their parents, who usually have a weak command of Russian 

Region
Ethnic 

Chukchi

Speakers of Chukchi Total population

Knowledge Usage
Respondents of 
the 2015 census

Estimate on 1 
January 2015

Chukotka 
Autonomous 
Okrug

1,426 351 (24.6 %) 210 (14.7 %) 5261 50,540

Yakutia Republic 25 n/a n/a 20,548 956,900

Kamchatka Krai 18 n/a n/a 13,523 317,200

Total in Russia 1,480 367 213

Table 4. Chukchi and Chukchi speakers in the Chukchi area. Source: Surinov 
(2015).
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(see the “Case Study”). The same can be said for the maritime villages, 
though the age of the youngest speakers there is 40–50 (based on our 
evidence from Lorino and Lavrentia localities, 2009).

In Chukotka Autonomous District, we have come across mono-
linguals (people with weak competence in Russian) only in the area of 
Chukotskaia zemlitsa: in the nomadic camp in the Pekul’nei Mountains 
(Anadyrskii district, 2008), in the Maritime Chukchi village Lorino 
(Chukotskii district, 2009), and in the nomadic camp in the Vankarem 
tundra (Iul’tinskii district, 2013).

The youngest fluent speakers in Aianka village of the Kamchatka 
Krai and in Yakutia were both born in 1974. Like in Chukotka, they use 
Chukchi only when speaking with their elder relatives. In the Nizhne-
kolymskii district of Yakutia we encountered one Chukchi-speaking 
elderly man with extremely low competence in Russian in 2014. He 
passed away in 2016, and it is unlikely that there are any monolinguals 
left in this region. In Aianka, no Chukchi-speaking monolinguals were 
interviewed. However, we met one elderly Chukchi woman with a min-
imal command of Russian.

In all three regions it is possible to hear Chukchi speech in the 
villages; speakers are usually at least 60–65 years old.

The language shift situation can be illustrated with the 2015 
census data on the speakers’ age (see Figure 6). The number of speak-
ers decreases according to their year of birth. It should be considered 

Figure 6. Distribution of ethnic Chukchi by year and spoken language in Chu-
kotka Autonomous District (2015 census) Source: 2015 All-Russian Population 
Census, http://std.gmcrosstata.ru/webapi/.
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that people born before the 1950s constitute a small proportion of the 
respondents. That is why the left part of the curve of Chukchi language 
use is low: there are not many living people of that age. The last higher 
figures are registered for people born in 1984–1986, whereas the number 
of Chukchi speakers born after that time is zero. The percentage of 
Chukchi speakers among ethnic Chukchi is shown by vertical bars.

Dialectology and Naive Dialectology

Chukchi dialectal variation has not been studied properly before the 
shift moved so far along. It is very difficult to register all the minor 
difference between Chukchi varieties because the majority of consul-
tants have considerable gaps in their Chukchi competence. Besides, the 
influence of Russian is now strong.

Our field data show that dialectal variation of Chukchi is not as 
high as that of Koryak or Alutor languages. The Chukchi area can be 
divided into three large dialectal zones: Southern, Western, and East-
ern. The last has the highest number of speakers and is considered to 
be “standard” (the writing system and orthography is based on Uelen 
maritime Chukchi variant of the Eastern zone). Each zone contains 
several variants of Chukchi, which slightly differ from one another in 
terms of the lexicon. Differences among the zones are phonetic, lexical, 
and morphological. Below we give a brief overview of the vernacular 
zones as they are described in Pupynina (2018).

The Eastern zone covers most of Chukotka except for the western 
part of the Bilibinskii district and the southern part of the Anadyrskii 
district. The heart of this dialectal zone is still Chukotskaia zemlitsa (see 
Figure 5). All available descriptions of Chukchi are based on variants 
from the Eastern zone (see Dunn 1999; Skorik 1961, 1977). Inside this 
zone, several notable differences exist between the lexicon of nomadic 
Chukchi (çawçewat) and maritime Chukchi (anqaɬˀәt). Chukchi consider 
these differences important (see Pupynina 2013).

The Western zone includes the Omolon village of the Bilibinskii 
district and the eastern part of Nizhnekolymskii district of Yakutia, 
which is part of the Nizhnekolymskii district of Yakutia. The Kolyma 
Chukchi variant of Yakutia is the most widely spoken of all western 
variants. One southwestern Chukchi variant currently spoken in the 
Penzhinskii district of Kamchatka is also dialectologically similar to 
Kolyma and Omolon Chukchi.
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The Southern zone includes Vaegi and Khatyrka, south of the 
Anadyrskii district, and the variant of the Oliutorskii district in Kam-
chatka Krai. For a map of the Chukchi vernacular zones, see Figure 7.

Differences among the dialects are minimal, and the variants of all 
zones are mutually intelligible. The most significant peculiarity of the 
Western zone is the use of the affricate /t�/ instead of voiceless palatal 
fricative /ç/; for example /çama/ (Eastern zone) versus /t�ama/ (Western 
zone) ‘also’. Special lexical items concerning geographical, biological, 
and some kinship terms exist in the Western zone, along with some 
morphological differences. The variants of the Southern zone also differ 
in the lexicon, and their verbal paradigm has some specific distinguish-
ing features; slight phonological differences from the variants of other 
zones are also noted by our consultants, but only for the male speakers.8 
Mutual intelligibility of Chukchi variants means no linguistic obstacles 
for communication between the Chukchi from different regions. How-
ever, the interconnections are rare, and we suppose that this fact plays a 
considerable role in the growing rapidity of language shift.

The so-called standard variety of Chukchi is based on the mari-
time variety of the Uelen village. It was where Skorik (1961, 1977), the 

Figure 7. Dialect zones.
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author of the Chukchi reference grammar that became the basis for 
teacher training, conducted research in the 1930s–1950s. Standard 
Chukchi, especially its orthography, is criticized by modern scholars 
(e.g., Dunn 2000), and some members of the Chukchi community, but 
it is still used by educated people in Chukotka. Until recently, Chuk-
chi from Kolyma and the Kamchatka Krai were not familiar with this 
variant, because the language was not taught as a subject in school 
nor did they have access to books and media in Chukchi. In Aianka, 
all speakers remain illiterate in their heritage language, whereas in 
Yakutia in recent years speakers have become aware of the standard 
language. In the 1980s, Chukchi appeared in the school curriculum of 
Kolymskoe, and the first books in Chukchi appeared in the libraries 
of the Nizhnekolymskii district. In Yakutsk, capital of Yakutia, some 
pedagogical materials and even a book by a Chukchi-speaking poet 
from Nizhnekolymskii district were published. Standard Chukchi 
seemed strange to speakers of Kolyma Chukchi, primarily because of 
the poorly designed orthography. They tend to say that their variant is 
different from the one spoken in Chukotka. However, when they speak 
with Chukchi from Ostrovnoe (a village in the adjacent Bilibinskii 
district of Chukotka, which belongs to the Eastern vernacular zone), 
Kolyma Chukchi do not seem to have communication troubles. When 
asked to enumerate peculiarities of their variant they usually mention 
only a few lexical items. By contrast, Aianka Chukchi, who had only 
sporadic contact with Chukotka, say that they have no communication 
troubles and that their language displays only minor differences from 
Chukotkan Chukchi.

Nowadays, the interconnections between the Chukchi from differ-
ent regions are established via WhatsApp messenger. Communication 
is maintained using Russian-Chukchi code mixing. The problem is that 
Kamchatkan and Yakutian Chukchi are often not familiar with the 
Chukchi writing system and improvise the Cyrillic alphabet for their 
needs, which sometimes causes difficulties in understanding.

Language Contacts

Chukchi speakers resisted Russian language influence for a long time, 
and their language was not seriously affected by the neighboring Yupik, 
Koryak, Even, Yukaghir, and Yakut languages. Extensive Russian loan-
words appeared only in the mid-twentieth century. Such resistance to 
external influence is probably caused by nomadic Chukchi’s former 
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exceptional position in the region. Chukchi were not eager to use  foreign 
languages when communicating with other ethnic groups. As a rule, 
Chukchi was used as a lingua franca in the areas where the Chukchi 
came into contact with Yupiks, Evens, and Yukaghirs (see Vakhtin 1998, 
2001); in the 2010s we interviewed several respondents of mixed origin 
in the Nizhnekolymskii region who claimed that Chukchi was still 
used in such a way by their parents. The 2010 census data on Siberian 
Iupiks, Evens, and Yukaghirs speaking Chukchi is not representative 
because we cannot say for sure how people of mixed Yupik-Chukchi 
origin identify themselves. However, these figures do show that speak-
ers of neighboring languages more often speak Chukchi than vice 
versa. According to the census data, there are 83 Evens, 27 Yukaghirs, 
and 67 Yupiks who speak Chukchi, whereas only 50  Chukchi speakers 
are competent in Even, 14 in Yukaghir, and 30 in Yupik.

Chukchi-Yupik contacts and their linguistic consequences are stud-
ied much more extensively than Chukchi-Even or Chukchi-Yukaghir 
interaction (see de Reuse 1994, 1996: Morgunova 2004). Yupik borrow-
ings in Chukchi are rare. They include only some marine animal names 
and terms used for hunting in the sea (see Inenlikei 1978), whereas 
Siberian Yupik has adopted a large part of the tundra-related vocabu-
lary from Chukchi, as well as particles, conjunctions, which have led 
to further syntactic changes, and modal words. Yupik phonology was 
also affected by Chukchi (for a summary of the linguistic influence of 
Chukchi on Yupik, see Morgunova 2004). Figure 8 shows the distribu-
tion of Chukchi and Yupik speakers on the Chukchi Peninsula.

In the west and south of the Bilibinskii district of Chukotka, the 
Chukchi nomadic area overlaps with Even territory. At the beginning 
of the twentieth century, Chukchi were newcomers in the area to the 
south of Anui and along the Omolon riverbanks, which was inhab-
ited by numerous nomadic Even groups (Bogoraz 1900b). At present, 
Burgakhchan is a settlement populated mainly with Even families. We 
interviewed several Even residents in the nearby village of Keperveem 
who spoke Chukchi as their second language. Their first language was 
Even, whereas Russian was their third language, which they learned 
at the boarding school. No Even-speaking Chukchi were discovered 
in the same locality. The only evidence of Chukchi use of Even comes 
from a Chukchi woman born in the Omolon tundra, who is now living 
in Saint Petersburg. She recalled some Even phrases that she frequently 
used in her childhood. According to the census data, the number of 
Even speakers in the Bilibinskii district is even higher than the number 
of Chukchi speakers (see Table 5).
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In Yakutia, Chukchi is widely used by people of mixed Even- 
Yukaghir-Chukchi origin, who tend to consider Chukchi their ethnic 
language. According to our data, they compose a larger part of the 
Chukchi speaking community than people of only Chukchi origin, due 
to extensive intermarriage in the twentieth century. After collectiviza-
tion, the majority of Chukchi nomads settled down in the village of 
Kolymskoe. Later, some of them moved to the district administrative 
center Cherskii. Our consultants from Cherskii and Kolymskoe report 
that their parents of Even or Yukaghir origin could speak or understand 
five languages: Even, Yukaghir, Chukchi, Yakut, and Russian. Ances-
tors of Chukchi origin usually could not speak other languages except 
Chukchi and sometimes Russian. Our data show that some elements of 
Yakut (e.g., the discursive particle du) penetrated the Chukchi speech of 

Figure 8. Distribution of Chukchi and Yupik speakers on the Chukchi Peninsula.
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the Even-Yukaghir population, whereas they are not used by Chukchi 
or speakers of mixed Chukchi-Yukaghir or Chukchi-Even descent. The 
distribution of languages in the western part of the Chukchi territory 
is represented in Figure 9.

Aianka Chukchi recall contacts with Kolyma and Omolon Chuk-
chi (who belong to the same dialectal zone) and with nomadic groups 
of Evens. Chukchi and Evens constitute the majority of the Aianka 
population, which consists of about 300 people. Some Aianka Chukchi 
speakers also speak Even, though in Chukotka and Yakutia it is not 
typical for Chukchi to learn the languages of neighboring groups. The 
reason could be that Evens became more numerous and more econom-
ically and politically successful in this particular region. Interviews 
recorded from older villagers show that the Evens established contacts 
with the local Soviet administration earlier than the Chukchi; they 

Figure 9. Distribution of languages in western part of the Chukchi territory.
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settled down more readily and chose the location and built the first 
Aianka houses at the end of the 1930s. Although many Chukchi-Even 
intermarriages occurred during the twentieth century, Aianka Chukchi 
has not suffered any considerable influence from Even nor was it influ-
enced by the Koryak language spoken nearby.

At the southern and southeastern borders of the area where Chuk-
chi live, the situation is different. Chukchi in Oliutorskii district of 
Kamchatka Krai (Achaivaiam, Khailino, and Srednie Pakhachi villages) 
lived and worked together with the Koryaks, who were more numerous 
in this area. As a result, a Koryak-influenced variety of Chukchi arose, 
which is hard to understand for other Chukchi speakers. In Chukchi 
texts collected by King in the village of Achaivaiam, numerous Koryak 
loanwords occur, and the phonetic influence of Koryak is clear.

The numbers of speakers for Yupik, Even, Yakut, Yukaghir, Koryak, 
and Chukchi are presented in Table 5.

In Bilibinski district, the number of Even speakers is higher than 
the number of Chukchi speakers. This district has the fewest Chukchi 
speakers in the whole region. In Nizhnekolymskii district, the Even 

Figure 10. Languages in Southern part of Chukchi area.
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population is also more numerous than the Chukchi one, though the 
proportion is lower than in Bilibinskii area. In Aianka, Penzhinskii 
district, Chukchi are surrounded by Even speakers, and the number of 
Chukchi speakers is low. Note that low figures for Koryak population 
of Oliutorskii district reflect a preponderance of people identifying eth-
nically as Chukchi while speaking a variant of Koryak. Thus, according 
to the 2010 census data, the Chukchi speakers’ rates seem not to be con-
nected with the presence of contacting languages with the exception of 
Bilibinskii and Penzhinskii districts where Chukchi contact with Evens.

The Last Domains of the Chukchi Language

The Chukchi Language in Settlements

In all three administrative regions, there are speakers who still use the 
language in everyday life, and there are several elderly individuals who 
speak mainly Chukchi and whose competence in Russian is very poor 

 Languages

District (Adm. center) Chukchi Yupik Even Koryak Yakut Yukaghir

Chukotka Okrug districts 3,876 433 230 14 21 5

Anadyrskii (Anadyr’) 1,033  44 14   

Bilibinskii (Bilibino) 70  171  21 5

Chaunskii (Pevek) 187      

Chukotskii (Lavrentiia) 1,302 51     

Iul’tinskii (Egvekinot) 478      

Providenskii (Provideniia) 472 366     

Anadyr’ (urban district) 334 16 15    

Yakutia Republic districts 316  3755  44,3312 297

Nizhnekolymskii (Cherskii) 298  377  1,171 217

Kamchatka Krai districts 523  559 1,203   

Oliutorskii (Tilichiki) 480  71 263   

Penzhinskii (Kamenskoe) 15  59 158   

Table 5. Speakers of Chukchi, Yupik, Even, Yakut, Yukaghir and Koryak in the 
Chukchi area according to Russian Census 2010. Source: 2015 All-Russian Pop-
ulation Census, http://std.gmcrosstata.ru/webapi/.
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(at least at the time of our 2013 field trip). In the course of our fieldwork, 
we have not met any children fluent in Chukchi, although in many 
villages the Chukchi language is studied as a subject in school.

According to the general trend, the Chukchi population tends to 
move to Anadyr’; its overall population has increased from 11,038 to 
13,045 from 2002 to 2010, while the Chukchi population in the city in-
creased from 1,209 to 1,300. Interview data on migration histories show 
that usually, younger Chukchi take the lead in such migration processes 
and take their older relatives with them. That is why quite a few older 
Chukchi speakers live in the capital town of Chukotka. Unfortunately, 
they tend to lose their competence because they are isolated from the 
circle of contacts they are accustomed to. In Anadyr’, there are some 
initiatives aimed to maintain regular communication of Chukchi com-
munity members and create contexts for speaking the language. One of 
them is the public organization Sisetkin wetγaw (Native Word). How-
ever, only some socially active Chukchi speakers participate in these 
initiatives, and elderly people used to small village communities feel 
uncomfortable when taking part in the events hosted by such organi-
zations, where they are encouraged to speak their language to people 
whom they barely know. It should be pointed out here that in Anadyr’ 
in 2010s there appeared several platforms for younger Chukchi to learn 
their language, which is now gaining momentum.

Our discussion of maritime villages is based primarily on data col-
lected in Lorino and Lavrentiia and interviews with Uelen residents. 
Overall, there are 17 hunting brigades in 17 villages; each village has 
one hunting brigade (see underlined named in Figure 8). All our respon-
dents (maritime hunters, ten people overall) say that, normally, Chukchi 
is not spoken during whale or walrus hunting anymore. However, 
middle-aged and sometimes young hunters have developed receptive 
skills in Chukchi, though they rarely have the opportunity to use them. 
Descendants of the sea-mammal hunters live only in Chukotka. Some 
of them still participate in traditional hunting. Unlike herders, they do 
not live in isolation for a considerable amount of time and are perma-
nently exposed to the context of modern Russian-dominant world.

The Chukchi Language in Educational Institutions

In Chukotka, Chukchi is taught in the so-called national villages; there 
are no Chukchi classes in Anadyr’ and other localities where the Chuk-
chi do not constitute the majority of the population. There are still a lot 
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of native Chukchi teachers who are fluent speakers of their language, so 
the youngsters have an opportunity to hear the good Chukchi pronun-
ciation, and we have met some children with excellent phonetic skills in 
pronouncing Chukchi words, although they did not always understand 
the meaning of these words. In some villages, elderly teachers have 
been replaced by younger ones who are poor speakers of their heritage 
language.

In Yakutia, Chukchi has been taught intermittently since the end of 
the 1980s in Kolymskoe. Since 2017 it is also being taught in Cherskii. 
In Aianka, the language is taught for half an academic hour every two 
weeks. The teacher is skilled and fluent in Chukchi, but she does not 
have enough time and teaching materials to provide her pupils with 
the proper training.

The school, as a domain of Chukchi language, functions almost 
uniformly in all three regions. Unfortunately, the teaching techniques, 
especially the ones used in secondary school, are rather old-fashioned 
and not very motivating. In the Chukchi classes children hear the fluent 
spoken language (in many cases), play games and sing songs (in the 
primary school), receive the general understanding that Chukchi lan-
guage is officially supported. School graduates have some knowledge of 
Chukchi grammar and are able to understand some words and phrases 
right after leaving school. Despite the teachers’ efforts, school gradu-
ates usually are not able to speak the language after they finish school. 
Their knowledge is receptive at best. It is doubtful that these children 
consider Chukchi to be their mother tongue, even though it is so called 
in the educational curriculum.

Chukchi teachers are trained in Saint Petersburg at the Institute 
of the Peoples of the North, Herzen State Pedagogical University, and 
in Yakutsk at the Northeastern Federal University. In each university, 
there is a trained professor with Chukchi as a first language.

The Chukchi Language in Nomadic Brigades

Everyday practices of people working for nomadic brigades in some 
way resemble the ones of their ancestors. That is why it is natural to 
assume that some traditional social values, material culture objects, and 
communication practices would be safer among reindeer herders who 
still live in the tundra.

Nomadic brigades are a subdivision of agricultural enterprises (still 
referred to as sovkhozes in Chukotka). These enterprises are a kind 
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of state-run reindeer farm, a successor to the Soviet collective farms, 
which were established during the collectivization of reindeer farming. 
Collectivization took place in the Chukchi homeland in the 1930s–1950s. 
In the 1990s, state farms were reorganized by the process of privati-
zation and later again received state support. (For a detailed study of 
Chukchi reindeer breeding husbandry in the post-Soviet period, see 
Gray 2000.)

Chukotka, Kamchatka, and Yakutia have reindeer herding brigades 
that employ people of Chukchi origin. In Chukotka, there are 19 enter-
prises with 67 nomadic brigades (according to the data obtained from 
the local authorities in 2017). Chukchi work in all of them, probably 
except one or two Anuisk brigades where the majority of employees 
are Even. In Nizhnekolymskii district of Yakutia, there are three enter-
prises, two of which have headquarters in Cherskii and Kolymskoie, 
localities with considerable Chukchi populations. The Kolymskoe 
village is the headquarters of the large enterprise Turwaurgin. Its 
employees included mostly Chukchi, a few Yukaghirs, Evens, and 
people of mixed origin. Now all the brigades are multiethnic. Our 
consultants recall that in the 1970s–1980s there were Chukchi or Even 
brigades where people used to speak their heritage languages. We made 
two short trips to two brigades of Turwaurgin (two days and ten days, 
respectively). We had no opportunity to hear Chukchi, although there 
were Chukchi- speaking individuals in the brigades. In the Oliutorskii 
district of Kamchatka, there is one enterprise with two brigades in 
Achaiwaiam, another enterprise with two brigades in Khailino. The 
brigades are mixed Koryak-Chukchi ones. There is no reindeer herding 
in Srednie Pakhachi (this data was obtained from Valentina Dedyk in 
2019). We suppose that the preferred heritage language, if any, in the 
brigades should be Koryak. In Aianka, the only one Chukchi-dominant 
village of Penzhinskii district, the enterprise worked until the 2010s, 
when the last hundreds of domestic reindeer were “taken away,” as the 
villagers say, by wild reindeer during abnormally large migrations of 
wild reindeer herds. (See Figure 11 for villages hosting headquarters of 
reindeer enterprises, where reindeer breeding still remains.)

In all three regions, there is still some continuity of nomadic life-
style: herders (herding enterprise employees) practice a similar type 
of activity in the tundra as their ancestors. Some of them still use the 
same type of nomadic housing and many traditional techniques for 
herding and occasional hunting for wild reindeer. In the majority of 
Chukotkan brigades, herders still use yarangas in summer (covered with 
tarp or reindeer skin); in winter they use modernized big nomadic tents 
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with a stove. Some celebration activities still involve unique language 
practices. In Yakutia, the yaranga is not that common. In the ninth bri-
gade of Kolymskoie enterprise, which we visited in 2014, there were two 
dwellings, one tarp-covered yaranga and one nomadic tent. As interview 
data show, in other brigades yarangas are also only occasionally used. 
Yaranga is no longer used in Oliutorskii district.

Each enterprise owns a certain amount of reindeer, which are 
divided into several herds. A brigade of hired Chukchi (or in some cases 
Evens, Yupiks, or Yukaghirs and, rarely, Russians) take care of one herd, 
which can consist of 2,000–6,000 reindeer. Workers of reindeer breeding 
brigades spend a considerable amount of time in the tundra, coming to 
the settlement only for vacation or other special occasions.

Tending a herd of 4,000 head requires six to ten herdsmen. In addi-
tion, there are several women in each herd, usually the herdsmen’s 
wives, who provide support. The life of a family is organized around 
the yaranga. Usually, there are between three and six yarangas in one 
brigade. Women who are in charge of yaranga keeping occupy the posi-
tion of herdswomen or tent-keepers (chumrabotnitsa), as they are called. 
The enterprises are experiencing a shortage of women, because they 

Figure 11. Distribution of reindeer herding enterprises in Chukotka.   
Source: Data based on “Scheme of territorial planning of Chukotka autonomous 
district, 2007” and on the information provided by local authorities.
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are reluctant to work in the tundra because of the inconveniences of 
nomadic life. Finally, in each brigade there are several elderly people 
(men and women) who permanently live in the tundra but do not fulfill 
reindeer herder’s responsibilities. They worked in the sovkhoz through-
out their lives and are not culturally adapted to lead a settled lifestyle 
in a village. Usually, they hold an adviser position. This elderly part of 
the brigade forms the last vestigial domain of the Chukchi language. A 
few of them are monolinguals, who speak only Chukchi and can barely 
understand Russian.

The reindeer breeding year can be divided into winter and summer 
periods. During the summer period (letovka), women and elderly stay 
in one place, whereas herdsmen travel long distances with their rein-
deer in search of good pastures. Younger women serve the needs of 
the yaranga: they supply it with firewood and water, cook, and manage 
the supplies. Traditional practices such as gathering edible plants are 
usually initiated by elders and are not conducted at all if there are no 
elders who are able to walk long distances. These elders are often (but 
not always) more competent in Chukchi than in Russian, but they can 
understand some simple Russian phrases and can speak some Rus-
sian with an accent. During this part of the summer, herdswomen 
extensively communicate with the elderly, which in theory means that 
herdswomen have more opportunity to learn and practice Chukchi 
with elderly members of the brigade than men do. However, our field-
work data show that this does not happen. Younger herdswomen tend 
to speak Russian to their elder relatives, who answer them in Chukchi, 
which younger women understand poorly. In the Iultinskii district, we 
visited a yaranga where a woman in her twenties lived with her father-
in-law, who had practically no competence in Russian. She understood 
a few Chukchi words, and during the observation period (two days, 
about three hours each day), she had to communicate with him using 
gestures several times. By contrast, younger herdsmen are more likely 
to be competent in Chukchi, though they scarcely use it at the herd even 
when they are on duty with a Chukchi-speaking group.

Letovka usually ends with the celebration of the two-stage Taar-
oŋγәrγәn (reindeer sacrifice), which includes two reindeer slaughters 
(either for clothes or for ritual purposes) and sometimes – the important 
Myŋeγәrγәn ceremony which is a ritual sequence involving hermetical 
coverage of yaranga, filling it in with smoke and rhythmical moving 
around. After that, in September–November, the brigades travel to 
winter pastures. In the winter, camp members rarely change pastures: 
this happens approximately once a month. In the spring, the brigades 
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turn back to the summer pastures and make a lengthy stop on the way 
to let the reindeer females give birth to their calves. Then they celebrate 
Kilvei, the second big festival, which is still remembered in many loca-
tions, including Yakutia. It takes place when the new reindeer are born, 
which is celebrated with great joy and hope for the good future.

Maritime Chukchi of the Chukchi seacoast sometimes had small 
reindeer herds. Sea-mammal hunting is still practiced together with 
small-herd reindeer breeding in the maritime villages of Chukotka. The 
farms of the “more continental” parts of Chukotka keep bigger reindeer 
herds, and more herdsmen are needed to maintain them.

Taaroŋɣərɣən and Language Use for Sacral Purposes

Taaroŋγәrγәn is a series of festivals connected with the herding cycle, 
which express “‘a wish to establish and maintain good relations with 
spirits” (Vaté 2005: 40). The first Taaroŋγәrγәn symbolizes the end of 
the summer period. It is called Wәlγәqaanmat and includes the killing 
of a young reindeer born in spring to make clothes for the youngsters, 
and some ceremonial actions, which necessarily involve covering 
the apertures of the yaranga with willow branches. The second part, 
ŋenrirˀun, includes the killing of an adult reindeer for clothes for the 
rest of the camp, and the Myŋeγәrγәn ceremony. In different districts, 
different traces of this ancient celebration remain. Originally, the ritual 
practices could vary in different nomadic camps (for a description of 
the Amguema tundra variant of the celebration, see Kuznetsova 1957). 
No traces of this celebration are found in the Chukchi community of 
Yakutia. In Aianka, which currently lacks reindeer herds, people recall 
only the Myŋeγәrγәn ceremony.9

During the summer taaroŋγәrγәn celebrations, no particular ritual 
language is used, though younger people usually follow the instructions 
of the elderly while completing celebratory activities. These instructions 
are sometimes given in Chukchi, especially when naming a specific 
ritual or ceremonial objects. Thus, at least some passive knowledge of 
Chukchi is necessary for younger women in Chukchi brigades where 
these celebrations are still conducted under the guidance of elders.
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Case Study: Chukotka, Nomadic Brigade #9

In 2008, we visited nomadic Brigade 9 of the enterprise Pervogo 
Revoliutsionnogo Komiteta Chukotki. This trip covered the final part 
of the letovka period and lasted three weeks. Other trips lasted only 
eight days (in the Amguema tundra in 2013), ten and two days (in the 
Nizhnekolymskaia tundra in 2014 and 2016), and four days (in the 
Ryrkaipii tundra in 2015). The 2008 trip results are peculiar because 
they demonstrate high rates of Chukchi young speakers in comparison 
to our observations in other areas (which could also be because the first 
trip took place five to eight years earlier).

Supplies and people are transported to the brigade from the village 
Ust’-Belaia, where the enterprise headquarters are situated. There were 
five brigades. Brigade number 9 was the largest because it had to take 
care of a herd of about 6,000 head (relatively large compared to the other 
herds of the enterprise (up to 4000 head). The nearby enterprise with 
headquarters in Snezhnoe had been liquidated by that time, and its last 
herd was joined to the herd of Brigade 9. We spent two weeks with the 
herd. At the time of our arrival the herdsmen were about to leave the 
summer pastures and move back toward the rest of the brigade (that 
is, the camp of the herdswomen and elderly). We traveled with them to 
the place where the herdswomen and elderly were settled, and we lived 
another two weeks with the reunited brigade.

Letovka of the reindeer breeding brigades of Ust’-Belaia takes place 
each year in the Pekul’nei Mountain range (see Figure 12). Because of 
the lack of sea access, reindeer herds are held in the mountains, where 
it is windier and there are not many bloodsucking insects. People’s lug-
gage is transported by a tractor-mounted buck rake. There were 13 adult 
herdsmen and five children between the ages of 9 and 15, including one 
girl, who were on a break from school and occasionally helped their 
parents in the herd, a Russian tractor driver and his Chukchi wife, who 
was responsible for cooking. Neither of them was competent in Chuk-
chi. The herd was accompanied by three feldshers (zootekhniki), two of 
them being of Chukchi and one of mixed Russian-Chukchi origin. In 
total, 23 people traveled with the herd, and the camp moved from one 
place to another every one to two days.

All people were interviewed by the lone researcher in Russian; little 
Chukchi was used by the interviewer during the conversations. As we 
already mentioned, there are no children who speak Chukchi. Out of 15 
adult male Chukchi employees (herdsmen and veterinarians), 11 could 
speak Chukchi (nine herdsmen and two veterinarians). The youngest 
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speaker (a herdsman) was born in 1978. All of them were bilingual in 
Chukchi and Russian. Only three people (the oldest herdsman and 
two Chukchi-speaking veterinarians, all of whom were born between 
1950–1959), continuously communicated in Chukchi at the herd (when 
resting), or at the camp. Until we arrived at the main camp where the 
women and elderly lived, none of the herders except these three spoke 
Chukchi of their own volition. Dialogs among the herders who knew 
Chukchi were always kept in Russian. Interview data showed that a lot 
of them (see Table 6) were able to translate a wide range of phrases from 
Russian to Chukchi and to tell a coherent story in Chukchi. However, 
even when herders were on duty, they did not use Chukchi, though 
speaking Russian could be sometimes more time-consuming. Russian 
lacks special reindeer terms, but instead of resorting to one Chukchi 

Figure 12. Reindeer brigades of Ust’-Belaia.
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word, speakers used several Russian explanatory words to refer to a 
certain reindeer. When resting in the nomad camp after working a shift 
in the herd, herdsmen (but only the three abovementioned respondents) 
were more likely to use their heritage language.

An attempt to initiate a conversation in Chukchi by asking three 
herdsmen to discuss their first hunting experience was not successful: 
after they had each told their brief individual stories in Chukchi, the 
herdsmen continued to briskly discuss the introduced topic in Russian.

The narrative telling cultural-communicative competence was not 
much developed: the majority of herders could only tell a brief story 
about their school years, first hunting experience, and the like. How-
ever, one young herdsman could even remember several fairy tales, 
some of which were told to him by his grandmother, and others that he 
read in books written in Chukchi.

At the camp, the herdsmen were met by a fumigation cere-
mony (women went around the herders with alight cassiope tetragona 
branches, as described in Vaté 2010: 142). After this, the preparation 
for  wylγәqaanmat started, which took several days. In this brigade, the 
wylγәqaanmat and ŋenrirˀun celebrations were joined together.

The camp consisted of eight women, one elderly man, and several 
babies. Herdswomen (tent workers) born between 1957 and 1983 were 
not competent in Chukchi, except one woman born in 1957, who could 
understand some phrases. Four elderly women born between 1930 and 
1943 were competent Chukchi speakers and had a poor command of 
Russian, one of them being monolingual. The elderly man born in 1937 
was bilingual, though not a confident speaker of Russian. Therefore, 
communication between younger women and children, on the one 
hand, and elderly people, on the other, was hampered to a large extent. 
(For the total numbers of Chukchi speakers in Brigade 9 by age and 
gender, see Table 6.)

The elderly Chukchi in the brigade were the parents of some of the 
young herdsmen. The latter, who were reluctant to demonstrate their 
language skills, only spoke Chukchi to their parents and other elderly 
relatives. When speaking with each other, they continued to use Rus-
sian. One Chukchi-speaking veterinarian, who was a new member of 
the brigade, felt enthusiastic about language maintenance. He tried to 
speak Chukchi to everyone who was at least slightly competent in the 
language (including the researcher), but his efforts did not seem to have 
any effect on the other brigade members’ eagerness to use Chukchi.

Table 6 contains only the numbers of fluent speakers, that is, people 
who can create and tell a coherent story in Chukchi. It seems that 



Summer 2019 117

Chukchi-Speaking Communities in Three Russian Regions 

 Chukchi language skills in the group of herdswomen born between 1960 
and 1982 are mostly receptive, as are Russian language skills in the group 
of women born between 1930 and 1960; otherwise, their communication 
would be impossible. It is hard to explain the high rates of Chukchi 
speakers among herdsmen born between 1960 and 1982. Probably the 
reason is that they spent more time in the herd where they learned Chuk-
chi from their fathers; however, we did not discuss this during fieldwork.

Conclusions

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Chukchi constituted a 
relatively numerous, independent, and self-sufficient group that was 
not completely subjected to the Russian Empire. There was no language 
endangerment; Chukchi rarely learned languages of other indigenous 
and even Russian-Chukchi or English-Chukchi bilinguals were a rare 
phenomenon. To some extent, the Chukchi resisted external political 
and linguistic influence until the end of the 1930s, and in some areas 
the 1950s. At that time, numerous boarding schools were established, 
and severe changes in traditional economies induced by collectivization 
started to manifest themselves. These processes began nearly at the 
same time and continue to progress hand in hand. Family-based prof-
itable reindeer keeping, wide net of connections that helped Chukchi to 
maintain uniform language without serious dialect variations came to a 
halt. Ethnic language, the former notion of their “traditional territories” 
(rivers or mountains where their herds were kept), knowledge of tradi-
tional ceremonies and practices became “not necessary” for the most 
Chukchi. This kind of language shift is not a long, continuous process 
with a gradual displacement of one language by another. Rather, it is 
a sudden loss of a language with the simultaneous loss of traditional 

 Number of people Chukchi speakers

Total number of adult Chukchi in the brigade 23 15

Herdsmen born between 1930–1960 5 5

Herdsmen born between 1960–1982 15 11

Herdswomen born between 1930–1960 5 4

Herdswomen born between 1960–1983 3 0

Table 6. Number of Chukchi speakers in Brigade 9 of the Ust’-Belaia enterprise, 
2008.
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spheres of its usage. Speaking a language is embedded in daily social 
practices, and language shift is evidence of radical social change, usu-
ally of an oppressive quality.

The separation of the Chukchi into three regions was a particular 
case of losing interconnections and mobility. Although the number of 
Chukchi in Chukotka and Yakutia is not high, disintegration played 
its role: people from different regions know little about each other. In 
fact, with mobility reducing, people lost many potential communicators 
with whom they could speak their language. The situation changed a 
little when Chukchi created groups in WhatsApp messenger, where 
they started to communicate, sometimes even in Russian; however, this 
means of communication is available to a reduced part of the population.

The language situation in the three districts where Chukchi live—
Chukotka, Kamchatka, and Yakutia—varies according to the census 
data. However, we point out again that the census data are not always a 
reliable source of information. The most favorable conditions for Chuk-
chi language seem to be established in Chukotka where the language is 
officially supported. Our field data show different authorities’ attitudes 
toward Chukchi in Aianka, Kamchatka, and in Nizhnekolymskii dis-
trict, Yakutia. The language is officially supported in Yakutia, whereas 
that is not the case in Aianka. There are no Chukchi books or regular 
Chukchi teaching in the Aianka school, however in Nizhnekolymskii 
district Chukchi is taught in two schools, and books are published in 
the Kolyma Chukchi variant. During decades of partial isolation, the 
Kolyma Chukchi variant did not develop considerably big dialectal 
differences from Chukotkan Chukchi, but as the most northwestern 
representative of Chukchi dialectal continuum, it retained some pecu-
liarities. Despite that, Chukchi from Nizhnekolymskii district consider 
their variant—as well as some aspects of traditional culture—quite dif-
ferent from Chukotkan Chukchi. Aianka Chukchi also think themselves 
as a separate group, but rather forgotten and abandoned than self- 
sufficient and strong, as Kolyma Chukchi. We do not know much about 
the situation in Oliutorskii district of Kamchatka, where other Chukchi 
live. However, we suppose a high level of Chukchi-Koryak mixing and 
high rates of identification of Chukchi-Koryak Koryak-speaking descen-
dants as Chukchi and Chukchi-speaking individuals.

It is possible to claim that the level of language endangerment is 
similar in all three regions. One still can hear Chukchi language in the 
street, though this will change soon because of the natural decline of the 
Chukchi elderly population. The natural increase of Chukchi- speaking 
population does not take place any more. In this respect, Anadyr’, the 



Summer 2019 119

Chukchi-Speaking Communities in Three Russian Regions 

capital of Chukotka, is the one place where some interest among the 
younger generation toward their heritage language is observed.

An important vestige of spoken Chukchi are nomadic reindeer 
herding brigades because their employees preserve the practices of 
the traditional economy, at least to some extent. Nomadic lifestyle thus 
contributes to the partial conservation of the Chukchi language, even 
if herdsmen do not use it in their everyday life anymore. The life cycle 
of nomadic brigades does not stop the process of language loss, but 
instead slows it down, slightly prolonging the possibility of preserving 
part of the Chukchi culture in the form of their language.

The case study in one of the brigades with high rates of Chukchi 
speakers illustrates the language loss process: communication in the 
camp where there are elderly herdsmen can be held in Chukchi or Rus-
sian, whereas at the herd, where there are no elders, Chukchi-speaking 
herders prefer to use Russian. The study also demonstrates differences 
in language preferences between genders: young men communicate 
with the elderly in Chukchi, whereas young women prefer to use Rus-
sian, which was acquired by the elderly as a second language and often 
recessively. The shift from Chukchi to Russian is developing rapidly, 
despite the efforts of individual enthusiasts.
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Notes

1. Bogoraz conducted brilliant pioneer research of Chukchi people and 
their language. He traveled to the northeast of modern Yakutia, Chukotka, and 
Kamchatka in 1895–1897 and 1900–1901.

2. Traditional Chukchi fur tent.
3. Gergard Maidel represented authorities of Kolymskii Okrug and trav-

eled in 1868–1870 from Yakutsk to the Lower Kolyma and further to Chukotka 
Peninsula to establish new trade and political relationships with Chukchi grant 
them citizenship.

4. This and the following data on Kamchatkan Chukchi was obtained 
through personal communication with Alexander King, who worked in Oliu-
torskii district of Kamchatka in 1990s–2010s.

5. “Population of the Russian Federation by Languages” (in Russian) 
(http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/perepis2010/croc/Documents/Vol4/
pub-04-05.pdf). Russian Bureau of Statistics. and “Population of the Russian 
Federation by ethnic groups” (in Russian) (http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/
new_site/perepis2010/perepis_itogi1612.htm). Russian Bureau of Statistics.

6. Microperepis naseleniia 2015 goda [2015 Microcensus of population] 
(http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/population/demo/micro-perepis/
micro-perepis-main.html). Rosstat, 2015.

7. When compared to the Chukotka population in 2015 (50,540), according 
to the GKS estimate: Estimates of number of permanent population by sub-
jects of Russian Federation. Tabl-03-15 (http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/doc_2015/
bul_dr/mun_obr2015.rar). Russian Federal State Statistics Service.

8. There are male and female “sociolects” in all dialectal zones, in which 
female’s speech is usually described as having differences from the “standard” 
male variant. Thus, the male variant of the Southern Chukchi zone is some-
thing peculiar.

9. There are other annual celebrations, but according to our estimations, 
they are not as well-remembered as wylγyqaanmat and ŋenrirˀun. For the 
modern interpretation of these and other celebrations see Vaté (2005, 2013).

http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/population/demo/micro-perepis/micro-perepis-main.html
http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/population/demo/micro-perepis/micro-perepis-main.html
http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/doc_2015/bul_dr/mun_obr2015.rar
http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/doc_2015/bul_dr/mun_obr2015.rar
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