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Abstract

In this research, the use and revitalization of the Laz language, one of the local
languages under threat of being lost in Tiirkiye, were investigated and predictions
about the future are made. This research was completed with the qualitative
research pattern and the case study model. Data in the research were collected
with the semi-structured interview technique. Analysis of data was completed
with the content analysis method. The study group for the research comprised 16
participants participating in a Laz Teaching course. In the research, it was found
that young adults did not choose to use Laz as their spoken language, and that
Laz is a language under threat due to its conversion to a language spoken within
the family only by a certain group in the local area. Participants thought it
important to learn and sustain their native language and culture and were
identified to have high desire and motivation related to this topic. In conclusion,
while fully accepting the native language appears to allow transfers of history
and culture, creation of a public and political environment where speaking the
native language is seen to be a cultural asset may provide positive contributions
to the process of revitalizing and sustaining the language.

Keywords: Tiirkiye, Laz language, local languages, use and revitalization of the
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1 Introduction

Tiirkiye is a geography where many different peoples with different native languages
have lived during history and in the present day. In this context, Tiirkiye has a very rich
structure in terms of languages and dialects as a country where different peoples,
cultures and languages have lived throughout history to the present. The preservation
and sustainability of this social and cultural wealth has had problems due to state
policies. Tiirkiye has a very rich structure in terms of language and dialect as a country.
Though Turkish is the official native language, apart from Turkish, Abkhazian,
Adyghe, Laz, Zazaki, Abaza, Hemsince, Hertevin, Ladino, Pomak, Pontic Greek,
Romanian, and Syriac languages and dialects are faced with the danger of loss due to
being forgotten as a result of neglect. These dialects are included among threatened
languages according to UNESCO data (Kutscher, 2008; Haznedar, 2018). The Laz
language is one of the languages under the threat of being lost in Tiirkiye according to
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UNESCO data. Laz is the only Caucasian language spoken in Tiirkiye (Kutscher,
2008). The Laz people who speak the Laz language are an ethnic group living in Rize
and Artvin settlements in the Eastern Black Sea region of Tiirkiye.

All Laz people living in the region came under the rule of the Ottoman Empire in
socio-political terms in 1461. In 1878-1897, Laz people were forced to migrate from
the Batum region where they lived to the Marmara region during the Ottoman-Russian
war. With the founding of the Republic of Tiirkiye in 1923, Armenians, Greeks and
Jews were given ‘minority’ status and their rights to found and manage educational
institutions were secured. In the context of language policies in Tirkiye, Turkish was
accepted as the only official language of the Republic of Tiirkiye in the 1924
Constitution (Colak, 2004). The Law on Unification of Education (Tevhid-i Tedrisat
Kanunu) centralized educational institutions and educational language. In Tiirkiye, the
minority rights given to Armenians, Jews and Greeks were not given to other ethnic
peoples living within the state borders, including Laz, and schools were closed. With
the aim of popularizing Turkish, the Settlement Law (iskdn Kanunu) implemented in
1934 Turkified all place names known to be from the Laz language (Tungel, 2000). The
surname laws in the 1950s made it mandatory for all Muslims and non-Muslims without
Pure Turkish (Oztiirkce) names and surnames to take Pure Turkish names (Coskun,
Derince ve Ugarlar, 2010). In the 1961 Constitution, all languages apart from Turkish
were banned. In the 1982 Constitution, Turkish was accepted as the language of the
Turkish state, and the teaching of languages other than Turkish in education and
teaching institutions and use in citizenship institutions was banned (Haznedar, 2018;
Sadoglu, 2002).

In the period following the internationalization of Tiirkiye in 1999 and acceptance
as full candidate for the EU, the approach to minority languages as a state policy
progressed with legal conversions like removing the ban on giving names to children
in minority languages, beginning to give private lessons in local languages, and
freedom to print in local languages (Bayir, 2013, Sadoglu, 2017). In the context of
globalization of education in Tiirkiye, the Ministry of National Education (MoNE)
included the languages of Abkhazian, Adyghe, Georgian, Kurmanji, Laz, Zazaki,
Albanian and Bosnian, spoken in local arecas and among languages under threat
according to UNESCO, in the lesson catalogue for elective lesson groups at middle
school level since the 2012-2013 educational year. Since 2012, these languages have
been taught as elective lessons only in public middle schools within the scope of the
Living Languages and Dialects lesson. In addition to this work, with the aim of using
and revitalizing the Laz language, under threat of loss in Tiirkiye, state-supported Laz
teaching in-service training courses were completed with participants from Tiirkiye in
general for the first time in 2022. Locally, these were held by Rize Provincial
Directorate of National Education in 2023. In spite of these state-supported works in
the context of globalization, the number of people who use the Laz language is reducing
every day and it is not chosen by the new generation. In this context, this research aimed
to study the use of the Laz language, transmission of the language to new generations,
tools benefiting learning of the language and work to revitalize the Laz language
through education based on the experiences of participants in the Laz teaching in-
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service training with the aim of training Laz teachers to be able to ensure the continued
use and vitality of the Laz language, under threat of being lost in Tiirkiye.

2 Method

2.1  Design

This research was completed based on a model using qualitative method research and
descriptive case study. Descriptive case study uses data obtained with investigation of
a topic or case with little information known to offer analysis by interpretation with
detailed explanations (Creswell, 2015; Marshall and Rossman, 2016). In this research,
the case targeted for exploration was to determine the quality of implementations about
using and revitalizing the Laz language, one of the languages under threat of being lost
in Tiirkiye.

2.2 Participants

The study group for the research comprised 16 teachers employed in public schools in
Rize province and participating in Laz Teaching In-Service Courses. The study group,
comprising 9 women and 7 men, were all teachers local to Rize. The professional
experience of participants varied from 6 to 31 years. Six of the teachers included in the
study group had master’s degrees, while all had participated previously in in-service
training about teaching the Laz language.

2.3 Research Instruments and Procedures

Data collection tools in the research were developed by screening the relevant literature
and receiving expert opinions. Data in the research were obtained with the aid of an
interview form comprising semi-structured open-ended questions. The data collection
tool comprised two sections. In the first section, factual questions aiming to determine
the sex, location of the school, professional experience, type of school of employment,
ages of students, branches, native language and language spoken at home. The second
section included three semi-structured questions for the teachers. These questions are
given below:

1) To what level do you know your native language? Does anyone in the family
know Laz? Where did you learn Laz? Can you give information about these topics?

2) What are your opinions and observations about the opening of the Laz teaching
course locally? What was your aim in participating in this course?

3) According to UNESCO data, Laz is a language under threat and may become
extinct. What are the greatest dangers to sustaining the existence of your native
language?
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2.4  Data analysis

Interview data were converted to written format. For accuracy and validity of the
transcripts, the voice recordings were checked by listening and reading repeatedly.
Analysis of data was completed according to the content analysis method. The
procedures followed during the content analysis process are 1) coding data, 2) finding
themes, 3) organizing codes and themes, and 4) defining and interpreting findings
(Moustakas, 1994).

2.5  Validity and Reliability

For validity of the research, broad-scope literature screening was performed related to
the topic and the conceptual framework of the study was created. In the research, how
the qualitative pattern and data collection tool were developed and the selection of the
participant group forming the sample in the research, number of participants and
information related to participants are explained in detail. To increase credibility of the
research, deep focused data collection was used (Yildirnrm and Simsek, 2015). The
opinions of participants are given directly. Due to the principle of privacy, the real
names of participants are given in code (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

For reliability of the research, research questions and interview transcripts were read
repeatedly by the researcher and coding was performed according to concepts emerging
from the data. In the context of ensuring reliability of the content analysis, coding of
data was performed by experts in the field within the scope of inter-coder consistency.
To ensure confirmability, notes, data and coding from this study were stored in the
electronic environment for later investigation (Akar, 2016).

3 Findings

In the context of research, the results of thematic content analysis about the use and
survival of Laz, one of the local languages under the threat.

3.1 Native Language Use

Four of the participants stated their native language was Laz, while two stated it was
Turkish-Laz. The others stated their native language was Laz but that their families
used Turkish. Two participants only spoke Laz in the home, while four participants had
bilingual environments in the home using Laz-Turkish. While participants with Laz as
their native language knew Laz at reading, writing and speaking level, those with
Turkish as their native language had skills at the level of understanding and speaking.
In bilingual families, language transmission was provided by elders in the family.
Participants learned their native language of Laz through verbal transmission by
learning within the family or through their own personal efforts or through education
from a person or institution who knew Laz. Participants were dominant at speaking and
understanding level in their native language; however, findings obtained in the study
revealed they could not write it. Seven of the participants learned writing skills in their
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native language through their own personal efforts. When the reflections of participants
are examined, native languages were learned mostly from their families and the
learning process involved family elders and close surroundings. Participants in the
research stated:

I know Laz fully, apart from words not used in the present day. In my family, all
my siblings know it. Of my nieces and nephews, those with Laz mothers and fathers
know it, the majority don’t know Laz. I learned Laz by hearing it from my family and
my surroundings. K>

I know it at moderate level. I learned from my mother, father, grandfather, my
father’s mother, from my elders. In my village, Laz is spoken. I learned from my
surroundings and my elders. K7

1 understand but I cannot speak it. My mother, father and relatives know how to
speak Laz, I learned as it was spoken at home. Ki2

I can understand most things and express myself sufficiently. In my family,
everyone knows Laz. I learned from my family. Kis

3.2 Predictions of Laz Teachers

All participants greeted the opening of the Laz teaching course locally with great
excitement. The aims of participation for those whose native language was Laz showed
variability including not knowing Laz to sufficient level, wanting to resolve their lack
of information related to Laz due to not sufficiently knowing Laz culture, using the
information they learn primarily as a tool to introduce Laz culture to younger
generations through the existence of these courses, gaining a legal basis for teaching
Laz to their children and students, and as a tool to popularize Laz lessons. Participants
in the research made the following statements:
To learn words I don’t know, so Laz won’t go extinct, to increase popularity of
speaking it, to be able to open courses or elective lessons, K.
1 received education with the aim of popularizing Laz as I am afraid it will be
wiped out a few generations later. I want these trainings to be increased, Ks.
1 participated with the aim of learning it better and being able to transmit my
language and culture, Ko.
I am worried that Laz is a language under threat. I want future generations to
know Laz. I participated to learn what things could be done to revitalize Laz, Ki1.
1 participated to obtain a legal basis for organizing activities related to Laz under
the auspices of MEB or for when I wanted to teach Laz to children, Kio.
I don’t want Laz to be destroyed and disappear. This is our indispensable culture.
1t should survive, Kis.

3.3  Sustainability of the Laz Language Under Threat

All participants accepted that Laz was under threat and faced with extinction. The
research revealed that participants experienced anxiety about the loss of Laz.
Languages not spoken in the family are forgotten. This is the case with Laz. The best
way to learn a native language is to acquire it through verbal transmission within the
family. The results of the research revealed that the use of the language had begun to
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reduce in daily life, that Laz was spoken very rarely in daily life by children, apart from
village settlements, linked to Turkish being the language of education and generally the
use of Laz was no chosen by new generations. It is necessary to practice Laz to ensure
sustainability. In this context, it was revealed that participants saw the inclusion and
teaching of Laz as an elective course in the official curriculum in public secondary
schools since 2012 as providing sustainability of the Laz language, the in-service
training provided by the Ministry of National Education as ensuring the survival and
future of Laz language, and they were satisfied with the local language state policies.
The following thoughts were shared by participants in the research;

I received education with the aim of popularizing Laz as I was afraid it will
disappear in several generations. I want this education to be increased, K;.

The use of the language is very low. Generally young people don’t speak Laz. It’s
necessary to popularize speaking Laz among young people, to transmit the language
to the new generation, Ku.

People actually learn Laz by living it. It thinks it is necessary to continue the
language and the culture. For permanence and continuity of Laz, Laz should be a
mandatory lesson, not an elective in public schools and I think this training needs to
continue, K.

Language is a tool not an aim. It’s wrong to see language as involving any political
opinion or group. Knowing language contributes something to people. If a language
that emerged over a very long period of time has survived to the present day, it must
be kept alive. Because it’s part of the culture. Future generations should be taught
their native languages, Kio.

My mother and father, my grandfathers, mother’s mother and father’s mother
spoke Laz as their primary language. My mother and father use Laz and Turkish as
primary language to equal degrees. I use Turkish as my primary language. Even if
there was no problem until this point, what about from now on? Ki..

1t is under serious threat and the number of speakers is reducing every day. Studies
make Laz more permanent; however, the time will come when no one speaks Laz.
Unfortunately, several languages are among languages that will be forgotten. Will
efforts will be sufficient or will academic work remain limited? We shall see, Kis.

4 Results, Conclusions and Recommendations

The results of the research revealed that the Laz language has turned into a language
spoken only by a certain group of people in the family, the Laz language is not preferred
by young adults or families who think that the academic success of their school-age
children will be negatively affected, despite the existence of the Laz alphabet writing
skills are not developed and are inadequate because Laz is passed down from generation
to generation by its speakers through an oral tradition, and speakers receive special
education through personal efforts to develop their writing skills. The results about
knowing and learning their native language show that most participants were able to
speak and understand their native language but were not able to write it. This result may
be linked to transmission of the Laz language to future generations verbally by speakers
in spite of the presence of an alphabet. The skill of being able to speak and understand
a language requires its use in the family and in daily life. Children learn their language
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from people they first communicate within the family. If the skills of speaking and
understanding a language occur through verbal transmission, the skills of reading and
writing are gained through official education. Research performed about the use of the
language in regions where Zaza is spoken Tiirkiye by GIGAV (2021) evaluated that the
absence of reading and writing skills in the native language was directly related to the
lack of language in education. Research by Bakay (2020), Coskun, Derince, Ugarlar
and Yarasi1 (2010) and GIGAV (2021) identified that families worked to speak Turkish
with children at home to encourage speaking Turkish. Families with native languages
different from Turkish who work to speak Turkish when considering their children’s
success may be linked to Turkish being the language of education in Tiirkiye.

In the research, it was detected that Laz language is faced with threats. When
languages are under threat, children don’t learn their native languages. They speak
when young with their parents. For these languages, families may speak their own
language with their children but children typically do not respond in these languages
(Moseley, 2010). People with Laz as their native language continue to use this language
within the family and in social relationships. In the research, written and visual work
about Laz was very inadequate, in spite of the written language, the verbal tradition
from past to present and unique elements of the language were not preserved and due
to the variation over time, the new generation experienced significant problems in terms
of learning this language. Laz is not used in the public field. Written, visual and
communication tools, academic studies, etc. are very restricted and appear to remain
limited to the personal efforts of people using this language.

All participants appeared to find speaking Laz important due to it being their native
language, without any other different reason. They mentioned that native languages
were culture and history. In relation to preserving their native language, they appeared
to emphasize the need to popularize speaking the native language. One aspect of
continuing vitality for languages is related to awareness gained in the early period
related to the importance of the language. In this context, the presence of individuals
who have little or no awareness of the importance of the language and how to protect
it can be considered a risk for disappearance of the language. In the research participants
assessed that not speaking their native language was the greatest threat for extinction
of their native language. Research by Cengiz (2017) found that though there were 975
total speakers of the Teleut language in 2010, very few supported sustaining the Teleut
language in terms of attitudes to Teleut; however, the majority were revealed not to
care about the loss of the language. It may be said that for languages under threat of
extinction, one of the most effective risks is not choosing to speak the language.
Research by GIGAV showed that not offering educational opportunities in the native
language through state policies was among the most important factors affecting
extinction of languages. Kurt (2020) stated that the future of the Kurdish language may
be possible with integration into the educational system.

The research revealed that speakers of the Laz language thought it important to
preserve the language and were interested in elective lessons, courses, communication
tools, etc. in this field. However, these works appear to be inadequate. In the research,
Laz was revealed to be under threat and the need to include native language education
in formal educational institutions was revealed to be able to preserve and sustain the
language. In the research, adopting the native language appeared to be a form of
historical and cultural transfer rather than a political opinion or ideological perspective.



Use and Revitalization of the Laz Language Under Threat 79

There appears to be a strong belief that the healthiest form of transferring historical and
cultural heritage is possible through the native language. In the research participants
were identified to have the desire and motivation to learn and sustain their culture and
native language. Leading the determinant factors to be able to sustain languages under
threat is the attitude of the community speaking that language towards the language.
Creating a public and political environment that encourages the speaking of minority
languages and dialects and making speaking of the language a cultural asset may
reverse the process of losing that language.

Disclosure of Interests. The author have no competing interests to declare that are relevant to
the content of this article.
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