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The presentation is based on experiences from the EU-FP7 research project ELDIA, in which comparative research
on the maintenance of linguistic diversity was conducted with a wide range of multilingual minority communities
across Europe. The project included a media-sociological analysis of the representation of minorities and minority-
majority relationships, and reactions to the project and its events in local media were also systematically collected.

Across the European meta-diversity (highly diverse types of multilingualism and roles of different languages in the
life of the communities at issue), the ELDIA media analyses showed that media when reporting on minorities often
neglect questions of endangerment and revitalisation and focus on politically harmless human-interest issues,
especially the representations and conservation of traditional (visible) culture in its traditional habitat. This, in
turn, may reinforce the image of endangered languages as reified entities, not human actions and choices.

Endangerment and extinction of animal and plant species are issues well known to Western media consumers.
Tapping into this interest, media representations of research into minority languages and cultures often portray
endangered languages as reified “organisms” inhabiting an endangered ecological niche, focusing not on the
actions and choices of the speakers of the language but on the expert role of academic researchers, whose
activities are portrayed as a “rescue mission”. This folk view on language endangerment, downplaying the agency
of speakers, may also endorse the vulgar-socio-Darwinist idea that some languages are less fit for survival and that
language extinction is a natural process and therefore inevitable.

In this presentation, | will analyse the material of media reactions to the ELDIA project from the point of view of
the “extinction narrative”. Moreover, | will propose a preliminary list of measures which should be explicitly
included into the media and communication strategies of research projects dealing with endangered languages.

* %k %k

Introduction: Project ELDIA and the image of minority language
research

This presentation is based on material from the research project ELDIA (European Language
Diversity for All; www.eldia-project.org). ELDIA was an international project funded by the 7th


https://core.ac.uk/display/32299947?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1

Framework Programme of the European Union and run by a consortium of seven European
universities and research institutions, with Prof. Anneli Sarhimaa (University of Mainz,
Germany) as the coordinator-in-chief (and yours truly as the leader of the dissemination work
package). Within ELDIA, case studies were conducted with thirteen speaker communities,
which included both indigenous and autochthonous, so-called old minorities, and migrant
groups, some of them quite recent. All these groups had a Finno-Ugric (Uralic) heritage
language; one of the goals of ELDIA was to compensate for the under-representation of Eastern
European, non-Indo-European and migrant minorities in minority language studies (which in
Europe tend to concentrate heavily on certain Western, Indo-European and autochthonous

groups such as the Celtic minorities, Frisian or Catalan).

The Framework Programme was not about pure knowledge and basic research; the EU
expected “products” with practical relevance for its political goals, such as peace, democracy
and inclusion of all citizens. The product which ELDIA created was a "European Language
Vitality Barometer" (EuLaViBar), an attempt at a tool for measuring the vitality (or the state of



maintenance) of an endangered language on the basis of empirical data. These data were
collected by way of an extensive questionnaire which was translated into all relevant languages;
furthermore, qualitative data were gathered in individual and focus group interviews, and
separate analyses of media and the legal and institutional framework in each country were also
conducted.

The ELDIA project, as mentioned, included media analyses which —in the same way as the
guestionnaire surveys and the interviews — were conducted on the basis of the same design
with all the groups at issue; this part of the project was planned and supervised by Dr. Reetta
Toivanen of the University of Helsinki, a socio-anthropologist specializing on various issues of
minorities and human rights. Moreover, as an EU funded project, ELDIA had to comply to
certain central guidelines and fulfil certain expectations concerning dissemination: we had to
work out a detailed media and dissemination strategy and report on it. A further contact
interface with the media arose from the fact that some of our project researchers had close
contacts with local minority media or even worked in the media themselves. (When speaker
communities are small and there are relatively few educated activists able to use the language
also in writing, this is probably inevitable.)

This means that different media assumed many roles in our activity: object of research,
participant or supporter in research, and “show-window of research”, or rather: the interface
between the academic research community, the speaker community at issue and the general
audience. Dealing with these multiple challenges was one of the main points in our media
strategy. In addition to specifically reaching out to our stakeholders (this was the reason why
our website was multilingual from the very beginning), we had to prepare policy briefs for EU
dissemination, organize multiplier events (information events and public discussions) and also
actively spread information about our project to mass media, in particular, using the PR
agencies of our universities.

Where research meets the extinction narrative

Already at the planning stage of our project we became intensely aware of the presence of
what | have tentatively called “the extinction narrative” in public discourse. By the extinction
narrative | mean the idea that minority languages are heading towards inevitable extinction,
which is portrayed as a natural consequence of modernization and globalization. The more the
minority languages are shown in connection to traditional, preindustrial cultures, the less viable
they seem in modern contexts such as urban life, technology or higher education, in particular,
due to the rampant vulgar essentialism: the widespread ethnolinguistic assumption, that is, the
idea of a simple one-to-one correspondence between language and ethnic identity (see e.g.
Blommaert & al. 2013: 3—4, Laakso & al. 2014: 17), also works to the damage of minority



language speakers, if their language is associated with something that is believed to belong to
yesterday’s world. This impression is even strengthened by the folklorization of minority
languages which seems to be at the heart of minority language policies and ethnopolitics in
Russia, for instance: minority languages at school, for example, are taught in connection with or
as part of local traditions, history, and folklore, for symbolic rather than communicative goals.

As | already mentioned, one of the main goals of the ELDIA project was to create a vitality
barometer or a tool for measuring the state of maintenance of an endangered language. This,
of course, sounds very scientific and exact, and already early on we realized that the whole idea
of our tool might be completely misunderstood. The idea was to create a tool which measures
the vitality of the language at issue across four focus areas which reflect the three criteria for
language maintenance as formulated by Frangois Grin, viz. Capacity, Opportunity, and Desire to
use the language, and the accessibility of Language products; on each focus area, the idea was
to measure the vitality on the dimensions of language use and interaction, education,
legislation, and media. The results of the questionnaire survey were calculated into values
along each dimension. The idea is that these results can be used by language policy makers and
stakeholder groups to pinpoint those areas in which the language is in particular need of
support. However, from the very beginning it was obvious that this tool could be misused:
some minority representatives were explicitly concerned that the barometer might be used
against them, to find excuses for cutting public support by showing that the language is not
worth supporting any more. Of course, all our publications with the barometer include strong
caveats: the barometer should NOT be used this way, it is not a magic crystal ball which can
predict what will happen with a language in the future. However, the concern remains, and it is
part of the extinction narrative: the image of scientific research conducted on a language may
contribute to the idea that fighting language obsolescence is like healing cancer: it should be
left to academic experts. This, furthermore, will tempt outsiders to confuse research and
documentation with a “rescue mission”.

Already in our project application, we kept stressing the agency of speakers and the linguistic
rights of individuals and communities. Actually, although we ended up measuring the vitality of
individual minority languages, our project initially focused on multilingualism and the parallel
use of many languages. One of the main results of our legal and institutional framework
analyses was precisely that multilingualism is actually neglected in minority language policies:
what is supported or endorsed is, in the best case, the right of a certain group to use a certain
language in a certain area. In other words, there is still a tacit assumption that supporting
endangered languages means securing monolingual safe zones in which minority speakers can
practice their strange habits behind closed doors. The fact that the survival of minority
languages means coping with multilingualism and securing sustainable multilingual
arrangements was hardly ever the topic of explicit language policies; | believe that this



monolingual bias, interpreting multilingualism merely as a sign of imminent extinction, is also
an essential part of the extinction narrative. This also efficiently obscures the fact that language
maintenance, ultimately, depends on the individual choices of each speaker.

The extinction narrative in media

Coming back to the extinction narrative: All these aspects — the alleged naturalness and
inevitability of language death, folklorization and focusing on the past, as well as portraying
language revitalization as a rescue mission by outsiders, and the monolingual bias in general -
were clearly visible in the ELDIA media analyses, although in very different forms and
proportions. For instance, in Swedish media the fact that minorities had suffered from
assimilation pressure and official state-language monolingualism was often explicitly
acknowledged and never questioned, while in many other countries the problems with the
minorities’ human rights and equal treatment hardly ever received attention in the majority
press. Especially the majority media in the countries under study showed very diverse views on
minority languages and their revitalization — and quite often the minorities at issue were almost
completely ignored and absent in majority media. (The millennial presence of Hungarians in
Austria, for instance, was practically never mentioned in the German-language press material
analyzed for the ELDIA study.) However, certain aspects were typically mentioned in all media
analyses, and many of them were also visible in the media reactions to the ELDIA project.

First of all, the tendency to identify minority languages with the past, with the tradition, with
the historical and cultural roots of each ethnic group was clearly visible both in our media
analyses and in the media reactions to our project. Obviously, matters pertaining to language
are difficult to grasp and difficult to illustrate; for the media in general, focusing on visible
culture such as folk dance festivals, ethnic cooking or traditional handwork and clothing is much
easier and politically much less problematic, not to speak of the fact that it may well suit the
general audience’s expectations or even prejudices about the interesting, exciting
characteristics of ethnic groups. However, even media contributions focusing specifically on
language endangerment may suffer from this historical bias. Let me just show one example. In
connection with the ELDIA field study among Karelian speakers in Finland, the local newspaper
Yld-Karjala in Eastern Finland published a very nice article featuring some young Karelian
speakers who were interviewed for the project.



Although this is a group interview with younger-generation speakers and the journalist was
obviously delighted to see that Karelian is not just the language of grandmothers and old folk
songs, when it comes to the main motivation for maintaining the language, the focus is not on
the future or the everyday use of the language but on the continuity of traditions, on family
history and former generations. The title says “Language is part of the tradition”, and the sub-
title deals with two of the young ladies shown here: one of them “made her father happy by
starting to speak Karelian”, another “would like to learn the language of her family”. The
Karelian language does not seem to have any relevance for the Finnish-speaking majority or for
the society at large, beyond the private circles of Karelian families.

It was also evident that the representatives of majority media in particular normally have very
little understanding for minority language issues in general. Typically, languages and language
policies only surface in public discourse in connection to topics which are perceived as having
political importance for the majority. In many European countries, such topics include
immigration issues, in particular, the —real or imagined — problems with the immigrants’
language learning and linguistic integration. For quite a few minorities in our sample, this
meant that their problems were overshadowed by those of more visible and more
conspicuously different groups; for instance, the Hungarians in Austria, as a well-integrated and
culturally close minority and immigrant group, hardly attract attention in contrast to the
numerous Turkish immigrants. Moreover, minority language issues can be used as a pretext or
an excuse for debates on other language policies, on cultural or ethnopolitics. | have often
experienced this in Austria: trying to initiate a discussion on the importance of multilingualism
or the linguistic rights of minorities ends up with a debate on whether immigrants are really too
lazy or reluctant to teach German to their children... And in general, as the Hungarian
sociolinguist Miklds Kontra once noted in a newspaper interview (in the context of the
Hungarian government’s recently awoken concern for the purity and correctness of the state



language): when politicians are talking about language, they are really talking about something
else.

| will show just one example on this. In connection with an ELDIA project workshop in Maribor,
Slovenia, the local Hungarian-language newspaper Népujsdg published an article about the
project. Instead of the situation of the Hungarian language in Slovenia or minority languages in
general, the main attention is given to the official greeting words of the university rector, the
dean and the Hungarian ambassador on language policies in general and especially in the
education system. Minority language research is overshadowed by completely different
concerns, in particular, the language policies favouring English (as in this region, German has
traditionally had a very strong position, the dominance of English is perceived as problematic —
which is an interesting problem but has very little to do with the language issues of the
Hungarian minority in Slovenia).
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This example had more to do with the general invisibility of minority issues than with language
endangerment in particular. A related aspect is the monolingual bias which, to repeat, is part
and parcel of the extinction narrative: monolingualism is seen and portrayed as the normal
state, while multilingual arrangements are a kind of an anomaly. How deep entrenched this



view is in Western European media can be seen from this newspaper article, which also
illustrates the previously mentioned tendency to focus on the integration of migrants as the
politically most acute issue. The article deals with multilingualism in Austrian schools, in
connection with an integration project for school children coming from immigrant families, and
also very briefly interviews Angelika Parfuss, project researcher of the Viennese ELDIA team,
about the Hungarians in Austria.
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The subtitle of the article emphasizes the importance of the mother tongue for immigrant kids:
they will learn German best by way of their mother tongue. (The importance of the mother
tongue for the learning of other languages, of course, is a fact confirmed by a plethora of
studies in many countries of the world, but also notoriously ignored by majority policy-makers.)
But in fact, the German wording uses the word Umweg, literally ‘detour’, implicitly highlighting
the idea that the mother tongue is simply a tool that can be used to bringing these young
people, in a sense, “back” to the German language — which should have come naturally to
them. And, of course, this article as well presupposes a simple black-and-white world where
everybody only has one mother tongue, either German or something else (the latter case being



a problem that has to be solved), and the broad spectrum of heritage language skills, from
deficient and passive language knowledge to full fluency, simply doesn’t exist.

Lessons learned

| have tried to describe the general “inertia” and resistance which we face when disseminating
information about endangered languages; these problems arise partly from the general
ignorance of the general audience, partly from difficult ethnopolitical issues, partly from the
monolingual bias or the tendency to “naturalize” monolingualism (especially monolingualism in
the nation-state language), all of these contributing to the prevailing extinction narrative.

In the last few minutes, | would like to sum up the lessons learned from the dissemination of
ELDIA. First of all, a clear dissemination strategy is crucial. Knowing how easily research on
minority languages can be “hi-jacked” for political purposes — be it education politics, academic
language strategies, national ethnopolitics or the internal strifes of minority groups (even quite
small minority communities can be internally fragmented and riddled by ideological or personal
conflicts) — it is always good to define one’s position as a researcher. In our case, the strategy
was to refrain from giving concrete political recommendations and to emphasize the role of the
speaker community: whatever is done with the language should be for its speakers to decide,
and researchers can only supply information, facts and points of comparison, to help the
stakeholders pass as well-informed decisions as possible. This is particularly important, as — due
to the “rescue mission” misconception — lay people cannot necessarily distinguish between
research and partisanship.

Secondly, instead of general principles and abstract, essentialized problems (such as
“intercultural relations”) it is always good to focus on concrete issues. A very good example of
well-informed and adequate journalism comes from the case of Meankieli or Tornedal Finnish
in Northern Sweden, a variety of Finnish officially recognized as a minority language in Sweden
since 2000 but still acutely endangered. On the news site of the Finnish state broadcasting
company YLE, the results of the ELDIA study are reported: fluent Meankieli speakers usually
belong to the grandparent or great-grandparent generation, and only very few children grow
up with the language any more. The news article by Karoliina Haapakoski® clearly identifies the
problem and lets Laura Arola, the project researcher in charge of the ELDIA case study, outline a
concrete solution: children’s language acquisition must be supported, if not at home, then in
daycare, and the real problem seems to be that the speaker community has not yet completely
realized the danger and begun to demand daycare in Meankieli. Instead of nostalgia or
romantic illustrations of the culture of Meankieli speakers, instead of attempting to cover the

! From January 2, 2013, http://yle.fi/uutiset/meankielen_taito_on_rapistunut/6434415 .



whole past and present of the speaker community, the article focuses on today’s problems and
current revitalization projects.

Furthermore, in order to shift the attention from the extinction narrative to the future and to
real issues, it might be a good idea to emphasize the reality of multilingualism and coexistence
of languages. This example, representing the Veps language in Russia, shows what can be
achieved when an expert, herself an activist in the speaker community and one of the central
figures in Veps-language media activities, writes about the research project in which she
participated.
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In the bilingual, Russian- and Veps-language gazette Kodima (‘Homeland’), Nina Zaiceva, the
leading researcher of her native language and also the primus motor behind most Veps
language activities today, writes about the ELDIA project. The article, illustrated with a picture
of two typical Veps speakers, that is, elderly rural women, writes openly about the concerns of
Veps speakers about the future of their language, and takes up a very important point: the
world is increasingly becoming bilingual or multilingual, and this is actually something the Veps
already know. Today’s Veps speakers are bilingual in Russian (in our study, only one informant
of the oldest generation claimed to speak Russian poorly), and acknowledging bilingualism in
Russian circumstances is not just politically realistic but in reality the only possibility to maintain
the Veps language. This may sound self-evident to many of us, but it must be noted that the
speakers and potential speakers of Veps live in the Russian linguistic culture (for the concept of
“linguistic culture”, see e.g. Schiffman 2006) which is very prescriptivistic and characterized by a



general glorification of the Russian language as the language of the most advanced culture,
technology and interethnic communication (not to speak of the “efficiency assumption” which
in practice restricts the use of minority languages alongside Russian, cf. Blommaert 1996: 210-
212, Zamyatin 2014: 125). For them, the idea that another language could be used alongside
Russian is actually revolutionary.

Of course, we all know that it is not easy to influence public discourse and the powerful
narratives which tend to strengthen existing prejudices. Still, | believe that with a clear media
strategy and a clear emphasis on those aspects which are really relevant for the maintenance of
the language (that is: focusing on real problems), researchers of endangered languages can give
essential support to those who work to keep the endangered languages of our world alive.

Thank you for your attention.
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