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ALBINA NECAK LUK

LLANGUAGE COMPONENT OF THE INTERETHNIC
RELATIONS ISSUES IN THE ETHNICALLY MIXED REGIONS
ALONG THE SLOVENE - HUNGARIAN BORDER

Ethnicity is there, for all of mankind some of the time and for some of mankind
all of the time.
(Fishman 1989)

1. Introduction

In the framework of the research project “Interethnic relations in the Slove-
nian ethnic area” the ethnic identity features in two mixed, Slovene Hungarian
regions have been investigated. The project has been designed as an interdis-
ciplinary empirical research, diagnostic by type and of a comparative dimen-
sion. The basic idea is to create, proceeding from a chosen theoretical issues, a
common methodological framework for investigation of the ethnic identity
features and the interethnic relations dynamics in the nationally mixed territo-
ries on both sides of the Slovenian border where the Slovenian population lives
in contact with populations of a different ethnic origin (i.e. Hungarian, German,
Italian, and, owing to the recently emerged state border, Croatian population).
The aim of the research is to provide a quantitative and qualitative description
of the actual situation, and, as far as possible, provide explanation of the de-
terminant factors that influence or have influenced the actual state of the inves-
tigated phenomenon and that dictate the trends of change.

2. Theoretical framework and empirical outline

The formulating of the theoretical framework has been tackled from the
point of view of Tajfel’s theory of intergroup relations (Tajfel 1978) and the
Giles’ model of structural variables affecting ethnolinguistic vitality (Giles et
all.1977). Both proceed from the hypothesis that ethnicity/ethnic adherence is a
dynamic phenomenon dependant on a series of individual and social factors.
Owing to Tajfel the essence of the intergroup relations encompases the follow-
ing series of individual and group autodefinitions: - social categorization as
definition of one’s self and the world around him, a basis for people’s attitudes
and behaviour towards others,
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- social identity, i.e. a positive and/or negative connotation of group member-
ship,

- social comparison, i.e. comparison with other ethnic groups, a process
which brings about ethnic identity evaluation, and which launches the proc-
esses of either ethnic loyalty or alienation

- psychological distinctiveness, i.e. a mutual interaction of the above enu-
merated processes (Tajfel 1978), which gives rise to a positive evaluation of
one’s own group and to a sentiment of contentment on account of one’s ad-
herence to this specific group.

Positive evaluation of one’s own group and the feeling of satisfaction in
sharing its membership are strongly dependent on a set of structural factors,
presented in Giles’ taxonomy of the structural variables affecting ethnolinguis-
tic vitality (status related factors, demographic factors, institutional support
factors). It means that the ethnic identity orientation is also strongly dependent
upon one’s perception of a national minority’s objective reality on the one
hand, as well as on the perception and attitudes of the majority group’s mem-
bers towards the national minority and its’objective needs, on the other hand.

In operationalization phase a framework of an instrument has been prepared
by a group of experts from several nationally mixed regions on both sides of
the Slovenian border. Adaptations of the instrument to the specific features of
individual regions have been foroseen so that it can be applied in all of them,
respondents being sampled from both groups, the minority and the majority.
Relevant questions/scales from the existing questionaries on interethnic rela-
tions and ethnic identity are integrated into the questionary where it seems ap-
propriate (Bogardus scale, Gubert, Sussi,etc), complementary interviews and a
data base questionary on local selfgovernment features are in course of prepa-
ration.

Several blocks of questions aiming at comprehension of the explicit and
implicit ethnic identity indicators have been constructed, including the follow-
ing:

- participation (social, cultural, political, etc.) of the minority and majority
groups’ members in the nationally mixed region and on the wider territory
of the state

- local selfgovernment features and participation of the minority and the ma-
jority members

- contacts and activities accross the border: communication with the national
minority’s mother nation, exchange and mutual activities of populations on
both sides of the state border (in the field of culture, sport and professional
activities, such as exchange of teachers, priests, mutual publishing and re-
search projects, etc.)

- evaluation of the bilingual education models and mass media functioning

- communication (communicative competence and communicative activity,
patterns of language choice in communication, etc.),
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- perceptions and attitudes (towards one’s own and the other ethnic group,
towards the coexisting languages, towards the minority’s objective reality,
towards the nation of origin/ the national minority’s mother nation, etc).

In the first phase a comparative analyses of the ethnic contact situations in
two regions along the Slovenian border where Slovenes - either as the so called
majority nation or as a national minority - live in contact with Hungarians has
been planned:

- the situation in Prekmurje, the North Eastern region of Slovenia that has an
official status of a nationally mixed region owing to the presence
(settlement) of an autochtonous Hungarian national minority,

- the situation in Porabje, the region of Hungary in the triangel between the
Austrian and Slovene border where an autochtonous Slovene national mi-
nority is settled.

By now, data have been gathered in two urban centers on both sides of the
border, in Lendava / Lendva and in Szentgotthard / MonoS$ter. The instrument
has been applied on a sample of 700 inhabitants in each town. Some analyses
have been presented at expert conferences and published in scientific reviews.

This year, application of the instrument is forseen in some chosen urban
centers along the Slovene Italian border, in the regions where the Slovene and
the Italian minorities are settled.

3. Sociolinguistic issues in the slovene hngarian mixed regions

In this article some trends shall be exposed conceming the language status,
language use and language attitudes in the contact, Slovene Hungarian areas. It
was hypothesized that the language maintenance and the language shift related
issues are governed by the context in which the dynamics of each intergroup
situation operates.

When both languages are observed from the point of view of the structural
variables affecting ethnolinguistic vitality of a group (Giles 1977), the Slovene
as a minority language compared to the Hungarian as a minority language is
definitely at a less advantageous position on all three sets of the structural vari-
ables, i.e.:

- status related: economic, social, sociohistorical and language status,

- ethnodemographic: distribution of ethnic groups, national territory, concen-
tration, proportion, absolute number, birth rate, mixed marriages, immigra-
tion, emigration,

- institutional support: formal and informal- governement, administration,
education, culture, religion, mass media, work sphere.

Therefore substantial differences in both areas were expected concerning the
minority language competence, use and attitudes.

From the historical point of view the sociolinguistic development of both
languages differs to a substantial degree, the language status issues being in the

forefront: While Hungarian cultural and linguistic influence was present for
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centuries in the discussed region, the Slovene language in the Hungarian part of
the Monarchy developed separately, with but few connections with the main-
stream Slovene language corpus planning, that proceeded in the Austrian part
of the AO Monarchy. Therefore the Slovene language in Prekmurje and Porabje
had retained arhaic dialectal features. In past centuries even a kind of the stan-
dardization process occured, the result of which was a considerable literary
production in the dialect, intended especially for religious purposes. This situa-
tion became a conveniant argument in several periods marked by the outbursts
of the Hungarian nationalism, when assimilation pressure was advocated by
explanation that the Slovenes in Prekmurje and Porabje as well as their lan-
guage did not belong to the same ethnic body as did the Slovenes on the right
bank of the river Mura. On the semiotic level, name Vend should have denoted
this linguistic variation.

The Slovenes in Porabje have retained their minority position throughout
their history and have never become a constituent part of the Slovene nation
(State). Thus, the local speech was cut away from the mainstream Slovene lan-
guage development, its functions were limited, and its symbolic features faded
away. On account of the geopolitical circumstances the Porabje villages formed
a kind of enclave - the area could be visited only with special permits - where
the Slovenian dialect sufficed for the ingroup communication of the predomi-
nantly rural population. The Hungarian was reserved for communication in
formal domains, mostly outside of the Slovene settling area.

With the disintegration of the AO monarchy Hungarians living in Slovenia
became a national minority. Although predominantly rural, the social structure
of the Hungarian minority compared to the Slovene minority in Porabje was
(and still is) more elaborated, with a rather strong layer of nobility and bur-
geoisie. Although the Hungarian language had lost previous legal status it still
retained a relatively high social status, the majority, Slovene population being
also to a high degree bilingual.

The main difference between both areas concemns the institutional support
granted to the minority language, which is reflected through functions accorded
to the minority language in the channels of public communication. In the mixed
area of Slovenia the Hungarian language has the status of the official language
together with Slovene. On the other hand, in Porabje free use of the Slovene
language is declared for individuals, while up to untill recently it functioned to
a limited extent only in few formal domains, in education church and sporadi-
cally in mass media.

4. Method

Individual structured interviews were conducted with 678 persons in Len-
dava (to their own declaration: 54,7% Slovenes, 31,8% Hungarians, 13,5% oth-
ers) and 602 persons (a random sample 428 persons - 91,5% Hungarians, 7,5%
Slovenes and a total population of inhabitants of full age that according to cer-



32 Albina Ne¢ak Liik: Language component

tain data belonged to the Slovene ethnicity, 174 persons, 43% Hungarians,
55,2% Slovenes).

A questionary was prepared in both languages. The choice of the language
of the interview by the respondents in both areas indicated interesting trends
concerning language use. While in Slovenia both the Slovene and the Hungar-
ian language sheets were used, in Hungary only one respondent demanded to be
interviewed in Slovene.

5. Discussion

Differences between both environments concerning language competence

are quite evident. In Prekmurje the investigation into the competence of the mi-
nority language indicated a much more favourable trend than in Porabje:
Owing to the selfestimation of the language competence of the minority popu-
lation (Hungarians) in Prekmurje the mother tongue competence is equal or
exceeds the competence in the majority language (Slovene). In Porabje, how-
ever, the trend is reverse: our respondents that declared themselves as Slovenes
claimed to know Hungarian better than Slovene (cca 80% of the Slovenes esti-
mate their knowledge of Hungarian as much better on all four skills - under-
standing, speaking, reading and writing, and cca 17% as equal to the Slovene).
Differences at the expence of the Slovene language proficiency become even
more evident when the literacy skills are envolved. The deficiency of the Slo-
vene communicative competence is additionaly illustrated by the fact that the
Slovene respondents in Porabje are to a high percentage proficient only in the
local dialect (cca 40% declared that they have no productive skills of the Slo-
vene standard variety and cca 35% have a poor knowledge of it). This statement
was further confirmed by data on understanding Slovene written and oral texts.
While 100% of Slovenes in Porabje would perfectly understand a text in Hun-
garian, only cca 13% are able to understand it completely when written or spo-
ken in the Slovene standard variety, and cca 35% are able to grasp the content
although they do not understand every word.

Owing to historical development and to sociopolitical factors very few
communication networks were established with the Slovene language hinter-
land. Functions of the Slovene standard variety are limited to only few com-
munication channels. Hence the linguistic distance between the dialect and the
Slovene standard persevered for centuries resulting in a very poor knowledge of
the Slovene prestigeous variety.

The phenomenon evokes an assumption that the communicative as well as
of the symbolic functions of the Slovene mother tongue prestigious variety can
be realized only to a limited degree. An hypothesis seems to be appropriate
stating that social reality of the Slovenes in Porabje is perceived mostly through
the Hungarian language and hence much of the Slovene cultural legacy is be-
yond their reach.
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Both environments differ even to a higher degree when the communicative
competence of the majority population is investigated. In Prekmurje, cca 40%
of Slovenes (majority population) estimate their proficieny of Hungarian as rea-
sonably good and cca 10% as equivalent to their proficiency in Slovene. The
understanding of written or oral texts in Hungarian reaches up to 60%. One
could conclude that the Slovene official linguistic policy aiming at the two-way
bilingualism has been realized to a substantial degree. Through the system of
bilingual education the majority population in the ethnically mixed regions has
an opportunity to acquire at least a receptive competence of the minority
group’s language. Thus one of the prerequisits for effective functioning of both,
the majority and the minority, languages on the level of public institutions is
assured. :

The Hungarians in Porabje (the majority population) on the other hand esti-
mate their knowledge of Hungarian as much better than that of the Slovene lan-
guage. Reasonably good knowledge of the Slovene dialect (cca 6%) and of the
Slovene standard variety (cca 3%) has been registered only sporadically with
Hungarian respondents. The same percentage of the Hungarians understands the
content of the Slovene written or oral texts. Closer inspection into the descent
of our Hungarian respondents reveals that the those who claim to have a certain
level of proficiency in Slovene, derive mostly from mixed famillies.

Related to the language competence issues are the standpoints of our re-
spondents with regard to the most relevant reason that entitles a person to de-
clare him/herself as a Hungarian or a Slovene, respectively. Respondents were
asked to choose the most relevant reason out of ten enumerated items.

In Slovenia the feelings of a person are considered the most important: A
person is justified to declare him/herself to be a Slovene or a Hungarian if
he/she feels so. Cca 45% of respondents consider personal feelings as the most
important reason for declaration on ethnic affiliation. A person’s mother tongue
figures in the second place as the most important reason. Cca 31% of the re-
spondents consider mother tongue and ethnic affiliation to be closely interre-
lated. Among other enumerated reasons, only the ethnic affiliation of a person’s
mother is worth mentioning: cca 13% of the respondents consider it to be the
most relevant issue.

In Hungary the findings show a reverse trend: the mother tongue figures as
the first most important reason (chosen by cca 48% of respondents) and per-
sonal feelings as the second (cca 30% of respondents has selected this reason in
the first place). The importance of other items, the ethnic affiliation of a per-
son’s mother included, is not prominent, ranging between 0,5% and 4%.

It is interesting to mention, however, that in Prekmurje as well as in Porabje
the proficiency in the mother tongue seems to play a marginal role among fea-
tures considered to be relevant for ethnic identity declaration.

In both areas, no significant differences were registered between the major-
ity and the minority members with most of the classified reasons, with the ex-
ception of the ethnic affiliation of a person’s mother. Namely, in Porabje this
reason is evidently more important to the minority members (cca 13% of our
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ilz‘l’:::i respondents regard it as the most relevant reason for ethnic i_dentity
- on) than to the majority members (cca 4% of Hungarians claim this
°3501 10 be the most important). The attitude of Slovenes in Porabje as to the
Importance of the mother's ethnic affiliation, hence, seems to be closer to that
of the population in the mixed region of Prekmurje. Further investigation shall
be needed to explain this phenomenon.

_ Pattems of language use are investigated in an informal domain /home/ and
Ina formal domain /in publics/. As with items described above, the analysis of
variance indicated strong influence of the variable “ethnic affiliation”, alone
and in interaction with the language competence variables. As expected, the
minority members use minority language or both languages much more fre-
quently than the majority members. However, differences between both envi-
ronments are significant not only with regard to the majority members patterns
of language choice but also when the minority members are concerned.

In Prekmurje, The Hungarians claim that at home they use either Hungarian
(60%) or both Hungarian and Slovene (cca 30%), Slovene only being used by
cca 10% of the Hungarian minority members. In Porabje cca 12% of Slovenes
claim to use only Slovene and cca 14% both Slovene and Hungarian in this
domain. The trends of language use with individual family members gives ad-
ditional information on the language maintenance prospects. Our data from
both environments point to a tendency that the minority language (alone or in
combination with the majority language) is used more frequently with peers
(partner, sisters, brothers) and older family members (parents, partner’s parents)
while the use of the majority language is more frequent in communication with
children. The propensity is quite marked in Porabje, where only 2,3% of re-
spondents report to communicate with their children in Slovene and 6,9% use
both languages. In Prekmurje the trend is less steep: 45% of our Hungarian re-
spondents claim to use only Hungarian and 27% use both languages in com-
munication with their children.

Again, only the age variable influences this trend, pointing to the genera-
tional transfer accross languages.

Language use in publics exposes to a certain degree the dynamics of inter-
group relations in multilingual environment. Apart from description of social
relations in terms of diglossia-bilingualism, patterns of language use in publics
point to the interpersonal accomodation when the choice of the language of
communication indicates the nature of intergroup relations. While in a disjunc-
tive athmosphere divergence is expected on the part of the majority, the con-
junctive processes between both groups are supposed to be marked by a mutual
convergence, the process that would allow the minority members to use their
ga;%;age in publics for ingroup as well as for outgroup communication (Giles

As our data on the language competence issues in both environments for-
cast, the convergence tendency could more likely be registered in the Prekmurje
region than in Porabje. In fact, 30-40% of the Slovenes in Prekmurje claim to
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use both languages in public places. In Porabje the use of the minority language
by the majority respondents in public places has not been reported.

On the other hand in Prekmurje, the use of the Hungarian language along
with Slovene in public places is quite common phenomenon, reported by over
70% of Hungarian respondents. In Porabje the use of both languages in this
domain is reported by cca 15% of the Slovene respondents. However, since the
data show no trend of convergence on the part of the Hungarian respondents, an
assumption seems to be justified that in Porabje the Slovene language is used
for ingroup communication, alone.

6. Conclusions

The differences between both environments are evident with other items,
too. As assumed, significant differences were registered concerning language
skills, use and attitudes, when both, the minority and the majority populations,
from both regions were compared. The analysis of variance with the ethnic af-
filiation of the respondents indicated that this variable was the most influential
concerning the trends of the language competence, use and attitudes. The
analysis of variance with some other variables (i.e.age of the informant, at-
tained level of education, language of education, position on the job. etc) indi-
cated that the propensity to use the minority language and the nature of the lan-
guage attitudes is not influenced by the majority of variables included. Besides
the ethnic affiliation the age of the respondent seems to be one of the crucial
variables influencing language competence, language use and attitudes in both
investigated environments. Together with other items that have pointed to the
age as and intervening variable (mixed marriages, language competence, etc,)
this correlation could also be interpreted as a confirmation of the Weinreich’s
hypotheses on the generational dimension of language shift.

Data from both environments concerning the language competence and use
show a distinctively different picture of the minorities’ ethnolinguistic vitality
features. The constelation of structural variables taken into account, especially
the status and the institutional support related variables, the outcome of our re-
search does not come as a surprise. Correlation between the ethnolinguistic vi-
tality and the social factors is quite evident.

However, our data were gathered shortly after the huge political changes in
both countries. Meanwhile a bilateral agreement on protection of both minori-
ties has been signed by both states. Hungary has passed an act on the rights of
minorities. Certain improvement in Porabje can be noticed with regard to the
Slovene language in public channels of communication: a weekly in Slovene
has been published for two years now, TV program in Slovene has started re-
cently, several border crossings have been opened along the Slovene Hungarian
border. Hence, there has been some improvement with regard to the set of the
institutional support variables in Porabje. On the other hand, in Prekmurje, as
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suggested by our respondents, a more strict implementation of individual regu-
lations and some qualitative improvements are wished for.

Since our research is longitudinal, in few years time we shall be able to ver-
ify whether and in which direction the above enumerated changes have influ-
enced the language situation in both environments. Global trends of the lan-
guage status relationships that force small nations to reconsider their language
planning policies have not been tackled here. Nevertheless they do affect also
the existence of the minority languages. The economic profit orientation
brought about into the ethnically mixed regions by multinational companies has
not been waged against the language maintenance issuess, yet. But this is an-
other topic, calling for susceptible language policy also when small nations are
concerned.
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Povzetek

Jezikovna sestava medetniénih odnosov na narodnostno mesanih obmodjih vzdol%
slovensko madZarske meje

Jezik je eden najvidnejsih in po laiénem prepri¢anju, opazovanju najlaZje dostop-
nih kazalcev etnicne identitete. Med jezikovnimi spremenljivkami smo izpostavili pred-
vsem tiste, ki se navezujejo na sporazumevalno zmoznost v maternem in drugem jeziku,
na jezikovno dejavnost v zaprtih in odprtih govornih poloZajih ter na staliséa do last-
nega in drugega jezika. Primerjava jezikovnega poloZaja v Lendavi in Monostru je
pokazala zlasti naslednje:

- Med obema manjsinama (madzarsko v Lendavi in slovensko v Monostru) so bile
ugotovijene pomembne razlike v obviadovanju maternega jezika, na receptivni in pro-
duktivni ravni. Primankljaj pri Slovencih v Monostru gre zlasti na radun poznavanja
slovenskega knjiZnega jezika, medtem ko je naredje ohranjeno v vedji meri. Ob
taksnem stanju jezikovne zmoznosti je stik z dogajanjem v narodnem osredju za znaten
del slovenskega prebivalstva okinjen na veé ravneh, na simbolni, Sustveni in
udeleZenski ravni. Ob dobrem znanju madZarskega jezika, ki ga je vedina slovenskih
respondentov oznacila kot svoj mocnejsi jezik, je participacija teh ljudi usmerjena
zlasti v svet madzarskega jezika in kulture. Pripadniki madZarske manjsine v Lendavi
so kot svoj mocnejsi jezik oznacili pretezno madzarski jezik ali oba jezika. Pomembno
Jje, da njihovi oceni o znanju naredja in knjizne madzarséine nista daleé vsaksebi.

- V obeh okoljih so bile ugotovijene pomembne razlike v sporazumevalini zmoz-
nosti v slovenskem in madZarskem jeziku pri pripadnikih vecinskega naroda. Kakor
smo pricakovali, so Slovenci v Lendavi izpricali visoko stopnjo dvojeziénosti - evi-
dentna je zlasti njihova receptivna zmoznost v madzZarskem jeziku - medtem ko je pri
Madzarih v Monostru komaj mogode opaziti kaksno sled razumevanja slovenskega
jezika.

Opisana sporazumevalna zmoznost odlocilno vpliva tudi na jezikovno dejavnost v
obeh okoljih: v Monostru je slovenski jezik zamejen v domacée slovensko okolje, med-
tem ko sta v Lendavi oba jezika prisotna v sporazumevanju v javnih in zasebnih go-
vornih poloZajih, uporabljajo ju pripadniki manjsine, pa tudi vecine.

Ugotavljanje povezav med jezikovnimi in morebitnimi intervenirajoéimi spremen-
ljivkami (poleg etnicne pripadnosti smo sem uvrstili Se izobrazbo in starost) je opo-
zorilo na pomembne povezave med starostjo respondentov, njihovo sporazumevalno
zmoznostjo v lastnem jeziku in jezikovno dejavnostio v tem jeziku. Z vidika jezikovnega
nacrtovanja se zdi zlasti pomemben trend upadanja rabe materinséine v druzini v
povezavi s starostjo druzinskih élanov. Generacijski premik k rabi vecinskega jezika je
oditnejsi v Porabju, zaznaven pa je tudi pri madzarski manjsini v Prekmurju.

Ugotovijeni trendi opozarjajo na ucinkovanje strukturnih dejavnikov, predvsem
tistih, ki zadevajo institucionalno podporo manjsini za ohranjanje njenih etniénih, v
nasem primeru jezikovnih znadilnosti v obeh okoljih. Jezikovno nacrtovanje v obeh
okoljih bi nedvomno moralo iti v smeri odpravijanja nevralgicnih toék, ki vzpodbujajo
opuséanje lastnega jezika pri pripadnikih manjsine. Po nasi presoji bi bili v len-
davskem okolju potrebni zlasti kvalitativni ukrepi, medtem ko bo treba v Porabju Sele
vzpostaviti celovit sistem institucionalne podpore slovenskemu jeziku, ée naj se dek-
larirana politicna nacela, ki slovenski manjsini zagotavljajo (tudi jezikovni) obstoj,
udejanijo.



