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Indigenous minorities of Siberia and Russian sociolinguistics
of the 1920s: A life apart?
Nikolai Vakhtin

Department of Anthropology, European University, St. Petersburg 191187, Russia

ABSTRACT
In the 1920s, two strong intellectual trends were simultaneously
developing in Russia: the studies of languages and cultures of the
indigenous population of Siberia and the Far North (led by
Vladimir Bogoras, Leo Shternberg, and others), and
sociolinguistic studies (led by Evgeniy Polivanov, Afanasiy
Selischev, Rosaliya Shor, and others). Sociolinguistics as a new
and fashionable branch of knowledge included many topics
(sociolinguistic theory, social dialectology, influence of rapid
social changes on language), but there never were attempts to
study sociolinguistically the languages of indigenous
“Northern” minorities. In 1929 Roman Jakobson and Nikolai
Trubetskoy, who by that time were both living abroad,
launched a project called “Languages of the USSR.” The project
could have united the two trends, but it was soon terminated
because of the Great Depression in the West and a sharp turn
in Stalin’s policy in 1929 when many Russian scholars were
prosecuted, academia became split in a fight over who
represented “the true Marxism”, and international collaboration
became dangerous for Russian scholars. Another reason for the
lack of interest in sociolinguistic studies of indigenous minority
languages was the evolutionist paradigm of Siberianist cultural
anthropology of the time. As a result, the Soviet language
planning for Northern indigenous minority languages in
the1930s and later did not sufficiently take into account the
sociolinguistic aspect of the problem; this may be responsible
for its many failures and inconsistencies.
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Introduction

Strange as it may sound to us today, the mid- and late 1920s in Russia were, for many, a
happy time. Between the two revolutions of 1917 and the end of Civil War in 1922 the
country had lived through a very rough time. Human lives were cheap throughout those
five years, and those who survived the famine, the “red” and “white” terror, the war,
those who hadn’t emigrated, were slowly returning to what they thought to be a normal
life – despite the fact that the country lay in ruins. During this period, all over Russia
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people suffered privations of all sorts – there were shortages of food, clothes, footwear,
heating, basic goods, and housing. But, at the same time, this was a time of unprecedented
intellectual upsurge, a time of great enthusiasm, first of all among the younger people.

The prevailing feeling among the young, urban, and educated was that they were
taking part in the greatest event in history. The country had just overthrown the evil,
sluggish and stagnant Tsarist regime, seen by many as heavy fetters on the feet of
Russia. The young were laying the cornerstones for the future paradise on earth. The
whole world was open before them. Ethnographer Nina Gagen-Torn (she was 16 in
1917) would write half a century later in her memoirs: “… our strengths seemed unlim-
ited, we had an eternity ahead of us, and the dream to turn the world inside out and
make it perfect looked quite realistic” (Gagen-Torn 1994, 5–6). And several pages
later: “We felt that we were representatives of the people of our generation, and
future ministers of a parliamentary Russia” (21). At least this was the feeling in the
capital, St Petersburg (called Petrograd at the time, and Leningrad after 1924).

This atmosphere of enthusiasm and hope, this flight of intellect, was obvious in avant-
garde art and poetry, in new theatre andmusic, and of course in the sciences, especially in
the humanities and social sciences. As Craig Brandist writes: “In the immediate post-revo-
lutionary and post-Civil War period a more open form of intellectual life was a real possi-
bility, for those at least not hostile toward the current direction of social and political
change” (Brandist 2002, 12). In a way, avant-garde art, poetry, and scholarship were all
interconnected and were regarded by the young people as a holistic manifestation of
the new life. For example, in 1918–1924 in Petrograd a new institution was functioning
called Institut zhivogo slova (Institute of Living Word), which was very closely connected,
through personal contacts, with both the linguistic school of Baudouin de Courtenay and
with the Russian avant-garde painting and poetry (see Ivanova 2008). Petrograd was a
small city at that time,1 and everybody seemed to know everybody else.

In the 1920s there were two rapidly developing branches of the scholarly intellectual
life, the study of the cultures and languages of indigenous minorities of Siberia (led by
Vladimir Bogoras and Lev Shternberg) and sociolinguistics (see below). These two were
cruising, so to say, along parallel courses in the same two cities, Petrograd and Moscow,
and should quite logically have formed the foundation for the future Soviet language
policy, especially among the indigenous minorities of the Far North. Members of the
two groups – who in many cases knew each other personally – should have worked
together, inspiring each other, exchanging ideas and creating what we call today
synergy. This, however, never happened. The question is why nobody thought of apply-
ing newly developed sociolinguistic methods to the newly discovered field of study,
Siberian minority languages. Why didn’t anybody think about using the newly discov-
ered minority languages to expand the scope of sociolinguistic research? Today this
would seem a natural, almost trivial, thing to do – why wasn’t it so in the 1920s?

The study of the indigenous languages of Siberia

By the late 1920s, this field was by no means a terra incognita: indigenous cultures and
languages of Siberia were studied rather extensively. The key names here are Vladimir
Bogoras and Lev Shternberg.
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Vladimir (Waldemar) Germanovich Bogoras-Tan (1865–1936)2 was born in the small
town of Ovruch, Volyn’ Province in north-western Ukraine. At the age of 15 (!) he
became a student at St. Petersburg University, first to study mathematics and later
law. In December 1886, he was arrested as an active member of the anti-government
“People’s Freedom”3 party and two years later was exiled for ten years to the Kolyma
Region in eastern Siberia where he stayed until 1898. In Siberia, he began to study
Chukchi ethnography and language. In 1894 he was employed by the Yakutia
Expedition (1894–1896), organized by the East Siberian Division of the Russian Geo-
graphic Society and financed by Fiodor Riabushinsly, and worked in Chukotka and
northern Yakutia (Sirina 2007). Bogoras returned to St. Petersburg in 1899 and found
a job with the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography, at first as a volunteer. In
1900 he was invited by Franz Boas to take part in the famous Jesup North Pacific
Expedition (1897–1903) (see Krupnik 1998; Vakhtin 2001; Kendall and Krupnik 2003)
and spent more than a year traveling in Chukotka and Kamchatka. During the First
Russian revolution (1905) and before the Great War (1914), Bogoras was very active
in writing in many genres, from journalism and fiction to scholarly papers and books.
He was a man of passion, and of considerable literary talent; he also openly despised
and hated the Tsarist government that had sent him to prison and then to exile.4

Before long Bogoras became one of the leading Russian ethnographers and an undis-
putable authority in Siberian studies (see Alkor 1935).

Lev Yakovlevich Shternberg’s life (1861–1927) was rather similar to that of Bogoras. It
also included early revolutionary activities, arrest, exile to the island of Sakhalin for 10
years, a gradually developing interest in the languages and cultures of the indigenous
people (in this case, Nivkh), a return to St. Petersburg, and a position at Museum of Eth-
nography (see Sergei Kan’s [2009] excellent biography of Lev Shternberg).

Vladimir Bogoras and Lev Shternberg enjoyed in the 1920s an “unprecedented level
of influence on the formation of Soviet ethnography of Siberia” (Mikhailova 2004, 28).5

The two scholars established and administered several influential educational and
research institutions for Russian “Siberianists”, ethnographers and linguists, as well as
for indigenous teachers. The history of this bold and large-scale enterprise is yet to
be written; the following is just a brief outline.

Shortly before The Great War a group of Russian scholars, members of the Imperial
Geographical Society, applied for permission to open a new institution of higher edu-
cation that would offer a broad training in area studies and geography (Edelstein
1930, 31). The group included, among others, geologist Alexandr E. Fersman, biologists
Nikolai M. Knipovich and Leo S. Berg, and two ethnographers: Lev Shternberg and Vla-
dimir Bogoras (Gagen-Torn 1971, 138).

Sergei Kan writes in his biography of Shternberg about Russian scholars of the time:
“… on the eve of the February Revolution [of 1917] they had concluded that the time
had come for… radically improving the state of instruction in all the subfields of
anthropology in the country’s institutions of higher learning.” Lev Shternberg was
one of those who wrote a position paper for this reform, in which he claimed that
physical anthropologists could no longer teach ethnography (or cultural anthropology):
“[w]hile he linked physical anthropology and archaeology as natural science disciplines,
he contrasted them with cultural anthropology as a humanities discipline that had
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strong ties to such fields as history, linguistics, and psychology”, and “… advocated
placing the newly proposed ‘departments of ethnography’ within history rather than
geography or other natural science departments” (Kan 2009, 235).

In 1915, the Higher Geography Courses were established in St. Petersburg; a year
later the Ethnographic Division was added. After the Bolshevik Revolution of October
1917, the Courses were transformed into the Institute of Geography, with two Depart-
ments: General Geography and Ethnography. Bogoras and Shternberg, with their vast
Siberian experience, took the lead in teaching ethnography in this institution. By
1925 this Institute became a strong and sound educational institution, with 32 pro-
fessors, 20 lecturers and 27 assistants. Among the professors we find a dozen famous
names: Leo Berg, Vladimir Bogoras, Boris Vladimirtsov, Nikolai Konrad, Veniamin
Semenov-Tan-Sanskii, Alexander Fersman, Lev Shternberg, and others.

In 1925 the Institute of Geography was merged into Leningrad State University as an
independent Faculty. Feverish activities of various reorganizations, mergers and de-
mergers were typical for the time. New institutions appeared and disappeared over-
night; the same college with the same teachers could change its name and affiliation
several times within one year. Craig Brandist modestly calls this organizational chaos
“the dynamics of institutional locus of research” (Brandist 2011a, 2) – a beautiful under-
statement. The institution created by Bogoras and Shternberg also had to live through
many reorganizations; every time it would arise from the dead, with a different name,
but a very similar programme, ideology, and staff of professors.

Bogoras and Shternberg apparently had a clear plan: to enrol talented students,
teach them intensively for two years, and then send them to various “Northern”
regions as teachers and administrators for at least a year and a half so that they
could acquire the necessary experience and practical knowledge of the area, the
people, and the languages. They would then welcome their former students back
from the field, let them complete their education, and turn them into professional
researchers (and teachers) of “Northern” languages and cultures. For the time, this
was a serious educational innovation that Bogoras had to fight for. In his Archives
there are dozens of letters and memoranda insisting on long-term work for students.
For example, he wrote: we are sure that it is necessary “to break up the course…
into two two-year periods and give those who choose it to use the break for a one-
or two-year practical work in the regions among respective peoples.”6 Or, in a 1927
letter to the dean of the Geography Department, he asks to permit the students of
the Ethnographic Division long leaves of absence for fieldwork “for both language prac-
tice and a deeper understanding of the cultural traits.”7 Bogoras won this fight. In his
report on the students’ fieldwork in 1926/1927 academic year he writes that several stu-
dents suspended their education for two years in order to spend the time in the field.8

Borogas was convinced that long stays “in the field” (what he called “the stationary
method”) was a must for training good ethnographers and linguists; he wrote and
spoke about it constantly. At the Conference of Ethnographers of Moscow and Lenin-
grad in 1929, where all the participants talked about Marxist ideology in ethnography,
Bogoras made a presentation on the “Stationary Method in Ethnography.” He repeated
his favourite ideas: ethnographers must spend a long time in the field, ethnographers
must know the language of the people they study, and the academic work of
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ethnographers must be closely linked with practical issues, with “helping the people
whom they study to develop economically and culturally” (Mikhailova 2004, 30).

In 1922 and 1923 Bogoras managed for the first time to get substantial funding from
the Ministry of Education (Narkompros) to organize “practice” trips for the students.
Approximately 80 people were sent to different parts of the country (Gagen-Torn
1971, 141; see also Staniukovich 1971, 129–135 for a detailed account of these ethno-
graphic “excursions,” as they were called at the time). In 1923 48 students took part in
these field trips, while in 1924 there were 91 students “in the field” (Staniukovich 1971,
130). These field trips continued in the1920s and early 1930s and several collections of
papers written by the students on the basis of their field data were edited by Shtern-
berg and (or) Bogoras and published in 1920s.

It is clear that Bogoras and Shternberg modelled this educational curriculum after
their own biographies. As students, they both were arrested and sent to Siberia for
anti-government activities; they spent not one and a half but 10 years each among
the indigenous peoples in their respective areas of exile. They completed their edu-
cation upon return to St. Petersburg – not so much formally as via self-education. In
the case of Bogoras this was through participating in the famous Jesup Expedition
and under direct tutorial by Franz Boas, who apparently was “responsible” for
Bogoras’ idea of the importance of languages for field research on the indigenous
people (Kan 2009). They became professional “Siberianist” ethnographers, at that
time more or less the only recognized Russian experts on the area.9 Now they
wanted to create in a rational and conscious manner what in their lives was played
out by random chance.

In short:

[t]here are many reasons to believe that both Bogoras and Shternberg tutored some of
these young students as their prospective heirs in ethnology of Native Siberian nations
they had studied themselves in the late 1800s and early 1900s as political exiles and
during the Jesup North Pacific Expedition” (Krupnik and Mikhailova 2006a, 4).

They were preparing for the students a similar “training program” as the one that
they had gone through themselves; it was to include several years of residence
among the indigenous people, a good knowledge of their language and culture, plus
some formal education and guided academic reading. But unlike in their own lives,
for the students everything was to be consciously planned. Students would travel as
official researchers, not exiles, on a voluntary basis, and with open eyes: “… it should
be made quite clear that each trip of a young person to the North must be a voluntary
exile, just like our trips were involuntary ones” (Ssorin-Chaikov 2011, 20; with reference to:
Bogoras-Tan 1925, 49; my emphasis).

Igor Krupnik, in his seminal 1998 article, describes the story of Siberian anthropolo-
gical, linguistic and archaeological research in the twentieth century as a “family-tree
story” using a metaphor of “fraternal family” (Krupnik 1998, 205): Bogoras and Shtern-
berg “gave birth” to a whole generation of new researchers. The results of this enter-
prise were impressive; by 1935, “some 70–80 people were active in studies of the
cultures, languages, and prehistory of Siberian native populations”, a whole “second
generation trained by Bogoras and Shternberg” (207).
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As to training in linguistics, the two professors were of course amateurs. Bogoras
considered it compulsory to learn the languages of the indigenous people that he
studied. Already as member of the Yakutia Expedition, he paid attention to languages.
This is what he wrote in his report in 1895:

Since a decent interpreter for either Chukchi or Even language was unavailable, I had to
concentrate on learning to communicate with members of the tribes without assistance
of other people. As to the Chukchi language, I had learned if not to speak it then at
least to understand those who spoke so at present I was able to do ethnographic research
among them without an interpreter, the more so that the command of the language
Russian interpreters on the Kolyma have is hardly better than mine (Bogoras to East Siber-
ian Branch of RGS, 15.09.1895).

Several years later, when Bogoras became a member of the Jesup North Pacific
Expedition, this attentiveness to languages of the indigenous people received strong
support from Franz Boas, who fully shared this approach. For Boas, linguistics played
a very important role of his manifold activities (Jakobson 1944, 188). Still, for Bogoras
learning the language was a means, not an end; he wrote this many times, and quite
directly, in numerous papers and letters about ethnographic education. For example,
here is a quote from a summary of his talk “Ethnographic Fieldwork” (1928–1929):
“Language not as end but as means. But without knowing the language only dilettantes
and half-baked experts.”10

The students of Bogoras and Shternberg learned the lesson well; besides ethno-
graphic work, they learned the indigenous languages, collected folklore texts, and com-
piled dictionaries. For example, Nikolai Shnakenburg who went to Chukotka in 1929
compiled a Chukchi dictionary in four notebooks and sent those to Bogoras.11 On
the other hand, neither the teachers nor the students ever mentioned the vast area
of studies known to us as “language and society;” sociolinguistics was for them “in
the blind spot,” despite the fact that by 1929 it was quite well developed in the country.

(Socio)linguistics in Russia in the early twentieth century

Before 1914

At the turn of the twentieth century, there existed in Russia12 two main linguistic trends,
or “schools.” One was led by Filipp Fortunatov (1848–1914), the other by Jan Baudouin
de Courtenay (1845–1929). The followers of the former lived mostly in Moscow, of the
latter in St. Petersburg (see Alpatov 2005a, 36–40; Alpatov 2012a, for detailed descrip-
tion of the two schools).13 These two schools shaped, to a large extent, the face of
Russian linguistics of the time.

The two schools were both struggling against the tradition of “philological linguis-
tics”: comparative historical studies of ancient languages and philological research of
texts in dead languages. The first trend attacked it from a formalist perspective and
later gave birth to the structuralism of the Prague School. The second trend (“the socio-
logical turn,” when “linguists began to view their own discipline as a primarily sociologi-
cal discipline” [Lähteenmäki 2011, 49]) eventually gave birth to sociolinguistics. As
Valentin Voloshinov would write in 1929:
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Language as a system of normatively identical forms is an abstraction that can be theoreti-
cally and practically justified only in deciphering or learning a dead language. This system
can’t be the basis for understanding and explaining linguistic facts in their life and devel-
opment; on the contrary, it leads us away from the living reality of the language and from
its social functions (Voloshinov 1929, 97–98).

The birth of sociolinguistics, a new branch of knowledge, was of course stimulated by
the revolution (Alpatov 2011), by the sudden appearance on stage of the “common”
people who spoke varieties of the Russian language never heard in public domains
before. However, these seeds fell on fertile soil: Russian linguistics was well prepared
for the advent, and was ready to identify and analyze the new social phenomena. It
was so mostly, although not exclusively, due to the efforts of professor Jan Baudouin
de Courtenay (see Vinogradov 1963).

Jan Baudouin de Courtenay, of Polish origin, worked successively in several univer-
sities of the Russian Empire: in Kazan (1874–1883), in Dorpat, now Tartu (1883–1893),
in Krakow (1893–1899), in St. Petersburg (1900–1918), and in Warsaw (after Poland
became independent in 1918). He hadmany students, some of whom later became pro-
minent linguists: Lev Scherba, Evgenii Polivanov, Vasilii Bogoroditskii, and others. His
ideas affected in an important way the field of Russian linguistics at the turn of the
twentieth century. Baudouin de Courtenay was a liberal, active in asserting the linguistic
rights of the minorities of Russia, and was even imprisoned for several months in 1914
for this “subversive activity” (Alpatov 2005b, 120). He published not only on theory of
linguistics but also on language teaching, on reforms of the orthography, and on
language policy (128). Konrad Koerner, in his seminal article (Koerner 1991, 59) lists Bau-
douin de Courtenay among those European linguists who changed the philosophy of
language in the last decades of the nineteenth century: William Dwight Whitney,14

Heymann Steinthal, Michel Breal, and Hermann Paul.
Baudouin de Courtenay’s interest in the social differentiation of language, in jargons

and secret languages, clearly found its reflection in the later work of his students. He
realized, and taught his students, that language should not be studied as an exclusively
individual phenomenon, but also as a social one. He wrote in 1910: “Because language
is only possible in human society, we must recognize in it not only the psychological but
also the social aspect. The basis of linguistics should lie not only in psychology but also
in sociology” (quoted from Vinogradov 1963, 15).

Trends in Russian linguistics in the 1920s

Just like the history of “Siberianist” ethnographic education, the history of Russian
(socio)linguistics is yet to be written. There are few publications on the topic; for
want of something better, we have to use Alpatov (2005a). The author is quite explicitly
interested not so much in the history of linguistics as in whether (and to what extent)
the Soviet linguistics of the 1920s and 1930s was “Marxist.” To my taste, the question is
rather scholastic; what is a Marxist linguistics, after all? As Craig Brandist writes:

The truth of the matter now, however, appears more complex than a simple affirmation or
rejection of Marxism. They include a rather specific type of Marxism, which was open to
complex hybridisations with phenomenology and forms of contemporary idealism.

ACTA BOREALIA 177

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

E
ur

op
ea

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 a
t S

t P
et

er
sb

ur
g 

E
us

] 
at

 0
2:

51
 0

6 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
15

 



[These] formulations… are unthinkable without the Marxist element, but they are by no
means pure exercises in Marxist theory (Brandist 2002, 86–87).

Vladimir Alpatov distinguishes three main intellectual trends in the Soviet linguistics
of the time. The best known is the “New Language Teaching” formulated by Nikolai
Marr in 1923 and later camouflaged by Marxist phraseology and promoted as “the
only true Marxist theory of language.” By the early 1930s, Marrism won a complete mon-
opoly over all linguistic work in the country (Alpatov 2005a, 191–193).

The second trend was called Yazykofront (lit. Language Front); this group existed in
1930–1931, struggling against Marr. The group included Georgii Danilov, Piotr Kuznet-
sov, Yakov Loia and some other linguists. It was defeated by the Marrists by 1933
(Alpatov 2005a, 193–195).

The third trend was, from our modern perspective, much more interesting; it
included serious professional linguists, such as Evgenii Polivanov and Lev Yakubinskii
(both had been students of Baudouin de Courtenay). Polivanov was also, quite sincerely,
trying to formulate a “Marxist” linguistics; he wrote that linguistics should become a
social not a natural science, and that the next phase of development of linguistics
would be a turn towards the study of the social side of language. Polivanov’s (1931)
book “For Marxist Linguistics” enraged the Marrists, who were by that time influential
enough to cut off for him all possibilities to publish in Moscow or Leningrad. In 1937,
Polivanov was arrested and executed (Alpatov 2005a, 195–201).

Trends in Russian sociolinguistics in 1920s

It is clear that there was a growing interest in the social aspects of language at the time;
many professional linguists turned their attention to this kind of research. In 1926, the
term sociology of language was first used in Russian (Shor 1926). Looking at the process
from a modern perspective, one is impressed by the scope and scale of this work. It is
quite possible that, if it were not for Marrism that succeeded by the early 1930s in sup-
pressing all intellectually independent research, a new field of studies could have devel-
oped in the Soviet Union that would be no less diverse and fruitful than the
sociolinguistics that emerged in the United States some 30 years later (cf. Paulston
and Tucker 1997) – with one important exception (see below).

One can agree that “by the late 1920s the idea that language is a social phenomenon
had become a commonplace in Soviet linguistics” (Lähteenmäki 2011, 35). In the mid-
late 1920s in Russia sociolinguistics was rapidly developing, covering almost all aspects
that characterize sociolinguistics today. There were social theories of language (Peter-
son, Voloshinov, Jakubinskii), theoretical and applied aspects of language policy (Poli-
vanov), descriptive studies of language situations and social dialectology (Danilov,
Spielrein), studies of the influence of social changes on language (Kartsevskii, Selischev),
urban dialectology (Larin), and popular books about (socio)linguistics for teachers
(Shor).15

With respect to social theories of language, Lev Jakubinskii (1892–1945) was a
student of Baudouin de Courtenay who became famous through his article “On Dialo-
gical Speech” (first published in a collection of papers, Jakubinskii [1923]), and he also
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published several short papers on the languages of various social groups (see Alpatov
2005a, 46–50; Gulida 2011). In 1927 Mikhail Peterson (1885–1962) published a compre-
hensive paper “Language as a Social Phenomenon” (Peterson 1927) in which he
described in detail the origin of the idea and contemporary forms of linguistic
thought pertaining to the social interpretation of language (Lähteenmäki 2011, 41).
He also discussed the concept of the social dialect as requiring separate attention
and special methodology (see Kochergina 1999). In 1929 Valentin Voloshinov (1895–
1936) published his “Marxism and the Philosophy of Language” (Voloshinov 1929), a
book written under the strong influence of Mikhail Bakhtin. Voloshinov formulated
his credo quite explicitly:

In order to watch the process of burning, one has to place the object into an atmosphere
that contains oxygen. In order to watch the work of a language, one has to place the
speaker, the hearer, and the sound itself into a social atmosphere (56).

The ideology of this book has been analyzed in detail from various perspectives (see
Alpatov 2005a; Brandist 2005, and many others). For a short biography of Voloshinov
see (2012b, 175–192); see Brandist and Chown (2011) for more information.

The theoretical and applied aspects of linguistic policy were addressed by Evgenii
Polivanov (1891–1938), a student of Baudouin and a linguistic genius of his time (for
a short biography see Alpatov 2012b, 71–93). Polivanov wrote papers on the phonology
of Russian social dialects and on Russian criminal argots (Polivanov 1931a, 1931b,
1931c), and was also was very instrumental in language policy issues. He created alpha-
bets for Azerbaidzan, Yakut, Uzbek and some other languages. His sociolinguistic ideas
are discussed by Alpatov (2005b, 195–197).

Descriptive studies of language situations and social dialectology were undertaken
by Georgii Danilov (1896–1937), who researched everyday speech in what may be
called today the Russia-Ukrainian contact zone. In 1929 he published one paper
(Danilov 1929; see also Danilov 1931) in which he demonstrated that although standard
Russian differs from standard Ukrainian, vernacular varieties of both merge, forming a
continuum. This approach was very violently criticized not only by his colleagues - the
turbulent discussions between Danilov and Polivanov are recounted by Fedorova
(2011) - but also by high-ranking party authorities (Kaganovich 1931). In 1928 Isaac
Spielrein (1891–1937) and his co-authors published a book (Spielrein, Reitynbarg, and
Netskiy 1928) that demonstrated a detailed and advanced methodology of practical
sociolinguistic research; the authors of this “trail-blazing research” (Brandist 2011b,
162) investigated the language of soldiers from a socio-psychological perspective.
Applied social psychology in Russia in the 1920s was one of the foundations for socio-
linguistics, just as it was 30 years later in the USA.

The relationship between social change and language was investigated by Sergei
Kartsevskii (1884–1955). A member of the socialist-revolutionary party, Kartsevskii
was arrested in 1906, escaped from prison, fled to Geneva and enrolled in the university
there, where he was a student of Ferdinand de Saussure, Charles Bally, and Albert
Sechehaye. After the first revolution he returned to Russia and began to work as a lin-
guist. In 1920 he emigrated again, this time for good (Foujeron 2000, 7–8). Starting in
1921, he published several papers in Paris (Kartsevskii 1921, 1922), the latter was
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reprinted in Berlin as a small book Language, War, and Revolution (Kartsevskii 1923), in
which he analyzed changes in the Russian vocabulary between 1914 and 1922. Of
course, Kartsevskii wasn’t a sociolinguist, but his small papers were chronologically
the first in a series and are worth mentioning. Afanasii Selischev (1886–1942; short bio-
graphy in Alpatov 2012b, 59–70) published in 1928 a book titled Language of the Revo-
lutionary Era (Selischev 2003 [1928]), in which he not only meticulously listed changes
that occurred in the Russian language during the time of social upheaval, but also
suggested a theory of social dialects outlining different variables – age, sex, education
level, profession – that influence the variety people use.

A totally new object of study for linguistics - urban dialectology - was introduced by
Boris Larin (1893–1964), another student of Baudouin de Courtenay. In 1928 he pub-
lished two papers (Larin 1928a, 1928b), one titled “On Linguistic Research of a City”,
the second “On Linguistic Characteristics of the City”. It took linguists decades to
appreciate and develop this approach (see Gulida 2011).

A popular book on linguistics for teachers was published in 1926 by Rosalia Shor
(1894–1939), who was inspired by the French sociological school (Lähteenmäki 2011,
40; for a short biography see Alpatov 2012b, 159–174). Titled Language and Society,
the book showed how social differentiation is reflected in language differentiation.
She described social dialects, including secret argots, and paid special attention to
trade jargons and pidgins, language forms that were rarely mentioned at that time
(Shor 1926; see also Alpatov 2010; Lähteenmäki 2011).

We thus have, in the1920s, a new branch of knowledge developing in Europe and in
Russia – a new approach to language that later became known as sociolinguistics and
developed in the late 1950s – early 1960s in the United States.16 This discipline was prom-
ising, diverse, and attracted many talented linguists; however, from today’s perspective,
one important component was missing from it: sociolinguistic studies of minority
languages. Russian sociolinguistics of the 1920s totally ignored this dimension of
modern sociolinguistics. Not that linguists didn’t do field work or didn’t have field
methods: Georgii Danilov did sociolinguistic fieldwork in the Ukraine and Isaac Spielrein
collected field data from soldiers. Why did nobody look at the obvious “field” that immedi-
ately comes to mind for today’s sociolinguist: the indigenous languages of Siberia?

Why no bridges between sociolinguistics and Siberian studies?

It is possible that such a bridge would have been built had both parties more time.
There were direct connections between the emerging studies of Siberian languages
and emerging sociolinguistics; as I mentioned already, many of these people knew
each other personally. These connections bore fruit by 1929; the fruit was ripe, but
there wasn’t enough time to pick it. In the last part of the paper, I will discuss why
this bridge couldn’t have been built later, in the 1930s. I will also show why the time
between 1916 and 1929 wasn’t enough and what prevented both parties from
joining their efforts in 1920s.

In the early 1920s, the studies of indigenous cultures and languages was regarded as
a means of bringing the “natives” up to civilization. Shternberg and Bogoras were dedi-
cated evolutionists, as were most anthropologists at the time. They taught their
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students that they not only had to document indigenous cultures and languages before
it was too late, but they also had to do all they could to educate those people, to teach
them “civilized” ways and to help them overcome their “backwardness.” As Nikolai
Ssorin-Chaikov writes:

… ethnographically trained activists…went to the North as representatives of the Com-
mittee of the North, as inspectors, statistical workers, and ‘transformers’ [preobrazovateli].
Bogoras emphasized in his famous 1925 appeal to send to the North “not just scholars
but emissaries… of the new culture and the new state” that the very concept of transform-
ation had much in common with both longitudinal participant observation and exile. The
new generation of “young reformers” should be ready to bring to the North the light of
enthusiasm lit by the Revolution… (Ssorin-Chaikov 2011, 20).

This was the core, the focus of their efforts; it was important to study cultures
because this could help to reform the life of the people. Languages were a useful
tool for studying the cultures, but they could hardly be of any special value.

This hierarchy of relevance clearly reflected the previous state of linguistics, when
comparative linguistics or even comparative philology was considered the only “scien-
tific’ linguistics.” The revolution in linguistics that brought to the foreground new
objects and new methodologies, the study of language structure and the study of
language in society (see above), had occurred only recently; Ferdinand de Saussure’s
Cours de linguistique générale became known in Russia in 1917 (see Alpatov 2011,
17). These new ideas didn’t have enough time to reach adjacent fields like ethnography.
Bogoras and Shternberg realized that indigenous languages contained important scien-
tific information because they could be compared, and interesting conclusions could be
made about human prehistory. But there was no one to explain to them that these
languages and language situations were legitimate and fascinating objects as such.
Even Franz Boas was of no help here. As Roman Jakobson wrote in his article about
Boas’ linguistic views, for Boas:

Every social science was in the last resort a historic science: “Anthropology deals with the
history of human society” (1938, 125) and the study of languages purposes “to unravel the
history of the growth of human language” (1920, 369)… In Boas’ opinion the diachronic,
historic approach is superimposed upon the synchronic method not only as the aim of
inquiry upon its means, but likewise as the explanation upon mere description (Jakobson
1944, 194).)

Actually, there were scholars who could have made the connection – and did make it
– but these scholars weren’t living in Russia any longer. After the 1917 revolution many
Russian linguists emigrated, and academic ties between those linguists who stayed and
those who left the country weakened. Among others, two people who can probably be
considered the best of their time also stayed outside Russia: Roman Jakobson, and
Nikolai Trubetskoy. After Saussure, Roman Jakobson (1896–1982) was a central figure
in the development of European, and then American, structural linguistics (see his bio-
graphy in Rudy n.d.). At the time in question, he was living in Berlin, first as an officer at
the Soviet trade mission and later as an emigrant. Nikolai Trubetskoy (1890–1938) was
an exceptionally gifted man who began to study linguistics (Finno-Ugric languages and
Russian) at the age of 15. He collected material to support his ideas on linguistic
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typology; in order to get access to “Paleo-Siberian” languages he wrote to Vladimir
Bogoras and Lev Shternberg in 1907. Bogoras recalled his visit to St. Petersburg
when he had first met his correspondent and was stunned to see a schoolboy (einen
Schulknaben) (Toporov 2004, х). In 1908 Trubetskoy became a student at Moscow Uni-
versity and in 1915 he became associate professor at this university. His academic career
was terminated by the 1917 revolutions:

After six years of wars, revolutions, incredible hardships, having lived through illnesses,
poverty, persecution, having lost almost all scholarly materials collected over a decade
and a half, not publishing a single line during these years… in 1920 Trubetskoy came to
Bulgaria (Toporov 2004, xvii–xviii).

From 1922 he worked at the University of Vienna (xiv). He published a lot; his main,
epoch-making book, Grundzüge der Phonologie, was published in 1939, after his death
(liii–liv). In the 1920s-1930s Trubetskoy and Jakobson corresponded intensively (Tru-
betskoy 1975).

In April-July 1929, these two linguists discussed, by correspondence, a major project
named tentatively “Languages of the USSR”. Briefly, the story is as follows. In April 1929
Jakobson wrote to Trubetskoy17 that he had proposed to de Gruyter Publisher a book
(under their mutual editorship) called “Languages of the USSR”, with individual descrip-
tions of each language. Trubetskoy liked the idea, and in several letters that followed
they discussed potential authors of those descriptions, as well as the guidelines, or
the questionnaire, for the authors.

June 24, 1929, Trubetskoy wrote to Jakobson:

I am thinking about the questionnaire… The main problem is that most languages are
almost totally unknown…On Gilyak, there is a small description by Shternberg, on
Yukagir – by Jochelson… The only one who could work on Kamchatkan languages is
Bogoras who has publications of Chukchi and Koryak. But he is a bad linguist. Somebody
researched Yenisei languages in Petersburg but I don’t remember who this was. Again,
Bogoras should know…

We see that Trubetskoy not only knew the Siberianists, but also was quite ready to
employ them (and their students) as participants in the project.

In a letter of July 13, 1929, Trubetskoy sent to Jakobson a draft of the questionnaire;
two days later Jakobson returned it, with comments and additions. The first ten ques-
tions were as follows (Jakobson’s additions in brackets):
(1) The name of the language or the group of the people
(2) Where is the language spoken [a. as native; b. as non-native]
(3) Social function of the language, its social varieties
(4) [Its legal standing.
(5) Language in education]
(6) Statistics
(7) External history: changes in the area of distribution, social function, [legal status],

contacts with other language communities; [formation of the standard language]
(8) Contacts with neighbouring languages (degree and character of active and

passive bilingualism)
(9) Dialectal structure of the language
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(10) Phonology
etc.

Trubetskoy fully approved the additions. They discussed the project for some time,
then everything was silent. In November 1929, Trubetskoy asked Jakobson for the last
time what the situation with the project was, and got an answer that the plan had been
approved by the publisher but it couldn’t be realized because of the growing political
strain and economic depression. Many years later Jakobson would write: “In the
growing crisis of the thirties NS [Nikolai Sergeevich Trubetskoy] watched, with a
heavy heart, how we had to shut down, due to economic and political difficulties,
most of our international projects that had looked so promising” (Jakobson 2004, xv).

This “growing crisis” was connected, for Europe with the Great Depression, for Russia
with a sharp turn in Stalin’s politics - the so-called “Stalin’s revolution from above”
(Tucker 1992). In his paper “The Year of Great Change: Towards the Twelfth Anniversary
of the October Revolution” Stalin announced a fundamental economic and political
turn; by the early 1930s the country was already quite different. International projects
were no longer possible, contacts with emigrants were banned, and massive purges
began. Trubetskoy could no longer invite Bogoras and his students to work on linguistic
articles for the volume and Bogoras missed his chance to see the questionnaire in which
sociolinguistic ideas for describing the indigenous languages of Siberia were so clearly
outlined.

The “Languages of the USSR” project wasn’t the only opportunity for sociolinguistics
and Siberian languages studies to meet. From 1933, Rosalia Shor, the author of the 1926
Language and Society book mentioned earlier, began to teach linguistics in Leningrad,
at Bogoras’ Institute of the Peoples of the North. But it was too late; by this time, inde-
pendent thought in Russia had ceased to exist, and all teaching was under the rigid
control of the Party authorities. Shor herself changed her position, conditioned, like
many others, by Stalin’s “ideological offensive” (Lähteenmäki 2011, 42). By the mid-
1930s, the social sciences and social science education in Russia, including Siberian
studies and sociolinguistics, were completely destroyed and substituted by pseudo-
Marxist dogma.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have demonstrated that in the 1920s there existed two well-developed
branches of knowledge in Russia: sociolinguistics and the study of indigenous Siberian
languages. Despite this, the languages of Siberian minorities were not approached from
a sociolinguistic point of view. Equally, Soviet linguists of the time did not have in their
possession extremely rich sociolinguistic data from the area. The studies of Siberian
languages by professional ethnographers trained by Bogoras and Shternberg, and
the social approach to language proclaimed by professional linguists in Russia and in
Europe, continued to live their separate lives.

Later, in the early- and mid-1930s, a wave of the language planning campaign that
had been launched in the USSR several years previously reached the indigenous
peoples of Siberia (see Bartels and Bartels [1995], and a more recent book by Lenore
Grenoble [2003], especially Chapter 7). No doubt, it “raised considerations of the
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sociological dimension of language to a level of primary importance” (Brandist 2011a,
5), but this language planning was not supported by either sound sociolinguistic infor-
mation or by extensive ethnographic knowledge of “Siberianists.” Language planners
knew nothing about native or non-native language usages, or about social varieties
of the languages and their social functions, or about language contacts and the
degree and character of active and passive bilingualism; I am quoting from the ques-
tionnaire that Jakobson and Trubetskoy were discussing in 1929 that I referred to
earlier. Language planning in the USSR, at least concerning Siberian languages, had
to rely on linguistics of the previous generation, mostly on dialectology, and found
itself unequipped by modern sociolinguistic ideas.18

Chances are high that the results of the campaign would have been much more
impressive if not for a series of “ifs.” If Polivanov had not engaged in a fight with
Marr (Alpatov 2011, 31ff.), or Danilov with Polivanov (Fedorova 2011), or Shor with Poli-
vanov (Lähteenmäki 2011, 41), over what was or was not “correct Marxist linguistics”
(literally a deadly fight!). If Jakobson and Trubetskoy could have continued their
project “Languages of the USSR”. If Russian linguists of the 1920s could have combined
their efforts with Russian Siberianists and used their joint knowledge, talent, and meth-
odologies in language planning for Siberian minority languages. True, the Soviet Union
can offer a lot in the sense of its positive experience in language planning for indigen-
ous minorities (Ornstein 1959; Liber 1991; Bartels and Bartels 1995), but the Soviet nega-
tive experience should also be considered. These negatives include the disregard of
language prestige in choosing the basis for language standardization, the disregard
of social psychology (especially language attitudes) in organizing school education,
the disregard of extensive active and passive bilingualism - which may be responsible
for many failures in language planning - as well as the stunning inconsistency of Russian
language policy where attitudes towards indigenous minority languages changed for
the opposite several times in less than three decades (Vakhtin 2001).

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Notes

1. The population of Petrograd in 1920 was around 740,000 people, compared to slightly under
2.5 million in 1916; it was only by 1932 that the city would reach its pre-revolutionary size
(see: Eliseeva and Gribova 2003, 16–17).

2. Main sources on Bogoras: see (Gernet 1999), in German, and Mikhailova (2004). See also Boas
(1937); Krupnik (1996); Vakhtin and Krupnik (2003). Regarding Bogoras’ “school”, especially
informative are Krupnik (1998, 2008). See also Bogoras’ Bibliography compiled by Ivanov
(n.d.).

3. The Russian name of the organization was Narodnaya Volia; in Russian, the word Volia has
two meanings: ‘Freedom’ and ‘Will’. The name of course was deliberately ambiguous: the
movement was supposed to express people’s will and fight for people’s freedom.

4. Bogoras wrote in his autobiography: “I brought back [from exile] to Petersburg, besides the
academic load, also a literary one: poems, short stories, sketches, whole novels, and also an
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insatiable craving: Give me a chance to finish the fight! I mean, my fight with the authorities
of course” (quoted from: Gagen-Torn 1971: 139).

5. Quotation (and pagination) from http://web1.kunstkamera.ru/siberia/AboutFull/Bogoraz.pdf
6. Archive of RAS, St Petersburg, F. 250, op. 3, # 167, p. 198r.
7. Archive of RAS, St Petersburg, F. 250, op. 3, # 167, p. 374
8. Archive of RAS, St Petersburg, F. 250, op. 3, # 167, p. 374. Bogoras clearly regarded fieldwork as

opposed to desk work. When in 1928 theMinistry made an attempt to merge the Ethnographic
Division with the Department of Language andMaterial Culture (Yamfak), Bogoras reacted very
sharply. In his letter to Minister Anatolii Lunacharskii he explained that the Ethnographic Div-
ision and Yamfak were very different and couldn’t be merged. Yamfak was an artificial con-
glomerate of four departments with old traditions and with an orientation towards
philological desk work, while the Ethno-division was young, with no traditions. Our work, he
wrote, is in the field, we address living vernaculars: "we try to grow a new generation of our
successors who would be professionally trained through an extensive fieldwork, not only in
the office; not through written sources but through a practical research oriented towards
lesser known unwritten languages" (Archive of RAS, St Petersburg, F. 250, op. 3, # 167, p. 490).

9. A third man, Vladimir Jochelson (1855–1937) with a very similar biography (Shavrov 1935;
Bergsland 1990, 1–16), also a member of Jesup North Pacific Expedition and a leading eth-
nographer and linguist, was not part of these activities. He left Russia in 1922, and lived
and worked in New York.

10. Archive of RAS, St Petersburg, Fond 250, op. 3, № 167, p. 472
11. Archive of RAS, St Petersburg, Fond 250, op. 5, № 95
12. At the turn of the twentieth century and later, before the Great War, Russia was intellectually

part of Europe, playing of course the role of a disciple, a follower, while European countries,
first of all Germany, played the role of a teacher and a leader.

13. It may be a simplification to associate the two trends in linguistics with the two capitals, or
with the names of the two “founding fathers:” followers of both schools lived and worked in
both cities, and there were many more protagonists “standing at the cradle” of both trends of
thought.

14. Whitney was of course an American linguist but he received his linguistic training in Germany.
15. Most of the texts mentioned in this section are available (in the original) at the excellent site

inspired by Patrick Seriot (formerly supported by the Centre for History and Comparative
Epistemology of Linguistics of Central and Eastern Europe, University of Lausanne); it can cur-
rently be found at http://crecleco.seriot.ch/

16. This "second birth" of sociolinguistics is quite well documented; the editors of The SAGE
Handbook of Sociolinguistics (Wodak, Johnstone and Kerswill 2011) focus on six of the
“founding fathers:”William Labov, Basil Bernstein, Dell Hymes, John Gumperz, Charles Fergu-
son and Joshua Fishman; of these, five are Americans and one is British. Konrad Koerner calls
the tendency to ignore the past "a regular part of North American culture": "when something
is declared to be new, few people care to ask a question about what in effect distinguishes
the allegedly novel idea or approach from the old. The past is soon forgotten, and people are
happy to be part of a trendy present which holds out the promise of becoming the future"
(Koerner 1991, 57). See also: "Labov and his followers… tended to exaggerate the novelty of
these approaches and certainly did not stimulate a search of precursors" (Brandist 2011, 1).
Also (Gulida 2011).

17. All quotations from letters are from Trubetskoy (2004).
18. Sociolinguistics of the indigenous Siberian languages experienced another false start in the

1960s when Valentin Avrorin started in Novosibirsk a large-scale sociolinguistic survey of the
languages, however, he wasn’t allowed by the ideological authorities to publish the results in
full (Vakhtin 2001, 89–102). The two lines – sociolinguistics and the indigenous languages of
Siberia – finally met only in the 1990s, when for many minority languages it was already too
late.
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