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SOCIAL AND LINGUISTIC
CHARACTERISTICS OF IMMIGRANT LANGUAGE SHIFT:
THE CASE OF HUNGARIAN IN DETROIT

CSILLA BARTHA

0. Introduction

Linguistic research on immigrant minorities—primarily in North America, but
also in Western Europe—has a long history. A new wave of migration in East-
Central Europe due to political changes, economic instability, and military
conflict has created a need for a re-evaluation of the theoretical questions
and research methodologies that guide this investigation. The sociolinguis-
tic approach to this inquiry focuses on concepts like immigrant/transitional
bilingualism, language shift and language loss. Although the phenomena in
question can be studied separately, I will attempt in this paper not only to
define these concepts, but also to demonstrate their interrelationship through
the empirical results of a case study performed on the Hungarian American
minority in Detroit.!

1. A proposed theoretical framework

1.1. Interethnic communicative strategies

Irrespective of whether the background of migration is determined by eco-
nomic, religious, ethnic, political or even military motivations, ethnic com-
munities in minority settings generally have to face two facts simultaneously:
(1) members of the community mostly do not speak the language of the host
country, and (2) their existential security, chances of social and linguistic in-
tegration and the rise of their socio-economic status are deeply influenced by
the new society and its institutional systems. In other words, it is almost
inevitable that they will confront the other, dominant language, i.e. speakers
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who do not know the language of the new immigrants. The minority group can
attempt to resolve this conflict in four possible ways (see Fase et al. 1992, 4-5;
Bartha 1995a):

{a) The minority group avoids communicating with people who do not
speak their language. Of course, the success of the avoidance strategy varies
by situation.

(b) The minority group tries to develop a communication network in its
own language. The success of this strategy is influenced by the interplay of
many factors, like the ethnic group’s relative economic and political status,
internal network ties, subjective ethnic vitality (Giles et al. 1985), and institu-
tional and organizational structures. It is likewise affected by the attitudes of
the mainstream society toward ethnic minorities and the language policies of
the government. These policies determine whether the minority language be-
comes segregated or integrated. However, it is no paradox that the legitimiza-
tion of minority languages in certain domains makes assimilation attractive,
thereby undermining the development of a separate communication network.

(c) The sociologically dominant and subordinate groups interact in a third
language. While the usage of a lingua franca or a pidgin is a common phe-
nomenon in multilingual countries, it is rather exceptional and more individ-
ually based in subordinate immigrant settings.

(d) The most frequent norm of interethnic communication is to interact
“in the dominant language.

At a given moment all four of the above-mentioned communicative strate-
gies can appear in parallel as means of interethnic communication. Studying
the different migratory and generational groups within the immediate post-
migration and then post-settlement phases, it can be suggested that (a), (b),
and (d) cannot be described as a set of discrete points, but as a process. In
those minority groups in which interethnic communication norms change from
(a) to (b) to (d), this change often correlates with language shift.

1.2. Language shift in immigrant settings

One of the central categories of immigrant contact situations is language shift.
According to Gal’s definition (Gal 1979, 17) language shift “consists of the
socially motivated redistribution of synchronic variants to different speakers
and different social environments”. In an immigrant context we can go on
refining this general definition. A convenient starting point is the concept
of linguistic market in Bourdieu’s theory (Bourdieu 1977; 1994): languages
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compete in linguistic markets, “on a structured space of positions in which
the positions and their interrelations are determined by the distribution of
different kind of sources or capital” (Bourdieu 1994, 17). The real value of
languages depends on their symbolic social values.

It is important to note that Bourdieu is no economic determinist, nor is he
reducing language use to strictly economic terms. To the contrary, Bourdieu
sees the economic market as but one type of market, or field. Fields are loosely
defined games in which players try to hold or improve their social standing;
in Bourdieuian terminology, players attempt to retain or increase their so-
cial capital. There are many overlapping markets in any society, such as the
fields of art, science, literature, and politics. Different language groups can
also be considered separate markets. Bourdieu tends to use this framework to
understand the interaction among classes, but it can be easily applied to the
interrelationship among ethnic groups.

In our case social interactions can be said to occur in two linguistic
markets: the above described strategies refer to that market (M; = exter-
nal linguistic market) on which the communication of immigrant and domi-
nant groups takes place; the second market is where members of the ethnic
group communicate with each other (Mg = internal linguistic market) (see
also Jaspaert-Kroon 1991). The redistribution of variants (language shift) can
be present in these two domains. In immigrant settings M; necessarily leads
to this change (external or interethnic language shift), because it is impossible
for a group permanently settled down in a new environment to avoid contact
with members of the host community if the minority language is not “legal
tender” for institutionalized fields like education, the labor market, politics,
media etc.

Although M; and Mj are not isolated from each other, language shift
on the external linguistic market does not always result in the weakening of
the minority language within the group. Moreover, if internal communicative
norms and the distribution of variants and speaker’s positions remain intact,
the linguistic situation of the community can be characterized as stable bilin-
gualism. Complete realization of language shift—which may be distinguished
from an external type language shift—is when communication in the minority
language entirely disappears also within the minority group. Experts differ as
to whether a minority group can maintain its group identity after choosing to
use the majority language exclusively (cf. Fase et al. 1992, 6).

Since the process must be seen as a simultaneous social and linguistic
change in the life of a community (Gal 1991, 66-7), its study requires the
involvement of multiple approaches. First, its social aspect can be successfully
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understood within the multidisciplinary frameworks of the ecology of language
(Haugen 1972) and symbolic fields (Bourdieu 1994).

Next, there are two levels of linguistic phenomena that should be analyzed:
The first is the speech community’s practice and the second is the individ-
ual’s language use and knowledge. The former represents language shift itself.
Changes in the individual’s use and knowledge can be understood through
the concept of first language (L1) loss or language attrition. In other words,
language shift must be studied on three different but interrelated abstract
levels.

It is unavoidable to define the ecological aspect which includes the histor-
ical and social context, since we know that in one context a similar historical,
social, and economic setting favors language maintenance, while in another
context it leads to attrition. We have to note, however, that immigrant bilin-
gualism and language shift need not co-occur, for two reasons: (1) language
shift also occurs in indigenous communities: this is the case of East Souther-
land Gaelic (Dorian 1980; 1983) or Hungarian in Burgenland (Gal 1979), etc.;
and (2) there are immigrant groups which are strongly resistant to the at-
trition of their mother tongue, such as the Pennsylvania Dutch or Old Order
Amish (see Kloss 1966; Hostetler 1968), or some Spanish speaking groups from
Puerto Rico or Mexico in the US (see Lopez 1982; Veltman 1983) or the Greek
minority in Australia (Smolicz 1984). Consequently, highlighting specific ex-
tralinguistic characteristics of a given contact situation beyond the general
tendency allows us to study the dynamics of language maintenance and shift
(for further extralinguistic factors see e.g. Kloss 1966; Fishman 1966b; Gros-
jean 1982; Clyne 1982, 1992; Paulston 1994).

The level of the speech community needs to be evaluated next: what kind
of rules are valid in language choice, style-shifting and code-switching; what
virtual and symbolic roles in everyday communication one or another language
plays; and what the functional division of labor among codes is. If members of
the community significantly prefer to use the dominant language of the new
environment irrespective of situation, topic or place, this is a clear indicator of
language shift. This is a consequence of the environmental language becoming
more and more prestigious in the system of values of the community, so that
on this level of study it can be also essential to analyze the attitudes and
ideologies adopted by the speakers towards the languages in question.

The third level—the individual’s language ability—is narrowly linked to
the previous one, because the dramatic change of linguistic functions, norms
and patterns does affect the structure of language. Nevertheless, this change
influences the language use of newcomers and the subsequent generations in a
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diverse manner and to a varied extent. Since space constraints prevent me from
presenting the above phenomena in their full complexity, in the following I will
simply illustrate certain tendencies that have emerged from my investigation.

1.3. On data

Data for the present report come from a larger study (Bartha 1995b) where
the process of language shift was examined correlating with the three levels
of analysis introduced above. In 1987 fifteen sociolinguistic interviews were
conducted in Hungarian by the author with the instruction that if the in-
formant encountered any difficulty in expression he could switch to the lan-
guage in which he could express himself most easily. Each interview contained
a conversation section, a language-usage questionnaire, and attitude and self-
evaluation tests. Although many attempts were made to minimize the so-called
‘experimental effect’ (cf. Labov 1984, 30), and, although I attained the status
of a good friend, the semi-formal interview situation was unnatural and quite
different from the informants’ everyday one-to-one interactions. Additionally
the situation of speaking to a monolingual may evoke completely different
communicative strategies in terms of code choice and attitudes toward lan-
guage alternation or mixing during a certain discourse unit. Because of these
methodological difficulties I also applied participant observation to gain data
on bilingual speaking mode (cf. Grosjean 1982, 1992; Gal 1979, 6-12).

2. The community: ecology of language

The term ‘Hungarian ethnic community in Detroit’ is a generalization and
denotes all those who live in the suburbs around the Detroit metropolitan
area, who were born in Hungary (or in the former Austro-Hungarian Empire
before the Trianon Peace Treaty), and those born in the United States, who
identify themselves as Hungarian or Hungarian-American.

A wide range of socio-economic statuses, and attitudes toward the home
country and varieties of the Hungarian language, are represented among the
three major immigrant groups according to the significant migration waves in
the last 80-100 years (for a detailed description see Fishman 1966b):

1. Old Americans (arrived in the USA between 1870 and 1920);
2. DPs (displaced persons, the post-1945 political immigrants);
3. 56 refugees (arrived in 1956-7 after the Hungarian revolution).
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2.1. The Old Americans

Substantial differences among groups stem from their different socio-historical,
cultural and political backgrounds, which determine different ways and inten-
sity of social, linguistic, and/or cultural assimilation. For this paper I chose
the Old Americans and their second generation children as my focus. The
Old Americans played a critical role in establishing a symbolic community
in Delray, the former immigrant section of Detroit. They were also central in
maintaining the Hungarian language, and they represent the largest number
of Hungarian immigrants in the twentieth century. Their American-born chil-
dren are also included, of course, because language shift can only be studied
across generational lines.

The Old Americans arrived in the US between 1870 and 1920 for eco-
nomic reasons. A population explosion in the Austro-Hungarian Empire came
at the same time as an economic downturn. An unequal development of the
Hungarian agricultural and manufacturing industries led to widespread unem-
ployment and a drop in the standard of living. Simultaneously, the industrial
boom in the US produced a huge demand for labor creating an excellent job
market for the East-European labor force. Better economic conditions and
occupational opportunities in America attracted many, generally unmarried
Hungarian men. They traveled by ship over the Atlantic with the clear in-
tention of earning enough money to pay back their debts within a few years,
or even to buy some land after going back to the homeland (Puskds 1982;
Fej6s 1993).

A general feeling of transition characterized the Old Americans’ motiva-
tions, a feeling that was usually absent among the later migratory groups.
As several authors point out (Tezla 1987; Puskds 1982, 1987; Szinté 1984),
re-emigration also must be taken into account, although there are no precise
statistical data that measure the number. Those who achieved their objectives
before World War I tended to return to Hungary. After the war, however, the
situation changed radically: Austro-Hungary lost the war; the Trianon Peace
Treaty shrunk the Hungarian borders, placing home villages and towns into
foreign countries; and new Federal immigration quotas would have made re-
immigration into America extremely difficult (Szanté 1984, 63). Hungarians
were deeply shocked by all these factors and motivated to settle down perma-
nently in the US after having obtained American citizenship.

With respect to their professional distribution, two-thirds of them were
agricultural laborers, the remaining one-third were skilled workers, craftsmen,
merchants and a small number of intellectuals. The vast majority of Old Amer-
icans either were uneducated or had received virtually no education. Most of
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them became factory workers, but until getting settled permanently, they were
only low-status, unskilled guestworkers with modest wages with which they
could barely survive.

2.2. The Hungarian community in Delray

Delray, the center of Hungarian immigration in Michigan, was a separate
village near Detroit, which was annexed to the city in 1905. Hungarians,
Germans, French, Armenians, Slovaks etc. had been arriving here for sev-
eral decades (Hauk-Abonyi-Anderson 1977, 16). As Hauk-Abonyi and Ander-
son indicate, “although Hungarian immigration into the United States had
reached its peak in 1907 [338,492], this was not reflected in Detroit statistics
until 1920”7, the year of absolute peak of the first great wave in the inflow
of Magyars (Hauk-Abonyi-Anderson 1977, 20). The reason for this was the
fact that newcomers who were received on the East Coast (in the beginning at
Castle Garden and later at Ellis Island) became first employed in mines or rail-
road construction companies in Pennsylvania or in Ohio. They spent 2—4 years
at these jobs. There was a constant internal migration in the hope of better
job opportunities and higher salaries (cf. Dégh 1992). Detroit’s heavy industry
strengthened around 1920; plants and factories were established which are still
determining the character of the city.? This period meant a happy encounter
of cheap Hungarian labor with abundant job opportunities created by the new
economic situation.

After a period of transition, when Magyars only formed a community in
a geographical sense (because of the lack of ethnic solidarity), they built up
the ethnic, cultural, religious and sotial organizations that were indispensable
to settling down permanently. This was a defense against discrimination and
other external effects on the one hand, and a device for strengthening in-group
consciousness on the other. Many features were set up to remind them of rural
Hungary together with the attributes of urban culture that they lacked in their
homeland.

Besides cohesion and ethnic solidarity, social differentiation also appeared.
The base of the Delray community was made up of industrial unskilled and
semi-skilled workers of peasant origin. The very fact that professionals consti-
tuted a reduced number in the community is explained by Beynon in terms
of the needs and protection of the colony (cf. Beynon 1934, 606-7). He set up
three major groups of first generation professionals:

2 Solvay Process Company, Peninsular Stove Factory, Detroit Graphite Manifacturing
Company, etc.
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(a) those who were able to preserve their former prestige, standards of
living and professions, partially by avoiding communication with their coun-
trymen;

(b) those “who were unable to capitalize their previous occupational ex-
perience” within the Hungarian colony;

(c) those “who were able to maintain themselves occupationally only
through the protection of the foreign language colony”, i.e. outside of the
Hungarian community (Beynon 1934, 605).

A greater part of professionals intended to integrate into the American
society as soon as possible, thus they either refused to settle down in Delray,
or left quickly for more prestigious American environments. Beynon presented
data from the Detroit City Directory of 1931-2 on occupational distribution
within the Hungarian colony and outside of it. 27.8% from a sample of 3,682
persons belonged to the occupational class labelled “professionals, public ser-
vice (except labor), and clerical” within the colony, while outside of the com-
munity this rate of Hungarian professionals was 72.2% (Beynon 1934, 606).
Soon arose a dichotomy of “we and they” together with a bi-directional stigma-
tization: “intelligentsia” looked down on the way of life as well as the language
usage of lower-class Hungarians living in Delray, while working class group
members, emphasizing separation and reinforcing internal coherence, wanted
to adopt manners of the professionals which resulted in self-stigmatization.

Due to the open discrimination of the postwar period, all community
members obtained American citizenship. Socio-economic differentiation among
non-professionals caused a significant outflow from Delray in the 1960s: Delray
became a symbolic center for the Detroit Hungarian minority instead of a
place to live. In the case of the second generation, after having finished their
education, the major part did not return to Delray. This group is socially
more heterogeneous, often having mixed marriages. Although there were many
unskilled laborers among the American-born, a large number were also in the
professional, public service, and clerical occupations.

3. The speech community: language choice and attitudes

3.1. The history of language compartmentalization

Domains of Hungarian and English were completely separate in the first few
decades of the settlement’s history. Hungarian was the primary language of
everyday social interactions and had some institutional status on the local
level. Immigrant workers in Delray had personal ties only with each other.
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Professional, middle-class people lived outside of Delray and even those who
had to stay there due to their poor financial backgrounds did not associate
with the lower-status, peasant-origin guestworkers® (Beynon 1934; Dégh 1992;
Bartha 1995b). The direct relationship between economic aspirations and lan-
guage use is shown in the following section of an interview with a middle-class
Hungarian:

“I was a graduate engineer in Hungary. When I came to America, I tried
to avoid Hungarian colonies in order to learn the English language more
quickly. It was purely for economic reasons that I chose to mingle only with
Americans. Otherwise I would have started in unskilled labor at the bot-
tom. After a few weeks study in an English class, I mastered the language
well enough to secure a job as a draughtsman and tooldesigner. After 1
settled in Detroit, I once thought that I would like to meet some other
Hungarians. I went to a Hungarian restaurant once and met some laborers
there. I never went back.” (Beynon 1936, 429)

The workplace could have been the main territory of interethnic communi-
cation, as well as of the daily practice of English, but there was no strong
motivation to learn it in this transitional phase. Having given these character-
istics of the linguistic situation, it is possible to consider that until the end of
World War I immigrants developed their own networks of internal communica-
tion, trying to keep themselves in relative isolation from the English-speaking
environment and even from other ethnic groups.

Even though Hungarian was the exclusive language of intraethnic commu-
nication, the linguistic situation was complex. Community members not only
constituted a diverse mixture of habits and cultural customs from all regions
of Hungary; they also brought a variety of Hungarian local dialects (cf. Dégh
1992). Due to their socio-economic background, most of these immigrants did
not speak standard Hungarian. (On one extreme were individuals who were
able to get some education in Hungary; on the other were those who arrived as
illiterate peasants.) For these reasons, and since the period of this settlement
has long passed, to define strict boundaries between variants or a set number
of styles would be arbitrary or impossible.

3 The following section from an interview conducted by Beynon is characteristic of
middle-class attitudes toward Hungarian workers: “...When I came to America, I heard
that [ could enter American professional circles. I haven’t yet made the grade. So I have
to stay here among these laborers of Delray. I don’t have the money to associate with the
people I want to meet, but the people around here are too dumb for me to associate with.
So I don’t associate with anyone at present” (Beynon 1936, 427).
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As | stated above, by the postwar years Hungarian social and cultural
institutions had been completely established. There were Hungarian-language
churches for all relevant denominations. Hungarian newspapers, voluntary as-
sociations, as well as local political and religious societies became prominent.
There were Hungarian movies and even a Hungarian theater, the so-called
Hungarian Show, for which theater companies or famous actors were invited
from Hungary to perform. Sometimes local groups put on similar shows. At
the same time, the churches founded Hungarian elementary schools for the
second generation, which became weekend schools in the 1920s due to changes
in education laws. The use of Hungarian was central to all these institutions.

Churches and schools, as the most important domains of the institutional
use of Hungarian and of language preservation, had a crucial role in creating
and transmitting the sense of national culture (Dégh 1992) and the loyalty to
the Hungarian ethnic heritage wherein the mother tongue was a highly valued
symbolic capital.*

As I noted above, the Hungarian minority lived within at least two lan-
guage markets. Within the dominant market, “good English” has a high value;
it can be used for getting jobs, gaining acceptance, and generally acquiring
status outside Hungarian circles. As a group with low status in the dominant
market, largely because of the lack of English language skills, the Hungarian
language field became a market in which the immigrants could gain high status.
Making Hungarian highly valued—that is, giving it high symbolic capital—was
therefore a defensive measure. As the group’s English language skills increased,
the need for this alternative form of symbolic capital declined. While this was
the case for the first generation, the shifting importance of each language was
especially true for the second. Not only were they more comfortable speaking
in English than in Hungarian, making the dominant market more attractive;
their first-generation parents also encouraged them to learn better English
than themselves. The importance for the American-born generation changed
from language to secondary symbols of Hungarian identity, like the food they

4 The high symbolic value of language had been and still has remained a central factor of
national identity in Hungarian political thought since the nineteenth century, which stems
from European nationalism, where, as Benedict Anderson declares, “in almost all of them
[i.e. European states] ‘national print-languages’ were of central ideological and political
importance, whereas Spanish and English were never issues in the revolutionary Americas”
(Anderson 1991, 67). For better understanding the roots and components of ideologies which
constitute the symbolic role national language played in the nineteenth century’s scientific
and poilitical thought in Hungary see Gal’s excellent analysis on the interplay of linguistic
theories and national images (Gal 1995).
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ate, the clothing they wore on special occasions, and the traditional Hungarian
events they attended.

The decline of the symbolic value of the Hungarian language can be shown
in concrete changes in the community. The school of the Holy Cross Roman
Catholic Church was extremely important in the primary education of the
second generation. The school had been founded in 1907 teaching 42 children.
In 1923 it had 500, and in 1925-6 it had the maximum of 622 pupils. In 1970,
due to lack of pupils and funds, it was closed.

The image of land and small-holder peasant life was no longer highly
valued; rather being a well-paid worker as well as owning one’s own car and
new house became a sign of upward social mobility and economic success. In
the 1950s people started to move out from Delray and now live in the ethnically
heterogeneous suburbs of the Detroit metropolitan area. The basic language
of both inter- and intraethnic communication became English.

Attitude responses provided the major source of evidence that in the
community’s ideologies ‘language’ is directly related to personal career. These
findings are very similar to what Gal found in Oberwart (cf. Gal 1979, 103-8).
Local forms of Hungarian are strongly stigmatized and are identified by both
first- and second-generation speakers as the language of the past, of peasant-
ness and poverty, while English is seen as the source of prestige, education,
and higher status, etc.

Since the mid-80s only a few Hungarian churches and voluntary associa-
tions exist in the Detroit area. Both languages appear in church services, social
events, and Hungarian ethnic radio, and English is continuing to become more
predominant. This evidence of language shift is reinforced by my field research.

3.2. Language choice

The result of the language usage questionnaire, and more productively, my
daily experiences during my weeks of observation in Detroit constituted a
model of the patterns on language choice.

The questions relating to language choice on the language usage ques-
tionnaire sought information about which language the speaker would choose
in a given situation and setting with a particular interlocutor. Table 1 repre-
sents the unmarked choices of each informant in different domains (a set of
prototypical role of interlocutors, situations and locales). The letters “H”, “E”
or “HE” are shown in this table if the informant used Hungarian exclusively,
English exclusively or both languages, respectively. Table 1 does not indi-
cate a speaker’s strategy to express momentary intent and social meanings by
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Table 1
Language choice in different sociolinguistic domains

Generation Gy G

Age of speakers 1. II. III. IV. V. VI |VIL VIIL IX. X.
Sociolinguistic domain (92) (87) (85) (85) (89) (91) | (59) (61) (63) (57)
(Situations)
FAMILY
with children H HE H HE HE HE [E E E E
with grandchildren HEE E E HEE E E E E
parents among each other H H HE HE HE H E E H H
HUNGARIAN COMMUNITY
a) informal
Hungarian picnic HE HE H HE HE HE |HE HE HE E
feasts HE HE HE HE HE HE |HE HE E HE
b) formal
organizational meetings E HE - HE HE HE |- HE E -
NEIGHBORHOOD
neighbors HEE HE E H E E E E -
local shops H E E E E E E E E -
SCHOOL
elementary H HEH H H H H H HE -
secondary - BE - E - - E E E -
CHURCH
church service H H H HEH E E HE E HE
prayer H H HE H H HE |[E E HE E
talking to priest H HE HE HE H E E E E E
(+confession)
parishioners HE HE HE HE HE E E HE HE HE
WORKPLACE
with the boss E HE HE E E E E E E E
with co-workers HE HE HE E HE E E E E E

conversational code-switching. Instead, it demonstrates where conversational
code-switching can occur at all.

The relationships between generations, domains, and language choices are
important for our understanding of language shift. The first and most obvi-
ous question, as has been discussed above, is the degree to which the second
generation uses English more than the first generation. A second question is
whether this difference in language choice is determined by situation; to what
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degree is language choice compartmentalized by domains. In other words, do
the American-born speak Hungarian in fewer domains, and are they more
likely to speak Hungarian in informal than formal settings? Finally, is the
relationship between language choice and generation affected by domain?

The unmarked language choices of the ten informants in Tdbleere
broken down by situation (and interlocutor) in each of six domains: family,
Hungarian community, neighborhood, school, church, and workplace. For ex-
ample each informant received three scores on the family and two scores on
the school domain. The choice of each individual in each situation was given
a score ofl, 0.5,or 0. The individual who spoke exclusively Hungarian or
English was given a score df or O, respectively. The individual who used
both languages was given a score0ds. The sample is too small for specific
generalizable statementssuch as to say what percentage of the American-
born population in the Detroit area uses both languages in chubah it is
enough to demonstrate tendencies through means statistics like the T-test and
ANOVA.

m 1st generation a 2nd generation

Fig. 1
Correlation between language choice and generation by situation
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