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Abstract 

 

Khanty language faces numerous problems and tasks relating to dialect diversity, a small 

number of speakers, tensions between dialects, administrative divisions, education possibilities, 

urbanization and use of language in the contemporary world. A way that can be proposed to 

overcome these problems is to follow a Saami example in a decentralized approach to dialects, 

implementing online long-distance learning platforms. Several Khanty dialects are vigorously 

used among all age groups and have undisrupted intergenerational transmission, and the 

question in these cases, therefore, is about strengthening the language positions, not about 

reviving or revitalization. But there are few other dialects, where questions of reviving and 

revitalization are urgent questions. 
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Introduction 

 

Khanty language, along with Mansi and Hungarian, belongs to Ugric branch of Uralic family. 

Khanty is spoken by an indigenous community, the Khanty people, who live in North-Western 

Siberia. According to 2010 census, in Russia 30943 people proclaimed themselves to be Khanty. 

19068 of them live in Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug, 9489 live in Yamalo-Nenets 

Autonomous Okrug, and 718 live in Tomsk Oblast. 9584 people have claimed to have good 

proficiency in Khanty language, and it is thought that almost all of them also have Khanty ethnic 

self-identity (Csepregi 2017). 

 

Khanty is usually divided into two dialect groups: Western and Eastern.  The Western group is 

often divided further into Southern and Northern dialect groups. The Southern dialect group has 

gone extinct since the middle 20
th

 century. Northern dialect group is nowadays spoken in North-

West parts of Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug and Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug. This 

dialect group is generally divided into Ural (Obdorsk), Shuryshkar, Middle-Ob, and Kazym 

dialects. Ural and Shuryshkar dialects are spoken mostly or exclusively in Yamalo-Nenets 

Autonomous Okrug, whereas Kazym and Middle-Ob dialects are mostly spoken within Khanty-

Mansi Autonomous Okrug (Csepregi 2017; Kaksin 2010; Vorobeva, Novitskaya 2018). 

 

Eastern dialect group of Khanty language is generally divided into Surgut, Vakh, Vasyugan and 

Salym dialects. A vast majority of speakers of this dialect group live in Khanty-Mansi 

Autonomous Okrug, although there are some speakers living also in Tomsk Oblast and south-

eastern parts of Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug (Csepregi 2017; Kaksin 2010).  

 

There is no official statistics for numbers of certain dialect speakers, but it is estimated that the 

number of Surgut dialect speakers is about 3000, and 7000 for Northern Khanty dialect group 

(including at least 1700 of Kazym dialect) (Csepregi 2017; Kaksin 2010). 

There are few endangered Khanty dialects where only handfuls of speakers are left (for 

example, Vasyugan dialect) (Kaksin 2010). 
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Fig.1. Map of Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug and neighbour regions (the map has been 

made after Bing maps screenshot and the scheme from Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug. 

Wikipedia) 

The question of united literary Khanty language 

 

There were many attempts to create a unified literary Khanty language. It has historical roots in 

ideas of centralized national unity. However, these attempts have proved to be futile. The 

Khanty dialects, especially those falling along different sides of Eastern-Western dialect 

division cline, are not mutually intelligible (Csepregi 2017; Merov 2019; Surgut state university 

2017; Solovar 2017)) and it has been difficult, if not impossible, to blend dialects together in 

order to create unified literary language (Solovar 2017). Another obstacle for creating a single 

literary form of Khanty language is a division of speakers between Khanty-Mansi Autonomous 



46 
CAES  Vol. 5, № 1 (March 2019) 
 

Okrug and Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug. Therefore, there was a tendency to pick up one 

of existing dialects, which would become a basis of a unified literary language. It’s possible to 

speak of at least four literary Khanty languages. 

 

It can be useful to look at the situation of Saami dialects in Nordic countries for comparison 

purposes. Saami language has at least 9 officially recognized dialects (or languages) and 

nowadays there are no attempts to create a unified Saami literary language, instead, there are 

several officially recognized Saami languages, which are used in media, academic and 

vernacular settings (Hammine 2016; Action Plan for Sami language). 

On the other hand, there is an example of Hungarian language, where the attempt of unifying 

Hungarian dialects into a unified literary language was successful (Ogloblin 2019). 

In the case of Khanty language it looks like the Saami decentralized model approach is more 

appropriate, because of administrative divisions of the speakers and the weak intelligibility of 

dialects along the West-East cline. But many Khanty people have conservative views on 

national unity and they commonly argue for one unified literary language for all (Ogloblin 2019; 

Surgut state university 2017). 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Scheme showing geographic distributions of main dialects of Khanty: yellow – Ural 

(Obdorsk) and Shuryshkar dialects; orange – Middle Ob and Kazym dialects; green – Vakh, 

Vasyugan, and Salym dialects; aquamarine colour marks Surgut dialect; Southern dialect group 

is marked by red; shades of violet and blue mark different dialects of Mansi language (image 

source: Khanty language)  

 

Division of Khanty speakers  

 

About one-third of Khanty live in Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug, yet there are nearly half 

of native Khanty speakers. The fact that the population of Khanty speakers is administratively 
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divided between Yamalo-Nenets and Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrugs has an impact on 

contemporary condition of Khanty language.  

In Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug so far Kazym dialect has been most successful in filling 

the role of so-called official literary Khanty language since the biggest number of academically 

trained language specialists has come from this dialect (Solovar 2017). However, Kazym dialect 

has broken continual intergenerational transmission and most of the youth don't speak the 

language, because most of the speakers have moved to villages and towns (Solovar 2017). 

Surgut dialect, on the other hand, is a vigorously used vernacular language among all 

generations with the undisrupted intergenerational transmission, although it is in the process of 

being broken (Solovar, 2017; Khanty. Ethnologue). Approximately 90% of Surgut Khanty know 

their native tongue (Markin 2018), but the number of people, who can write in this dialect, is 

very small (Merov 2019; Surgut state university 2017).  

In Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug the title of the so-called official literary Khanty language 

has been gone to Shuryshkar dialect. Another major dialect there is Ural (Obdorsk) dialect. Both 

these dialects have a continual intergenerational transmission. 

The Khanty dialects that are branded as ‘official’, such as Kazym and Shuryshkar, are used in 

TV and radio broadcasts, newspapers and dominate in academic settings.  

 

Khanty as a rural language 

 

Khanty people, including both speakers and non-speakers of native tongue, are spread over huge 

territory while themselves being small in number. They live in villages and towns where 

dominating language is Russian. There is no Khanty language environment in any of villages or 

towns. Even in villages where up to 90% of the population have indigenous origins. Khanty 

language hasn’t yet made a transition into an urban environment (Ogloblin 2019).  

Best-preserved dialects are mostly due to nomadic and semi-nomadic ways of life of the 

speakers in remote, secluded communities, especially among the reindeer herders. The youngest 

generation coming from such places often are fluent in their native tongue. However, all these 

dialects face dangers of having continual intergenerational transmission broken. Nowadays 

nearly all Khanty are bilingual and tend to abandon their ethnic language in favor of Russian 

(Vorobeva , Novitskaya 2018; Solovar 2017). 

 

 

Khanty language education 

 

In Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug the language is taught in 28 schools and 10 kindergartens 

(Markin 2018).  

Many of the schools are boarding schools. The most fluent language child speakers, who usually 

come from remote communities with nomadic or semi-nomadic lifestyle, are also usually the 

ones, who have to go through boarding school system starting from age 7. The boarding schools 

have almost all curricular and extra-curricular activity in the Russian language, except for one or 

two native language curricular or extra-curricular classes per week. Many children shift to the 

Russian language during their education years.   

Many pupils feel that there is not enough much of language teaching, many of them have 

expressed wish to expand frequency and time for language studies (Ugoria TV 2019). However, 

the number of pupils who learn the Khanty language seems to be declining. In 2017 in Khanty-

Mansi Autonomous Okrug 1769 students chose to learn one of the native languages (Khanty, 

Mansi or Nenets), while in 2016, the number was 4660. In 2017 only one pupil passed an exam 

in Khanty language in 9
th

 grade, while in 2016 there were seven such pupils (Matsiong 2017). 
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There is also a problem with teacher resources in schools and their training. For example, only a 

few handfuls of people can write correctly in Surgut dialect and even fewer can teach it because 

there is no formal training of teachers of Surgut dialect. And there are not enough teaching 

materials (Merov 2019).  

The development of Khanty dialects in Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug has different 

directions: recently has been set a government-supported training for teachers, release of new 

textbooks, and soon, in 2019, will start teaching of native languages (Khanty, Nenets, and 

Selkup) in many schools (Na Yamale…). 

In Russia Khanty language is taught only in Herzen State Pedagogical University of Russia in 

Saint Petersburg. Earlier, in Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug, Yugra State University had a 

department of Finno-Ugric languages, but it was closed in 2011 because of “too small numbers 

of students” (Filippov 2011). And thus, there are no universities or other academic institutions in 

Siberia where Khanty language would be taught. Surgut State University doesn’t have official 

teaching programs about Ob-Ugrian languages, although it has supported several courses and 

projects devoted to Khanty language (Merov 2019). 

Khanty language is taught in universities of Finland, Hungary, Estonia, and Germany, within a 

wider Finno-Ugric curriculum. 

Many people have no access to Khanty language materials: when some courses are occasionally 

offered people often must overcome hundreds of kilometers to attend these courses (Surgut state 

university 2017). There is a demand for distance learning, and with contemporary internet and 

cellular connections this is more possible than ever. Many Khanty people have stated they wish 

to start online learning platforms on the internet and in mobile apps (Merov 2019). 

 

References: 

 

Action Plan for Sami Languages. Norwegian Ministry of Labour and Social Inclusion 2009. 

https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/upload/fad/vedlegg/sami/hp_2009_samisk_sprak_engel

sk.pdf – accessed March 2019 

 

Csepregi M. 2017. Surgutskii dialect khantyiskogo yazyka (Surgut dialect of Khanty language). 

Pechatnyi Mir, Khanty-Mansiysk 

 

Filippov A. 2011. V Yugorskom universistete “vremenno” zakryli kafedru finno-ugorskoi 

fililogii (In Yugra State University the department of Finno-Ugric languages was temporarily 

closed). Finugor http://finugor.ru/news/v-yugorskom-universitete-vremenno-zakryli-kafedru-

finno-ugorskoy-filologii  – accessed March 2019 

 

Hammine M. 2016. Sami languages in Education in Sweden and Finland. ECMI working paper 

#92; pp.: 3 – 27 https://www.ecmi.de/publications/detail/92-sami-languages-in-education-in-

sweden-and-finland-355/ – accessed March 2019  

 

Kaksin A. D. 2010. Kazymskii dialect khantyiskogo yazyka (Kazym dialect of Khanty language). 

Yugra State University, Khanty-Mansiysk 

 

Khanty. Etnologue https://www.ethnologue.com/language/kca – accessed March 2019 
 

Khanty language https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khanty_language – accessed March 2019 

 

Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khanty-Mansi_Autonomous_Okrug – accessed March 2019 

https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/upload/fad/vedlegg/sami/hp_2009_samisk_sprak_engelsk.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/upload/fad/vedlegg/sami/hp_2009_samisk_sprak_engelsk.pdf
http://finugor.ru/news/v-yugorskom-universitete-vremenno-zakryli-kafedru-finno-ugorskoy-filologii
http://finugor.ru/news/v-yugorskom-universitete-vremenno-zakryli-kafedru-finno-ugorskoy-filologii
https://www.ecmi.de/publications/detail/92-sami-languages-in-education-in-sweden-and-finland-355/
https://www.ecmi.de/publications/detail/92-sami-languages-in-education-in-sweden-and-finland-355/
https://www.ethnologue.com/language/kca
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khanty_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khanty-Mansi_Autonomous_Okrug


49 
CAES  Vol. 5, № 1 (March 2019) 
 

 

Markin A. 2018. Kak v Surgutskom raione sokhranyayut khantyiskii yazyk (How they preserv 

khanty language in Surgut district) Vestnik Surgutskogo Rajona  http://vestniksr.ru/news/19314-

kak-v-surgutskom-raione-sohranjayut-hantyiskii-jazyk.html – accessed March 2019 

 

Matsiong Ye. 2017. Khantyiiskii yazyk vybral odin uchenik (Khanty language was chosen by 

only one pupil) Rossiskaya Gazeta (07.06.2017) https://rg.ru/2017/06/07/reg-urfo/vypusknik-

sdast-ekzamen-po-iazyku-hantov.html – accessed March 2019  

 

Merov N. 2019. Танки латӈаныл элаль тотыяныл [Tanki latŋanyl elal’ totyyanyl] (The 

development of Eastern idiom of Khanty language). Luima seripos (03.03.2019) http://khanty-

yasang.ru/luima-seripos/no4-1190/8717 – accessed March 2019 

 

Na Yamale “legalizuyut” prepodavatelei rodnykh yazykov. Deti budut poliglotami (They are 

going “to legalize” teachers of native tongues in Yamal. Children will be polyglots. ) Sever-

Press (27/09/2018) https://sever-press.ru/2018/09/27/na-jamale-legalizujut-prepodavatelej-

rodnyh-jazykov-deti-budut-poliglotami/ – accessed March 2019 

 

Solovar V. Trudnosti perevoda: v Jugre hotjat "pochistit'" alfavit (Hardships with translation: in 

Yugra wish to “clean” the alphabet). Informacionnyj centr "Finnougorija" (25.04.2017) 

http://www.finnougoria.ru/news/publications/49834/  – accessed March 2019 

 

Ogloblin Ye. 2019. Novosti viktoriny “Goroda Yugry” (News of a quiz “Sities of Yugra”).  

https://myopenugra.ru/yugre-

900/novosti/lomonosov_iz_khanty_vstrecha_na_yugorskoy_zemle_/ – accessed March 2019 
 

Ugoria TV 28.02.2019 http://ugoria.tv/program/issue/32982/ – accessed March 2019 

 

Unikal'nye kursy po surgutskomu dialektu hantyjskogo jazyka (Unique courses in Surgut dialect 

of Khanty language). Surgutskij gosudarstvennyj universitet (Surgut state university) 

(02.11.2019) http://www.surgu.ru/ru/news/partnership/2017/11/892-unikalnye-kursy-po-

surgutskomu-dialektu-hantyyskogo-yazyka  – accessed March 2019  
 

Vorobeva V, Novitskaya I. 2018. Functioning of the Verb tăjtɨ in Kazym and Shuryshkar 

Dialects of Khanty. International Journal of Languages, Literature and Linguistics, Vol. 4, No. 

3; pp.: 179 – 183  

 

http://vestniksr.ru/news/19314-kak-v-surgutskom-raione-sohranjayut-hantyiskii-jazyk.html
http://vestniksr.ru/news/19314-kak-v-surgutskom-raione-sohranjayut-hantyiskii-jazyk.html
https://rg.ru/2017/06/07/reg-urfo/vypusknik-sdast-ekzamen-po-iazyku-hantov.html
https://rg.ru/2017/06/07/reg-urfo/vypusknik-sdast-ekzamen-po-iazyku-hantov.html
http://khanty-yasang.ru/luima-seripos/no4-1190/8717%20–%20accessed%20March%202019
http://khanty-yasang.ru/luima-seripos/no4-1190/8717%20–%20accessed%20March%202019
https://sever-press.ru/2018/09/27/na-jamale-legalizujut-prepodavatelej-rodnyh-jazykov-deti-budut-poliglotami/
https://sever-press.ru/2018/09/27/na-jamale-legalizujut-prepodavatelej-rodnyh-jazykov-deti-budut-poliglotami/
http://www.finnougoria.ru/news/publications/49834/
https://myopenugra.ru/yugre-900/novosti/lomonosov_iz_khanty_vstrecha_na_yugorskoy_zemle_/
https://myopenugra.ru/yugre-900/novosti/lomonosov_iz_khanty_vstrecha_na_yugorskoy_zemle_/
http://ugoria.tv/program/issue/32982/
http://www.surgu.ru/ru/news/partnership/2017/11/892-unikalnye-kursy-po-surgutskomu-dialektu-hantyyskogo-yazyka
http://www.surgu.ru/ru/news/partnership/2017/11/892-unikalnye-kursy-po-surgutskomu-dialektu-hantyyskogo-yazyka

