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1. Introduction
For small nations living in a multinational country, under the conditions of unification of the way of life, of general globalization and inflation of ethnic-cultural values, there is a real threat of losing their native language, their culture and being assimilated at the end and of difficulty to survive as nation and preserve their originality and values. 

Although Mari people are not directly threatened by assimilation into the prevailing Russian culture and language to the extent that as distinct nation may disappear leaving behind only a few survivors as it is the case for some other Uralic peoples (Livonians, Votes, Ingrians or Izhorians, Enets or Yeni​sey Samoyeds and Ter Saamis of Lapps), their national survival is in danger. In this review we are trying to analyse the most important demographic and linguistic dynamics of these people that have an impact on their condition of being in danger. 
2. Demographic factors

The Maris are small in number, although they are the only Finno-Ugric nation in Russia whose population has increased steadily (1897 – 375 439; 1926 – 428 188; 1939 – 481 600; 1959 – 504 205; 1979 – 621 961; 1989 – 670 868). More than this, the problem is their dispersion: a notable percentage of them, 52%, that is to say more than half of the nation live outside their national administrative unit (in Tatarstan, Bashkortostan and in the provinces of Kirov and Yekaterinburg) and the majority are not willing to resettle in their Republic. These separate ethnic parts are practically deprived of opportunities for national development and regular contact with their national culture and mother tongue and this fact dooms them to assimilation with the surrounding population (Russian first of all). So the Maris are a minority in the Mari Republic (they constitute about 43% of the whole population) and have a wide geographic distribution: their administrative territory does not correspond to their actual territory of habitation. It creates an unfavourable demograph situation although the percentage of Maris living in the administrative unit that bears the name of the people has remained relatively unchanged (1959 – 43,1%; 1979 – 49,3%; 1989 – 43,3%).

The percentage of the Maris in the town population has slowly increased: 1959 – 11,3%; 1970 – 15,6%; 1979 – 21,7%; 1989 – 26,1%). In our case it is a negative factor: as a rule, urbanisation brings about assimilation because the Mari language and culture are mainly upheld by the rural population.

Mari El is one of the poorest regions in Russia: the standard of living here, taking into consideration the parameters of social and economic development, is much lower than in large industrial centres. It is why authorities cannot afford substantial financial means for the realisation of the program of national development. 

The current ethnic development is greatly influenced by history. At the final stage of ethnogenesis and the end of the primitive communal system, having had no time to form their own states, the ancient Finno-Ugrians found themselves within the orbit of the geopolitical interests of their more powerful and aggressive neighbours. In spite of wide areas of Uralic settlements, most of Uralic peoples, among them also the Maris, have not had the opportunity to organise their lives in harmony with their ethnic and cultural heritage. They always lived and are still living in a state of continuous opposition, of ceaseless active or passive struggle. They have lived under the subjection of foreign powers ever since the 6th century (551 – Ostrogoths, 7th century – Bolgars, 1236 – Mongol-Tatars, 1552 – Russian). In the second half of the 16th century a series of uprisings, known as ”Cheremiss wars” (1552–57, 1572–74, 1581–84) took place which ended by the annexation of the Mari territories to the Russian State at the end of the 16th century which also brought along extensive conversion to Orthodoxy with pressure exercised by Russians. In these turbulent years in the Middle Volga region, under the pressure for the colonisation and then the forced Christianisation campaign many Mari felt compelled to migrate to the east, especially to the lands of the Bashkirs. This migration resulted in the formation of the Eastern Mari ethno-areal group and came to an end by the middle of the 18th century. A succession of Tsarist administration divided the areas of Mari settlements between a number of separate administrative districts: the Mari national territory was divided among the provinces of Kazan, Vyatka and Nizhni Novgorod. It is only from the early period of Soviet power that one can speak of the ”collecting” of the Mari lands into a single unit, as the new government created autonomous ethnic administrative territories. In 1920 the Mari Autonomous Province (Rus. область) was created (which is legally all but equal with a province). In 1936 this was elevated in status to the Mari Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR). In post-Soviet era, the ASSR was renamed the Republic of Mari El in 1992. During the Moscow conquest the Russian invaders exterminated a considerable part (not less than half) of the aboriginal population. In the 1930s mass repression annihilated the brightest people of the not yet ethnically strong nation, the young national in​tel​ligentsia.

The development of this or that nationality is greatly influenced by its political status, by the presence or absence of some form of state system or autonomy. Maris (along with Komis, Udmurts and Mordvins of the Uralic peoples of the Russia) have the administrative unit of the highest rank in the Russian Federation – republic. But the number of representatives of the indigenous people in the elective bodies is mere, even less than their proportion in the population of the republic. Thus, social and political self-de​termination will largely remain an empty declaration for them. In present-day conditions there are no open legal restrictions of human rights on the basis of nationality in the Russian Federation. But in real life it is not so simple. Members of small nations and ethnic minorities constantly experience factual restrictions regarding the opportunities for self-realisation and infringement of their dignity (cf. Sanukov, without date).
The revival and development of national self-consciousness is a real life problem for the peoples living in Russia. The state of national humiliation and national inferiority complex, which were introduced after the mass repressions of the 1930s, are very typical of the Mari, too. The existing low level of national self-awareness cannot be explained by the pressure of external factors only. It is caused to a great extent by inner psychological difficulties which are the result of a continuous moral-psychological terror. The level of their ethnic identity is very low. The aspiration towards a revival and determination to assert their rights has only been embraced by a narrow stratum of the intelligentsia, who are the most active members of the nation​al-democratic movement Mari Ushem (Mari Union) which was (re-)estab​​lished in 1989, after the disintegration of the Soviet Union. 

Young people show little interest in the activities of national organisations. The stereotype in the consciousness of the younger generation is as fol​lows: the transition to the Russian cultural and linguistic environment helps towards a more successful career and less moral and psychological discomfort; adherence to the language and ethnic cultural traditions of their parents plays no positive role in everyday life. The intelligentsia alone can be a decisive force in the national rebirth. But Maris as other Finno-Ugrian peoples of Russia have not succeeded in creating a hereditary national intelligentsia; it has become russified already in the 2nd generation and lost its roots. Mari scholars, writers, actors are first-generation intellectuals or semi-intelli​gent​sia. And their children have grown up in towns in an atmosphere, which is harmful for them morally and psychologically. They belong to their parents’ nationality only according to their passports, but not in spirit, world-outlook or interest in ethnic-cultural values. 

The situation of the rights of indigenous non-Russian peoples and ethnic minorities in Russia is very complex and disturbing. The causes of this situation can be divided into two groups. One derives from history: as a result of the centuries-old colonial regime (both Tsarist and Soviet), with the exception of the 1920s, when quite positive results were achieved which were destroyed later on. Secondly the causes can be traced back to the behaviour of the contemporary government of Russia. In the Russian Federation there is a weak attention to the securing of the rights of small indigenous peoples of republics and regions (Rus. округ). The tendency towards unitarianism and reduction of the republics in the Russian Federation to mere administrative-territorial units is confirmed in the Russian Federation’s new Constitution. All the decisions concerning small nations of Russia have proved to be mere​ly declarative. There is a very need for a Russian law on the protection of the indigenous peoples, the working out of which has been delayed. 

3. The process of language development

The last decade of the 20th century is marked for the Mari people by national and cultural self-identification, a so-called ethnic renaissance which is manifested, first of all, in an attention to the key issue of the language. According to a sociological research carried out in Mari El in 1999 by the Mari Research Institute the language is the thing that connects 75,80% of all the Mari with the people of their nationality. The language is a cementing source where the nation bases and culture develops. 

In spite of the slight decrease in the use of their native language (1959 – 95,1%; 1979 – 86,7%; 1989 – 80,9%) the Mari people have retained their lan​guage better than any other Finno-Ugric nation. Although the Mari face serious problems regarding the possibility of the Mari language expansion and the rise of its social status there is no threat of its dying out. 

In the Republic of Mari El two official languages are Russian and Mari: the law on their equal rights was adopted in 1995. But their actual usage on equal basis is difficult to obtain. Russian is the language of government, official business, education and information. It has even penetrated into the family and home sphere (in 1979 13,4% of families spoke Russian at home; in 1985 33,4%) and even becomes the mother tongue (for 11,4% of Maris, 23,3% of urban Maris). Research has shown that russification has had an especially strong impact among youth and urban communities. 

The appearance of the Mari written language traces back to 1775 when the first book in Mari, a grammar of Mari language, saw light, prepared by the archbishop of Kazan’, Veniamin Putsek-Grigorovitch. Between 1775 and the beginning of the 20th century more than 200 books, mainly of religious and educational character, were published. At the beginning of the 20th century also Mari folk tales, songs, poems and legends were written down. 

”Till 1928 there was no publishing house in the Mari land, so all the books were published in many Russian towns and Finno-Ugrian scientific centres all over the world. It is why many Mari books, including unique ones, and much of material written in Mari are absent from the Mari national library. For example, the only exemplar of the second book in the history of the Mari written language entitled Short Catechism with addition of some prayers, a symbol of faith and 10 commands in the Russian and Mari languages can be found in the Bonaparte historical foundation of Newberry library of Chicago (USA). Only in 1994 a copy was sent to the Mari El. Some Mari written material published until 1920 are apparently lost forever.” (Yanalov 2003). 

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries a national democratic intelligentsia arose and undertook the task of national revival. By the end of the 1920s the Mari literary language was formed. The first Mari novels are: Nickon Ignatiev’s Savik, Sergei Chavain’s Elnet, Shabdar Osyp’s Woman’s Fate, Yanysh Yal​kain’s A Ring; dramas written by Yakov Shketan, Oh, Parents, Sergei Cha​vain’s Akpatyr and Living Water. In this period Mari became also the language of education and official affairs. Mari language dictionaries, school textbooks were compiled, collections of folklore works were published. The idea of transition from Cyril letters to the Latin alphabet was popular among the Mari intelligentsia. Social functions of the language broadened. The best Mari writers and journalists translated into the native language works of Russian and foreign classic literature. Poems of ancient literature, tragedies of Shake​speare, Dante, novels of Balzac, Tolstoi, Pushkin, works of Chekhov, Pe​tőfi, Byron were published in Mari. 

After the October revolution of 1917 for one and a half decade the Soviet State continued this positive changes, but then it took a great backward step. In the 1960s school education was transferred to the Russian language starting from the first grades. The native language ceased to function in social life and the intellectual sphere and it was limited to everyday life keeping it in the background. It was taught as a separate subject at school. The great cultural and educational work carried out in the 1920s was regarded as ”nationalism”, a term wich had a very negative meaning in Soviet practice. The nationally thinking intelligentsia was subjected to repression. After Stalinist repressions in 1937–38 the pick of Mari intelligentsia was destroyed. Books by repressed writers were withdrawn from libraries and burned up. Publication of Mari ethnic prayers, a precious language material, was prohibited. National aspirations came to light only in the period of ”perestroika”. 

Nowadays in the Mari speaking community there are two groups of researchers, educators, journalists, public figures, who see the Mari language functioning quite differently in the 21st century. Vasilii Yanalov (2003), a Ma​ri journalist explains the situation as follows: ”The first conservative group of Mari intelligentsia includes mainly elderly scientific and technical per​sonnel and managerial cadres. They think impossible the transition of education into Mari. In their opinion, it will lead to a sharp decline of the qua​lity of education... Their arguments are the following: absence of recently pub​lished school textbooks and other didactic materials and of qualified teachers in the Mari language. These people are against the working out of M​ari dictionaries of thematic terminologies without which the language build​ing policy is impossible. At present due to specific conditions of a polyeth​nic region, the Mari language is characterised by a great amount of lexical bor​rowings from Tatar and especially Russian often without any changes… 

The other group of Mari intellectual elite is for the development of the fruitful tendencies and directions of the language building policy of the 1920–30s. Activists of the group are young researchers who got their education and had professional stays in Moscow, Tallinn, Tartu and other big scientific and cultural centres of Russia and Finland. They are for a gradual broadening of the Mari language functions in all spheres of social and cultural life. They offer to regulate orthography with a systematic overcoming of the language division into dialects. This is a very important problem as for a variety of reasons some spelling rules on how to write compound words have not been agreed upon. 

The Mari literary language as a standard is not available to many dialect speakers who live in isolated areas, far from Mari El. For example, the inhabitants of Nizhni Novgorod and Kirov regions, speaking one of the Northern dialects cannot study their mother tongue being practically out of the sphere of the Mari literary language influence. Such »deaf zones«, where the fourth part of the whole Mari population lives, isolated from the main territory, are more than enough. 

So the supporters of the second group insist on the gradual transition to the school education into Mari. At present only village children get their secondary education in Mari language and literature in their mother tongue. Several enthusiasts have already compiled some dictionaries of thematic terminologies, foreign textbooks in Mari. But opponents to this idea are school children’s parents who have got their education in Russian. It is difficult for them to get accustomed to the idea of studying school subjects like chemistry, physics, but also history in Mari.

At the same time vocabulary and terminological potential of the Mari language, as home and foreign researchers think (Ivan Ivanov, Yuri Anduganov, János Pusztay, Sirkka Saarinen, Paul Kokla), are enough rich and high. Prof. S. Saarinen from the University of Turku (Finland) analysed the problem of borrowings in the Mari language. She established an interesting picture. In a Mari literary and socio-political magazine Ончыко ’Ahead’ in the Mari text there are 14,2% of Russian borrowings in 4000 words. In analogous texts in the Erzian language there are 18,6%, in Komi-Zyrian – 23,4% and Udmurt – 11,7% of borrowings. A serious problem is represented by spoken language, where carelessness in language is combined with totally unjustified and immoderate use of Russian words with Mari suffixes and endings.” 

Another peculiarity which influences the process of Mari language development and the ethnical union of the people is the existence of two literary norms of the Mari language: those of Hill Mari and Meadow Mari. This fact leads to an artificial division of a single Mari literary language. There are only some differences in the conjugation of verbs. This situation has formed historically, the main reasons being political. It is unconditional that an All-Mari literary language must be formed on the basis of the Meadow literary norm as soon as possible. After the statistics 90% of the people are Meadow Mari. 

Among the Mari 85% consider the Mari language their mother tongue, even fewer know its literary standard. Above 10% of the Mari, both female and male, are married with people of other nationality, first of all Russians. Research shows that children in such families, especially in town, don’t grow Mari neither actually nor formally. 

Nearly 90% of information, necessary to get education, acquire a speciality, make a professional, scientific career are received by the Mari in Russian. Only 5 books in Mari per a hundred persons of the Mari speaking com​munity are published. TV broadcasting in Mari is not more than 2–2,5 hours a day due to the lack of money. In the Mari El Republic print news media predominate. There are no independent television companies. There is no independent regional or district press. There are 38 active state and private printing houses, though only two of them, ”The Mari El Periodicals” and the ”Mari El polygraph printing complex”, are engaged in printing newspapers. Both are of state property and try to oust independent editions. The Mari El newspapers face serious economic-financial difficulties. In the republic there are two Mari language newspapers covering issues of public and political interest: the independent Kudo Kodu supported by the Institute ”Open Society” (The Soros Foundation) and the state Kugarnya wich is distributed also in the Baltic States and Finland besides the Mari El Republic. Both newspapers publish both in Russian and Mari. Circulation of the weekly editions are similar in number and make about three and a half thousand copies apiece. According to the editors it is insufficient: the newspapers are in quite high demand.

”The only way to solve numerous problems that the Mari El news media encounter is joint efforts by representatives of news media and executive authorities… Development of the national-language press constitutes one of fundamental tasks of the administration of the republic set forth in the Constitution of the republic. To make for solution of the problem, the State TV and Radio Company should provide airwaves for programs broadcast in the Mari language; allocations to the Kugarnya newspaper should be increased, and the independent newspaper Kudo Kodu should enlist financial support. Neglect of the national-language press problem today can adversely affect the political field, and relationships among Finno-Ugric peoples …” (The Glasnost’ Defense Foundation 2003).

Unfortunately Mari language is not used in the official and social life. ”Not so long ago a scholar from Turkey visited Yoshkar-Ola to consolidate his knowledge of Mari. He naively thought, that knowledge of Mari is enough to live in the capital of the Mari republic. But he could not solve any of his problems in the hotel or post-office using Mari; when he addressed some​body in this language he was looked at as if he was lunatic” (Sanukov, without date). It is necessary for the Mari language to broaden its functioning and to do so an effective political mechanism is needed. 

Qualified experts have worked out the project of a state complex program which should be carried out in order that the Mari language equally function with Russian in the society. The crucial point in the program is the introduction of school education in Mari. There are enough problems with the teaching of Mari language as a mother tongue at Russian schools. ”What refers to the educational policy of the government of Mari El, we must say that the Parliament of Mari El adopted the Law ”On Regulation of the relations in the sphere of education in the territory of Mari El” where the article 5 says: ”The citizens of the republic of Mari El have the right for the education in the native language and also for the choice of the language in the framework of the possibilities that is granted by the educational system”. Namely this clause – the choice of the language in the framework of the possibilities that is granted by the educational system – evokes among some directors of comprehensive schools both unjustified inspiration in favour of non-obligatory teaching of the Mari language and non-compulsory learning of that language. The reasons are told in this respect that the schools are not supplied to the normal extent with manuals, teaching aids and besides there is a low qualification of the teachers in the Mari language.” (Shkalina 2003). 

There is an overcoming psychological barrier in teachers’, parents’ and children’s mentality. Recent sociological investigations have shown that only 25% of the Mari want their children to get their education in their mother tongue. Nevertheless in 2005 the Government of Mari El is planning to introduce teaching school subjects in Mari in the 5th form. 

4. Conclusion

The Mari intellectual elite should convincingly prove the following thought: without a knowledge of the mother tongue this people will not be Mari and will never be Russians. A historic chance, given by democratic changes in Russia, might be the last possibility for a renewal and flourishing of the Mari language in the 21st century. 
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