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CHILDREN-THE FUTURE OF THE KARELIAN
LANGUAGE?CASE STUDY INA KARELIAN
VILLAGE
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Abstract. This article deals with the knowledge of the Karelian
language of schooal childrenlivinginaKarelianvillage. Kardlianis
an endangered language and it is said that it is a language of old
people, that is why | was interested in children’s knowledge of
Karelian. Theaimisconsider how the children self-estimate their
ability to speak, understand, read or write Karelian. This study
showsthat Karelian children do somehow know their heritage lan-
guage. But to become skilful Karelian speakers children need plenty
of help and support from their parents, teachers and from the com-
munity.
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1. Introduction

This article deals with the knowledge of the Karelian lan-
guage of school childrenlivinginaKardianvillage. Theaim of this
study isconsider how the children self-estimatetheir ability to spesk,
understand, read or write Karelian. Theresearch material consists
of answers to four questions of my questionnaire at 15th April
2008 at school of Kotkatjérvi. Theresultsof thefull questionnaire
and thewhole revitalisation process of Karelian will be discussed
more deeply in my forthcoming doctoral thesis.

2. Revitalisation of Karelian

Languagerevitalisation, aswe seeit, isalong running proc-
essthe goasof which are, first, to increase the rel ative number of
speakersand, second, to extend the domainswherethelanguageis
used. It involves counter balancing forces, such ashistorical, politi-
ca and economic ones, which have caused language shift. (Grenoble
and Whaley 2006: 13, 21.)



216 Sanna-Riikka Knuuttila

Therevitalisation of the Karelian language and culture be-
gan quietly amongst the Karelian intelligentsiain the early 1980s.
Officialy and more openly, therevitalisation started in May 1989
when aconferencetitled“ The Karelians: people, language, culture
and economy” was held in Petrozavodsk, therepublic’scapital . At
thisconference, anon-governmental cultural association called the
Karjalan Rahvahan Liitto (Union of the Karelian people) was
founded and resolved to establish anewspaper in Karelian. Karelian
became a school subject in autumn 1989. Textbooks and other
materialswere assiduously published from theearly 1990s. A few
yearslater departmentsof Karelian at Petrozavodsk State Univer-
sity and at the Karelian State Pedagogical University (nowadays
Karelian State Pedagogical Academy) were opened. Furthermore,
one of the decisions made at the Karelian’s conference was to
create a standardised written Karelian language, but due to the
major differencesbetween the dial ects, the conclusion wasto start
developing two forms of written Karelian. One written form is
based on the White Sea Karelian and the second is based on the
Olonetsian. Today Ludeisalso used in the written form and there
are some efforts to standardise it, too. In 1998, a Terminol ogical
and Orthographic Commission wasfounded. Since 1991 there have
been plenty of normative-juridical efforts, legidative proposalsand
acts concerning the language question. Twicethe Karelian parlia-
ment has considered alanguage law that would make Karelian the
republic’ssecond official language aong with Russian. Both times,
however, parliament rejected thislaw arguing that Karelian is not
developed enough to be an officia language. In March 2004, alaw
on governmental support to the national minority languages (Finn-
ish, Karelian, and Veps) inthe Republic of Kareliawas proclaimed.
(Zaikov 2003.)

Karelianshavebeen revitalising their languagefor 20 years
now. Despite of therevitalisation efforts Karelian still isan endan-
gered language. Both the number of Kareliansand those who speak
Karelian is declining. According to the 1989 Census, there lived
almost 79,000 Kareliansin the Karelian ASSR and 51.5 % of them
named Karelian as their mother tongue (Klementjev 1991: 163).
According to the 2002 census, in the Russian Federation there are
over 93,000 Karelians and about 65,500 of them live in the Re-
public of Karelia. There were around 30,000 Kareliansin the Re-
public of Kareliawho mastered their language. The mastery of a
language means the ability to speak, read, and write or just talk in
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thegivenlanguage. That meansnot even ahalf of Kareliansliving
in the republic know their native language. (Perepis 2002.) The
fact isthat the old native speakers are passing away; the new gen-
erations are amost russificated. It's a well known fact that the
mother tongue of almost all Karelian childrenisRussian. Itissaid
that only the grandmothers speak Karelian, while the children do
not speak Karelian as their mother tongue. Worse than that, it is
said that they do not speak Karelian at all.

3. Children’sknowledgeof Kareian

Since the summer 1995 | have made several field tripsto a
village Kotkatjéarvi (Kotkozero in Russian). Kotkatjarvi is the
Karelianvillagein the Olonetsian area, 100 km from Petrozavodsk,
the capital of the Republic of Karelia. Today, there are about 1,000
peopleinthevillage and mgjority of them are Karelians by nation-
aity (Kareliiaentsiklopediias.v. Kotkozero). Because of my field
tripstothevillage, | am quitefamiliar with thevillageitself and its
inhabitants. Kotkatjarvi isaprimeexampleof apresent-day Karelian
village: people have no work and therefore they moveto the cities
or, men aswell aswomen, run ahigh risk of becoming alcoholics.

In Kotkatjarvi, ateacher of the Karelian language told me
that there are children who can speak it. Also my subjects have
said the samething. | found thisinformation really interesting and
that iswhy | made acase study at thelocal school in Kotkatjarvi. |
was interested in the children’s attitudes and thoughts about the
Karelian language and its future. And of course, | wanted to find
out if these children could speak Karelian or not.

In my questionnairethere werein total 48 questionsinclud-
ing background information. The questionswerein Russian. Some
of the questions were multipl e-choice questions, whereas some of
them required short written answers. My questionnaire was an-
swered by al those pupils from 5th to 11th class who were at
school that day, 15th April 2008. | got in total 63 answers. The
children were aged 1018 years, there were 26 males and 36 fe-
males, one person did not report his or her sex. Almost half (30
persons) of the children werebornin 1991 and 1992, after that the
birth rate has declined all over the Russian Federation.

A question of nationality iscomplicated in general. Few years
ago the Russian Federation promulgated alaw, which saysthat the
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citizensof the Russian Federation do not haveto notify anational -
ity in their passports. According to the Constitution of Russian
Federation (KonstitutsiiaRossiiskoi Federatsii glava2, stat’ia26),
people have the right to decide their own nationality and that is
why nationality is not so reliable and significant factor in many
cases. However, my questionnaire included the nationality. Only
one student did not answer that question, 38 were Karelians and
24 Russians.

What is these children’s mother tongue? Mgjority, exactly
three quarters marked Russian astheir mother tongue. One quarter
marked both Russian and Karelian astheir mother tongues. Three
children marked Karelian astheir mother tongue, but in one of the
cases | think this was by mistake, as the other answers did not
back it up.

| also asked which language children speak at home. Inten
homes, both Karelian and Russian are spoken, in therest of homes
only Russian. | asked if anyone spoke Karelian in their homes.
Like | mentioned earlier, it is said that only grandmothers speak
Karelian, and thiswasshownin therepliesaswell. But more often
the mother was mentioned. In half of the homes, the mother speaks
Karelian, and | think that isquite good. Also fathers speak Karelian,
and in few papersit was said that all family members can speak
Karelian. According to these answers, | think that itisnot only the
grandparents who transfer the language but parents do, too.

And finally to my main question: How did these children
estimate their knowledge of Karelian? My question was formu-
lated asfollows: How do you estimate your knowledge of Karelian
in four the areas: speaking, understanding, writing and reading.
There were five possibilities to choose from: not at al, bad, fair,
good or fluent. This kind of self-assessment survey may not be
very reliable, because the respondents may not have an accurate
idea of how well they know the language (Grenoble and Whaley
2002: 164). However, it gives us someinformation. In this paper,
the exact numbersare not very important. Instead of numbers, itis
more important to find out generally, if there are children who
know the Karelian language.

Here are the facts about the children’sanswers:

46% of the children estimated that

they can speak Karelian fair, good or fluent.
59% of the children estimated that

they under stand Karelian fair, good or fluent.
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59% of the children estimated that

they canread Karelian fair, good or fluent.
43% of the children estimated that

they canwriteKarelianfair, good or fluent.

Thereissome coherence between theseanswers. First, those
children who are speaking the language at home, but not learning it
at school, estimated that their speaking and understanding are bet-
ter than reading and writing. Thiswas shown aso in an opposite
setting. Reading and writingin Karelian were at ahigher lever with
those children who havelearnt Karelian at school, but not at home.
One of the most important observationsis that children, who are
speaking Karelian at homeand aso learningit at school, estimated
their knowledge highin all areas. On one hand, thisis obviousness,
these children use Karelian much more than others. But, on the
other hand, thisisremarkablefrom the sociolinguistic point of view.
| have realised that among Kareliansit isvery typical that parents
say it isteachers work to teach Karelian to the children, and of
course, the teacher say that it is parents’ task to teach Karelian to
their children. According to my study, the best result of learning
will occur when the school and home are collaborating.

Although my research materia is based on the children’s
self-assessment, the results give us some guidelines. Thefirst and
the most important point isthat they are children who have knowl-
edge of the Karelian language. Second, there still are parentswho
can speak and, furthermore, who do speak Karelian. So it is not
right or reasonable to blame that all parents do not transmit their
language to the next generation. Third, only very few children have
avery good knowledge of Karelian, but, in my opinion, so called
passive knowledgeisbetter than no knowledgeat all. Fourth, when
children have learnt language at home, they can speak and under-
stand K arelian better, whereas those children who havelearnt lan-
guage at school, are better in writing and reading. Fifth, toreach a
good knowledge of Karelian requires both speaking at home and
learning at schoal.

| dready told that home and school alike give different kind
of skills. To activate the children’s passive knowledge requireshelp
from everyone. It is quite easy to say to the parents and grandpar-
entsthat they should speak Karelian at home. But we know it isnot
S0 easy to put thisrecommendationinto action: itisvery difficult to
start to speak alanguage that one was earlier not allowed to speak.
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| think that for activating the use of Karelian of the children
there should be much more materials and activities which are di-
rected to young people. In the Republic of Karelia, there have
been published several booksfor small children, also school books
aresimple enough and childish. Young peopleare not so interested
in poetry and “the good old times” which these poems and short
stories mostly tell about. Neither they are not interested in tradi-
tional folk songs or other old-peoples-things. Young people need
music, rock or rap or something similar. They need movies. They
need parties. They need detective stories and other modern litera-
ture, magazines, for example.

The school books should be current and related to young
people sthings, for instance hobbies. Theteaching at schoolsshould
take advantage of new technol ogies and possihilities, for instance
the Internet.

The parents, however, are in a better position to help with
thelanguage learning; they should only talk in their own language
to their children. The other means need time and money and, of
course, peopletodo al this. Unfortunately, for example, the Min-
istry of Education isnot very interested in promoting the Karelian
language. Asan example, Karelianisavoluntary subject at schools,
and thereisonly one or two lessons aweek, and even not in every
grade neither at every school. It would be the first step to get
Karelian asan obligatory subject in all schools of therepublic.

4. Concluson

Inthetitlel asked if the children arethefuture of the Karelian
language. According my study | can say yes, they are. I’'m, maybe,
too positive, but | would liketo think that if thereis one child who
can speak Karelian, thereisstill hope. Asmy study shows, thereis
more than one or two Karelian speaking child in Kotkatjarvi. Of
course, Kotkatjérvi isjust onevillage. There are more villagesin
the Republic of Kardlig, and I’ m surethat wewill find moreKarelian
speaking children there. But, despite of thefact, that children have
some sort of knowledge of language, they need plenty of help and
plenty of support so they can become skilful Karelian speakers.
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Kokkuvdte. Sanna-Riikka Knuuttila: Lapsed - karjala keele tule-
vik? Uurimistod Karjala kilas. Artikkel kasitleb karjala keele oskust
Uhe Karjala kila koolilaste seas. Karjala keel on ohustatud keel ja seda
peetakse n-6 vanade inimeste keeleks. See on pbhjus, miks ma tundsin
huvi laste karjalakeele oskuse vastu. Artikli eesmérk on vaadel da, kuidas
lapsed ise hindavad omaoskust régkida, lugedajakirjutadakarjalakeeles
ning sellest keelest aru saada. Uurimusest selgub, et karjala lapsed kil
oskavad mingil moel oma pérandkeelt. Selleks, et saavutada ladus keele-
kasutus, vgjavad lapsed oma vanemate, Opetajate ja kogukonna abi ning
toetust.

Marksdnad: ohustatud keel, taaselustamine, karjala keel






