
Language, ethnicity, and belonging:  
Some European experiences in language politics 

(Peter Rosenberg, Frankfurt/Oder) 

Dear colleagues, dear students, 

I am going to talk about language, ethnicity, and national belonging, including 
minority languages and minority rights, especially in Europe. Why that? I think it 
might be useful to give you a sketch of the European minority landscape in order to 
make you understand what is going on in Europe concerning European ethnic 
relations – and that means concerning the two conflicting tendencies of 
transnationalism and nationalism in Europe: European integration and the 
enlargement of the European Union on the one hand side and the renaissance of 
nationalities and minorities, particularly in Eastern Europe, on the other hand. And 
there’s another reason, of course: From my point of view looking at the treatment of 
minorities may serve as a touchstone for the political state of the majority societies. 

May be it is good to say what I am going to talk about. (Thus, everybody can observe 
the progression and – before falling asleep – calculate when the lecture will come to 
an end.) 

I want to make four points in the following 45 minutes: 
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1 Minorities in Eastern and Western Europe 

Since you are a very polite audience you won’t oppose my topic but you may tacitly 
object that the honorable speaker might have a worm’s-eye view, or at least report on 
a rather exceptional case of Europe, which is seemingly an Isle of the Blessed in 
terms of ethnic and national conflicts.  

This is only seemingly the European picture. Because, first of all, Western and 
Eastern Europe differ greatly. And – second – we have a renaissance of nationalism 
in Europe on both sides of the former iron curtain, if you only imagine Poland and 
Hungary (or Russia and Ukraine) on the Eastern side but also Italy and Austria on 
the Western side where ethnic nationalism is coming up since a couple of years. And 
in Germany, too, we have had elections in the Eastern German states of Saxony and 
Brandenburg, where a nationalist party gained a quarter of the votes. 

Of course, the Central Asian states know more about multiethnic societies than 
Europeans do. And you are on the side of the global majority: Let me tell you that all 
over the world you have some 5.000 - 6.000 languages in nearly 200 countries. As 
you can see: There’s hardly any country without minority languages. Many of these 
languages are on the verge of dying out: At the end of the 21st century two thirds will 
presumably be replaced. Every other week one language is disappearing from the 
earth (Dafydd Gibbon, cf. Kramer 2001). Most of them are spoken by small 
communities: 96 p.c. of the world’s languages are used by only 4 p.c. of speakers 
(Crystal 2000). 

In Europe, too, you can find hardly any monolingual country – except for Portugal 
and Iceland (with its 300,000 people and 3 million sheep) and the tiny states 
Liechtenstein and San Marino. 

Most of the minorities in Europe do not cause any severe conflicts. Nevertheless, 
many troubles recently stirring up the European political society have their origins in 
ethnic conflicts, especially in East and South East Europe. With the breakdown of the 
former socialist bloc the number of wars, mostly inner state conflicts, had been 
increasing worldwide (Rabehl/Schreiber 2001). More than a half of the recent ethnic 
conflicts in the world have emerged on the territory of the former Soviet Union (cf. 
Windisch 2001: 2). This phenomenon may be understood as the third great period of 
decolonization in the 20th century (the 1940s in Asia and the 1960s in Africa having 
been the first and second period). 

Let’s have a look on the European language map (showing the so called 
“autochthonous” languages in the European countries): 
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As you see there are plenty of languages and in some countries they are more than 
could be inscribed into the map area of the country. Therefore, you see here a map 
which shows only the number of “autochthonous” languages in Europe: 

 

As you will have detected, there is hardly any country in Europe which is 
monolingual. And this is only the map of so called “autochthonous” languages. The 
real situation including the “allochthonous”, that is the immigrants’ languages would 
be much more diverse. And outside of Europe this is, of course, even more so, as 
you better know than me. 

Thus, to give you some more details, it might be useful to take you on a short trip 
through the European map of linguistic minorities:  

We start our journey with Eastern Europe: 

The collapse of the former Soviet Union – among other factors – has been caused 
by nationality conflicts. Since then many nationalities and minorities have been given 
some rights which had been neglected long before. But this has not solved all of the 
ethnic tensions within the Russian Republic since Russia is still composed of more 
than 100 national and ethnic groups. Bigger problems exist especially in those 
autonomous territories (oblasts or krajs) where the titular (name giving) population is 
not the majority like in Baschkortostan or Karelia. 
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The Caucasus states and territories with its 57 languages (cf. Haarmann 1993: 49)1 
will have to pass a way full of ethnic conflicts (remember Chechenia, Dhagestan, 
Ingushetia, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Nakhichevan, Nagorno-Karabakh and so on). 
Conflicts increase if and when the internal ethnic groups are supported by external 
powers. 

Since its independence, to some extent the Ukraine pursues a linguistic nation 
building process: The Ukrainian language is supported by the state institutions, it is 
taken as the official language in school and administration, pupils learn the Ukrainian 
language even in those regions where Russian prevailed in the past and the reality of 
Ukrainian was not a standard language but the colloquial Russian-Ukrainian mixed 
language Surzhyk. On the other hand, the Eastern Ukrainian region still spoke 
predominantly Russian and people were quarreling about the status Russian should 
have. In Belorussia the linguistic situation is similar but the government is less eager 
to demarcate independence from Russia. Since the Belorussian language is 
structurally closer to Russian but does not possess the same linguistic prestige 
Russian or the Belorussian mixed language Trasjanka is used widely. 

In Estonia and Latvia the governments have pushed the national languages at the 
expense of Russian in all public domains. The citizenship is tied to the national 
language, and public institutions demand linguistic competence of these languages 
as a prerequisite to get a job in the administration. Both countries, however, contain 
string Russian speaking minorities (of about one third of the populations). Their 
integration into the societies is weak, tensions arise from time to time, and some 
nationalist politicians see them as disloyal. 

Conflicts with the Russian speaking minorities are not that severe in Lithuania. But in 
the past, Lithuania had refused linguistic rights to the Polish speaking minority which 
have been suspected of being Russophile. 

Czechoslovakia has been divided into the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic. 
Minorities like the Hungarian, the Ukrainian and others have been maintained mostly 
in the less developed and industrialized Slovak part. However, especially the Czech 
Republic has experienced strong nationalist movements.  

Hungary had pursued liberal minority politics for a long time, even under the socialist 
rule. This has come to an end under the nationalist government of today which 
supports even Hungarian minorities in the neighboring countries. Tensions there are 
the consequence. The former strong German minority has for the most part 
emigrated to Germany.  

The some is true for Romania which is as ethnic heterogeneous as its neighbors. . 
Since the 1980ies, a strong nationalism has spread mostly against the Hungarian 
minority. A strict resettlement policy was applied with the result of weakening the 
stability of living conditions for the Hungarian, German, Ukrainian, Serbian, Croatian 
and Slovakian minorities. The former strong German minority (in Transylvania for 
instance) has almost completely emigrated to Germany. 

In former Yugoslavia several bloody wars have been fought as with the collapse of 
socialism a new concept has been established: the concept of ethnic cleansing. This 
is parallel to the fate of Russia but without a dominating nation. The dissolution of the 
federal state was followed by the foundation of six independent successor states 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro, Northern Macedonia, Serbia and 

                                                 
1 Haarmann, Harald (1993): Die Sprachenwelt Europas. Geschichte und Zukunft der Sprachnationen 

zwischen Atlantik und Ural. Frankfurt/Main, New York: Campus. 
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Slovenia. The Der status according to international law of Kosovo is controversial. In 
the course of building independent nation states the former Serbo-Croatian language 
has been split into several languages which are meant to fulfill the requirements of a 
national language like Serbian, Croatian, Bosnian and so on. Although Serbo-
Croatian provided for a communication without problems, the Bosnian language has 
been developed to maximize the distance from Serbian and Croatian. This was done 
by sometimes archaic features (which never have been part of the variety) like the 
pronunciation of coffee like kahva with a velarized [x] (in phonetic transcription 
[kaxva]). 

Poland had applied a monoethnic concept since 1945 when it reappeared as an 
independent state on the international scenery. Of course, you will be able to relate 
this to the long oppression of the Polish people by the Germans (and Russians), 
even if the share of ethnic minorities in Pre-War Poland was one third. Since then, 
however, the existence of minorities (like the Germans, the Ukrainians, the 
Belorussians, the Czechs, the Lithuanians, the Russian Old Believers, the Caraims, 
the Jews) was neglected by the Polish state, especially the German minority in 
Silesia which was the touchstone of minority rights: Minority rights given to any other 
minority would have been demanded also by the Germans. And this was the reason 
why no minority rights have been given to anybody. After 1989, Poland has 
recognized the minorities which still existed (now not more than 3 or 4 %). Minority 
languages may be taught in schools, ethnic associations are admitted. The 
Kashubian language almost extinct in the past is now in renaissance.  

In Western Europe, too, minority or nationality problems are not solved at all as you 
might think: 

The coexistence of linguistic communities in Belgium is hardly balanced and steadily 
in danger of dissociation. Prophecies of doom say that without Brussels as the 
international city speaking French, Dutch, and English, Belgium would exist no 
longer. On the other hand, Brussels makes the French language expand into the 
urban fringe which provokes feelings of inferiority of the Dutch speaking but 
nowadays richer population.  

France has almost extinct all non-French languages by a centralistic state concept 
with a post-revolutionary imagination of one country – one culture – one language of 
progress. All other languages (like Breton, Occitan, Basque, Catalan, Corsican, 
Flemish, German) have been called patois which is derived from patte 'paw': 
According to this non-prestige imagery, these languages (and even the French 
regional varieties) have been considered old-fashioned, provincial, and uneducated 
languages of a rural population behind the times. As a result, almost all of these 
languages are in decline or have already vanished. Immigrants from the North 
African Maghreb states are concentrated in suburbs almost exclusively which 
challenges equal chances in terms of education and jobs. 

Switzerland with its four national languages German, French, Italian, Rhaeto-
Romanic tries to combine the principles of territoriality and of personality. This 
means, each language (except of Rhaeto-Romanic in the South) is dominant in its 
region. But you may ask for schooling in your language even in another region of the 
country if you have a certain number of speakers. A problem is caused by changes in 
the number of inhabitants and in the prosperity of the regions because the principle 
of territoriality is rather static. And some unadorned comments characterize the Swiss 
linguistic landscape as a multilingual country without multilinguals. 
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Spain has granted a notable amount of linguistic autonomy to the Catalans and 
Basques (less to the Galicians which is seen as a farmers’ dialect of Spanish close to 
Portuguese). As you might have noticed the Catalan autonomy is under pressure by 
separatists who want to leave Spain, and by the Spanish government which insists 
on the national (Castilian) culture and language. Two weeks ago in Barcelona, a 
manifestation of 600.000 participants has demanded an independent Catalonia. And 
when the famous football club FC Barcelona plays in its own stadium Camp Nou 
always after 17 minutes and 14 seconds the spectators are waving the Catalan flag 
Estelada und thousands are shouting „In-inde-independència“ (Independence) 
commemorating the year 1714 when Catalonia was incorporated (or annexed) into 
Spain. 

In Italy the German speaking inhabitants of South Tyrol have established stable rural 
domains of their German dialect. The Italian language is dominating the urban 
communication. The separation of settlement areas might have decreased the ethnic 
tensions which in former times had been fueled by migrations of Italian speaking 
settlers from the South which was organized by the state. 

In Scandinavia minorities benefited from a traditionally liberal culture policy: Sweden, 
Norway and Finland treat their minorities from the other Scandinavian countries 
quite well. And they try to incorporate the Sami (or Lapps) very carefully because it is 
difficult to integrate a nomadic minority without destroying its cultural roots. Economic 
or infrastructural progress, national borders, and urbanization causes changes in 
living conditions which puts these nomadic communities in jeopardy of loosing their 
traditions and turning into mere “folklore minorities”. Finland Swedes, however, are 
an appreciated urban minority speaking the second official language Swedish, even 
in a triangle of the three biggest cities of Finland, Helsinki, Tampere, Turku. 

Great Britain contains a vast multilingual diversity as a consequence of postcolonial 
immigration. In a London school 172 different languages were counted already 30 
years ago (1987), mainly from Asia, particularly from the Indian subcontinent. State 
driven bilingual programs try to integrate these people in the school and health 
system and in administration. An anti-discrimination law was adopted to support 
equal living conditions. Immigrants from Africa, however, suffer from disadvantages 
which causes riots from time to time. The exhausting Brexit debate might be 
considered a coalescence of the old British idea of “splendid isolation” of the islands 
and a strengthening of nationalistic forces. This, however, reinforces voices in favor 
of independence in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. 

In the Republic of Ireland the second national language is Irish, a Celtic language. It 
is felt as a national symbol important for the national distinctivity of the Irish people 
even if it is not spoken by more than 1 % of the speakers (in the West of Ireland, the 
Gaeltacht). Pupils have to learn it, but never use it for everyday communication which 
is done in Hiberno-English, the Irish variant of English. 

In the North of Germany and the South of Denmark, in the border region of 
Schleswig, people live in peace today – after two wars 150 years ago (1851 and 
1864) when ethnic belonging and linguistic preferences were abused to divide the 
region in order to take control by the conflicting powers. Since people were bilingual 
there was no chance to divide the population on the criterion of language. After WW I 
(1920) it was possible to solve the problems by a referendum deciding on belonging 
to Germany or Denmark. Today, the minorities on both sides of the border are 
treated nice because each state knows that disadvantaging to the minority will cause 
disadvantages of the own people on the other side. Both countries have established 
a new principle of affiliation: In Germany, if you say you are Danish and send your 
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children in the Danish school for instance you will be accepted as belonging to the 
Danish minority (about 50.000) and vice versa with Germans in Denmark (some 
15.000). This has removed the tensions between the countries because there is no 
need to struggle for acceptance or for resources the more so as both countries are 
members of the European Union and have similar living conditions. 

In Germany four languages are recognized and supported as autochthonous 
languages (Danish and Frisian in the North, Sorbian in the center, Romanes as the 
language of Sinti and Roma (former the Gypsies) all over the country. Since 
Germany has signed – like most of the other countries of the European Union – the 
European Charter of Regional or Minority Languages the government is obliged to 
preserve and support these languages. And the state has to report on what he has 
done according to the Charter every three years. However, the languages of 
immigrants (which are spoken by far more people of the population than the four 
languages mentioned above) are regarded as allochthonous, languages which do not 
possess the same rights. Since a quarter of the population has an immigrant 
background, and many use the language as their first language in the family, this 
causes a lot of problems: Germany has a good education system. But success 
depends more than in other countries on family origin, i.e. on social background and 
on immigrant origin. Teaching of immigrant languages in school is needed, at least of 
the most important ones like Turkish, Russian, Polish, and (since the refugees from 
Syria came to Germany in 2015) Arabic.  

 

2 The minority landscape of Europe: a comparison 

Apparently, Eastern and Western Europe are quite different. Why so? 

I’ll give you ten explanations: 
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 As you may see the languages in East Europe are more numerous than in West 
Europe. If you compare just the numbers of these languages, you get 3.0 
autochthonous languages per state in West Europe: 

 



 
 

9 

 

P. Rosenberg (Frankfurt/Oder)    Language, ethnicity, and belonging                                                                                                  9 

In East Europe we have 4.5 autochthonous languages per state [and if the 
Caucasian countries are included: 6,5, not to mention what we get if Russia is 
included]: 

 

 

 And the language and culture of the minorities’ are more vital and better 
preserved in East Europe than in West Europe. Due to the historical development 
in East and East Central Europe minorities had a better chance to survive. This 
was connected to limited forces and sources of assimilation in terms of 
modernization, to a delayed constitution of states, to processes of colonization and 
migration, especially on the Balkan and in the Russian Empire. 
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 In the sphere of Russian influence this was supported by an „Eastern tradition“ of 
ethnic and cultural diversity (Kreindler 1985). In contrast to this the Western 
tradition favored the idea of one country, one culture, one language (like in 
France). Modernization in Russia had to break with the Eastern tradition, as for 
example during the „Great Reforms“ (at the end of the 19th century) or the 
„Sovietization“ (since the 1930s). 

 

 Within the theoretical framework of socialism ethnic and national problems were 
supposed to be problems of minor importance. Ethnic and national problems were 
subordinated to the primacy of social class. However, ethnic and social 
categories cannot be deduced from one another. They may, of course, escalate 
and reinforce each other, but are independent factors. If these independent factors 
interact they may build what has been called an ethnic stratification (Fig.: Ethnic 
Stratification):  
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Actually, vertical social stratification of society and horizontal partition of society 
(like into ethnic or religious groups) are structuring the society by entirely 
independent coordinate systems. But they may reinforce each other with the result 
of one ethnic group being always at the bottom, and another ethnic group being 
always on top of the social order. 

 

 Since ethnic and national minorities did in fact survive the concept of the Soviet 
multiethnic state got into conflict with the subsequent russification emerging 
from the modernization, the centralization and standardization of the state’s 
administration and economy as well as from the formation of a „Sovietized“ 
society. 

 In Soviet Union (and also in former Yugoslavia) minorities were supported by 
some autonomy rights related to the principle of territory: on a territory of their 
own these minorities were given some rights of self administration. This principle is 
good for the maintenance of minorities but it is not very flexible in times of 
migration movements and state-run resettlement programs. On contrary, it led the 
ethnic relations into an „autonomy trap“: Since minority rights were based on 
territory, not democracy, every vital minority had to get a territory of its own. After 
the collapse of the Soviet Union (and also of Yugoslavia) independence 
movements have been the logical consequence. The newly founded states or 
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autonomous republics, however, have been confronted with the same old problem 
which I would call the Matryoshka problem:  

 

Almost every new autonomy contained another minority within the minority. And even 
the constitution of an enclave did not create a homogeneous territory. That’s why 
the ethnic map of the former Soviet Union (and also of Russia today) looks like the 
„puppet in the puppet in the puppet…“ 

 

 East and East Central Europe were hit by huge forced resettlement movements, 
much more than Western Europe. The relocations after the Hitler-Stalin 
agreement, the so called „repatriation“ of German minorities from the Baltic and 
other countries to Germany, the holocaust and the deportation of millions of 
Polish, Russian and Ukrainian people by the Germans as well as the deportation 
of Poles, Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians, of Russian Germans, Tatars, 
Chechenians, Koreans by the Stalin administration changed the ethnic structure of 
Eastern Europe fundamentally. The forced relocation of millions of refugees, of 
displaced and expelled persons at the end of the Second World War, the post-war 
annexations by the Soviet Union and the shift of the Polish borders to the west 
were pretended to be a kind of front alignment (or ethnic cleansing) but 
destabilized the ethnic setting particularly of Eastern Europe for a long time. 
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 In contrast to this, Western Europe was fortunate to develop under quite stable 
circumstances – despite the enormous challenge of integrating for example 11 
Million refugees and expelled Germans from 1945 until 1949. The Western 
societies have been able to cope with these economic and political challenges and 
to prevent social tensions related to the immigration. This is also true for Great 
Britain, France, and the Netherlands which had to integrate immigrants from their 
former colonies. 

This is also true for the integration of migrant minorities, even although there are 
considerable differences between different minorities and West European 
countries. The four types of trajectories of integration have been sketched by 
Hartmut Esser as follows. The essential variables are the integration into the 
majority and into the minority: 
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 The European integration has been improving the situation of ethnic minorities: 
Minority rights in border regions, for example, (like in the German-Danish region of 
Schleswig) are based on the principle of reciprocity which supports the protection 
of minority rights on both sides of the border. Language teaching programs, for 
instance at the German-French border, are established to promote language 
courses of the language of the neighboring country, and this is at the same time 
the minority language in Alsace. The rapprochement between Germany and 
Poland has been crucial for the reestablishment of minority institutions of the 
ethnic Germans in Silesia. Today, the economic and social relations between 
Poland and Germany are the most supporting factor of the German language in 
Poland: 2 Mill. Poles are learning German but – unfortunately – not the other way 
round (only some 10.000, mostly in the bordering regions). 

 

 Minority problems do not only exist in Eastern Europe whereas Western Europe 
would have solved all these problems in peace and harmony. This is not at all true, 
of course. The assimilation of a minority and its merger into the culture and 
language of the majority has been more rapid in West Europe than in East Europe. 
In some countries this has lead to a strong assimilationist pressure on minority 
members (like France). Some ethnic groups, however, are still fighting for their 
rights against an oppressive centralistic government like the Catalans and the 
Basques in Spain or the Catholic minority in Northern Ireland. When Great Britain 
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leaves the European Union in a hard Brexit some EU leaders are afraid of a 
resurgence of fights at the Irish border. 

 

3 What is the attraction of ethnicity? 

Ethnicity and even nationalism are on the rise again – not only in Europe. One 

reason for nationalism might be that exactly in times of globalization people seem to 

need some kind of corrective. Since the nation state has got a tradition in Europe for 

about 200 years (in Germany a little shorter) this is common sense. And of course, 

the nation state is rooted in everyday experience by language, media, market, 

administration and so on. Some scientists consider the nation state the biggest 

possible space of organizing solidarity (Bröning 2018: 18ff.). But why does it come up 

in the form of an ethnically defined nation state? What is the attractiveness of 

ethnicity? 

In modern anthropology, ethnicity is not seen to be “given” by the essence of origin, 

language or culture, but constructed by choice and evaluation of social relations. 

This is the famous contribution made by Fredrik Barth 1969, the forefather of 

ethnological constructivism who stated that the most important process is in ethnic 

boundary marking:  
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The critical focus of investigation from this point of view becomes the ethnic 
boundary that defines the group, not the cultural stuff that it encloses. (Barth 1969: 
16) 

Brubaker, too, warns against the tradition of “groupism”, which takes (ethnic) groups 
for “things in the world” instead of appraising a shared and imagined “groupness”. 
Groups are „what we want to explain, not what we want to explain things with” 
(Brubaker 2002: 165).  

The truth of this advice has long been known when ethnic movements were 
mobilized by ethnic leaders for the sake of their own power, for instance in Ex-
Yugoslavia. But soon, an ethnic frame was constructed on all sides of the conflicts 
and belonging to ethnic groups was driven into irreconcilability: either this ethnic 
group – or that one. And a supraethnic sense of belonging (to one country or one 
nation) was vanishing. 

In postmodern terminology, Joanna Pfaff-Czarnecka suggests to use the concept of 
belonging not identity with the aim to assess the heterogeneous and multilingual 
group memberships and the degree of incorporation into different groups. 

The notion of construction has become widely accepted in social sciences and in 
interactional sociolinguistics. And sometimes in postcolonial studies construction 
appears as a deus ex machina, a kind of passe-partout explanation, which shifts the 
field of interpretation from interaction to mental states. But since we have to explain 
the emergence of boundaries (of social, ethnic or national groups), we still have to 
answer some questions: What are the resources of ethnicity? And what is the impact 
of language in boundary marking?  

Boundaries may be differentiated according to three criteria: durability (stability), 
permeability (allowing crossing or not), and liminality (abrupt or smooth transition)2. 
What causes the construction of a disruptive boundary or its character as a blurred 
one? 

As Fredrik Barth (1994) conceded 25 years after his programmatic proposition: 
Construction is not arbitrary, not just an imagination, but as a social organization of 
cultural difference, it consists in structuring experience along central cultural values. 

                                                 
2 Cf. Schiffauer et al. 2014, 2018. 
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Hartmut Esser, a famous sociologist and researcher on migration in Germany, asks 
why ethnicity is still so attractive precisely in times of globalization when it should be 
an anachronism. 

In his answer he focuses on the rationality, not the irrationality of ethnic actors even if 
people in ethnic riots do crazy things. 

According to Esser, ethnic groups are defined by three criteria:  
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Differentiation: Ethnic groups are identified and identify themselves by certain 
differences from out-groups. Among other issues origin is a powerful criterion of 
these imagined communities (Anderson 1988). Origin has the unique attractiveness 
that you are born into an ethnic community and you can’t acquire origin. In a way this 
is a resource of uniqueness and a promise of eternity.  

Tradition is a symbol of that origin. Shared knowledge and values are connected to 
tradition which leads to a sense of belonging. A strong boundary marker – among 
others (like territory, religion, historical memory) – is language as our primary means 
of social behavior. 

 

Ascription: Ethnicity is shared by a subjective sense of belonging – and this is true for 
the in-group itself as well as for the out-group. Even an oppressed nationality in times 
of the Stalin persecutions was considered an ethnic or national entity. Russian 
Germans for instance were deported to Siberia and Central Asia but they were 
deported as members of the German ethnicity. As an irony of history they lost their 
discreteness and assimilated later when they were treated as (almost) equal Soviet 
citizens. 
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Specific capital: Ethnic communities possess specific capital more than generalized 
capital. Specific capital is knowledge, skills, behavior, traditions, ethics, property, 
organizations: a set of goods which are only usable for and within the ethnic group 
while generalized capital is useful for everybody (like money, education, land). 

The powerfulness and intransigence of ethnic conflicts is closely tied to the strategy 
of establishing specific ethnic capital as the decisive criterion of power: In an ethnic 
state the specific capital of just one group is ruling. That means, only members of this 
group have access to power, only the values of this group are accepted, only the 
language of this group is admitted. And remember: You cannot acquire ethnic origin. 
Therefore, establishing ethnic capital as the prerequisite of access is the admission 
ticket to everything while any other ethnic group can be excluded from power.  

This is rational, not irrational if an ethnic frame is perceived as the only useful 
explanation of the state of a country. 

But under which condition prevails an ethnic frame? Obviously, a frame is chosen by 
people as the most convincing interpretation to understand what is going on. And 
sometimes a frame changes like it did when the Soviet Union came to an end.  

Apparently, in these times of rapid change, people got the conviction, that the old 
interpretation of legitimacy was wrong: In Soviet times, you have been told, you may 
live well if you are a good socialist, an educated and hard-working member of 
society. When the empire disintegrated people began to doubt this attitude, and 
social inequality was interpreted as ethnic: The old attitude was felt to be false – a 
new one spread which said: You have to be Russian to get access to power. If you 
are not Russian you will always be inferior. Why, the hell, should everybody acquire a 
second language (and that was Russian as mezhdunarodny jazyk) except of the 
Russians? Why should it be of higher value if you have studied in Moscow than 
elsewhere? Obviously, the new frame, the ethnic frame, was accepted as a better 
explanation of the world which was perceived as a world of injustice caused by ethnic 
stratification. 

Esser as an advocate of the rational choice (rc+) approach emphasizes utility and 
attitudes as decisive in framing:  
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In other words, a new framing will be chosen if benefits and a fitting interpretation of 
the situation suggest this frame: And the early 1990ies were the hour of ethnic and 
national revival, first in the Baltics and Georgia, but as well in Eastern Europe: As we 
have seen, the benefits of the specific ethnic capital as crucial criteria of power are 
promising. And an ethnic interpretation was already at hand since the ethnic 
fundament of the Soviet society was common sense even if Russian language and 
culture were spreading. 

According to Esser, this was inevitable. And it is still spreading in Europe, too. But 
what are the European experiences how we could come to grips with an ethnic 
structure of society? What could be done to avoid conflicts and instability caused by 
ethnic inequality? And this leads us to the conclusions of my contribution: What can 
we learn from European experiences if there’s anything to learn? 

 

4 Considerations about minority protection and social cohesion 

As a conclusion we would like to pinpoint some models and principles of European 
minority protection and support – discussing what we could learn from these models: 
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 The principle of free affiliation („Bekenntnisprinzip“) which is used in the German-
Danish border region: people may choose without restrictions and without control if 
they want to belong to the minority (or even to the majority). Separating the 
predominantly Danish speaking area from the German speaking area and at the 
same time introducing this principle the border region got pacified for the first time 
after a period of wars in the middle of the 19th century. Only this made it possible 
to see the minority culture as a benefit without feeling a challenge for struggle to 
defend an endangered ethnic identity or a need for separatism. 
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 The principle of reciprocity is a successful means of minority protection in border 
regions. From an European point of view border regions and their minorities on 
both sides of the frontier have always been models of the European unification – 
with all its chances and risks. 

 

 There’s a need for a better institutional support of the Polish group by the German 
government even if this community is a group of migrants (sometimes only living in 
Germany from time to time). The basic problem behind this is the problem of 
autochthony: The policies towards non-autochthonous groups of migrants, the 
promotion of their languages and cultures indicate a difficult problem which waits 
for a solution in the course of the European integration. The same is true for the 
Turkish community. And we have also come to grips with the difficult integration of 
the two million Russian-German immigrants which are officially seen as Germans. 
The protection of immigrant cultures and languages on the one hand side, and the 
access of immigrants to the majority culture and language are the most important 
aims to be balanced. 
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 Differences in status have to be diminished. Apparently, the German-Danish or 
the German-French cultural barriers are lower than the German-Polish or the 
Polish-Russian ones. Of course, this is connected to the economic distance which 
will only be reduced slowly. Nevertheless we need a set of status policies in favor 
of the minority (Haarmann 1988). This implies to take advantage of the prestige of 
multilingualism like for example the bilingual schools in Alsace or Schleswig which 
are attractive for the majority, too.  

 

 Ethnic groups possess „specific capital“ (language, culture, connections; cf. 
Esser 1996), which always are in danger to be invalidated if the ethnic group is 
marginalized. This may result in an explosive setting if the rule of the game is: 
What the majority wins, is what the minority loses – or the other way round. If 
multilingualism and multiculturalism pays this seems to stabilize a multiethnic 
society. 

Esser’s idea is that conflicts can be balanced if they do not lead to a zero-sum 
game. A zero-sum game is the type of conflict where one group gains what 
another group loses and vice versa: 
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For peace and social cohesion of the society he prefers (if convergence or 
coordination of interests are impossible) a partial conflict with balancing of 
interests: 

 

In terms of language policy this means for instance declaring one language the state 
language but conceding bilingual education in schools if a certain quorum is reached 
in a region. 
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 The identity of ethnic minorities is hardly ever monolithic: In most countries they 
participate in the majority culture. Therefore they dispose of a complex identity 
including traits of the minority as well as of the majority culture. Thus, they will not 
be treated in an adequate way if they are confronted with the unrealistic demand 
to decide on belonging to the minority or to the majority culture. The identity of 
ethnic groups should rather be seen as complex, structured, as a multiple set of 
identity aspects. In this view minorities are „border crosser“ and – at best – 
mediators of cultures. 

 The affiliation to the minority culture must not exclude the affiliation to the majority 
culture. As we know from the minority settings in Schleswig or in Silesia the 
irreconcilable contrast of ethnic categories is often blurred by „bridging“ 
categories like regionalism, religion, autochthony and other factors. 

 

 The existence of more than 100 languages in the former Soviet Union displays the 
advantage of the concept of a multiethnic state. But this is only true if ethnic group 
membership and cultural assimilation do not get into antagonism. Since in 
modern countries a partial assimilation to the majority is supposed to be inevitable 
it doesn’t make any sense to establish a system of obligatory ethnic classification. 
Ethnic affiliation must be optional. As a supplement a „national“ category has to be 
established: In the former USSR, on contrary, you had to be a member of an 
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ethnic group. There was no option just to be a Soviet citizen. People who felt to 
lose their ethnic characteristics were forced to convert to another ethnic group, 
mostly to the Russian majority. This was perceived as a loss of identity and 
caused counteractions. Like in the United States a national identity has to be 
established (like „American“) in addition to – or even instead of – the ethnic 
identity. 

 

 The principle of territory is a powerful means of protecting minorities living 
concentrated on an area of their own. But it is a static principle. It does not fulfill 
the needs of a country which is characterized by mobility and migration. Then, the 
territorial autonomy will be subsequently undermined, and regional majorities will 
at least be confronted with large minorities. This might cause separatism or ever 
lasting ethnic conflicts (like in Nagorny Karabakh). In those cases, not territory, but 
democracy is the adequate means to balance out ethnic conflicts. The principle of 
territorial autonomy has to be complemented by the principle of personal 
minority rights (which is sometimes called „cultural autonomy“). 

 

 Centralism and minority protection do not harmonize with each other. In France, 
for instance, minority languages have been almost completely replaced under the 
sigma of „patois“, portrayed as a rural, somehow primitive, animal-like language.  
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 Minority languages are numerous in Europe, but they are decreasing. A report of 
the EU Commission detects an „ongoing assimilation of languages“3. This is 
inevitable to a certain extent and a consequence of the mobility in modern 
societies, of exchange, of traffic, communication and media on a national and 
international level. Most of the minorities in Europa have a youth problem. It 
appears unattractive to the younger generations to confess a minority identity. This 
confronts representatives of minority organizations with the question, what a 
minority culture should be. More and more, members of minorities do not simply 
belong to these groups because of the mere remoteness of their regions or their 
orientation to the own group. They participate in two (or more) cultures, they speak 
two (or more) languages. In the early times of sociolinguistics these members 
have been regarded as traitors of the in-group culture („lames“4). Other 
approaches (like the famous Chicago School of Sociology) have seen them as 
„marginal men“5 as bridge-builders, mobile migrants, who bridge the gap between 
minority and Majority, and who make the minority culture only attractive because 
they prove it to be reconcilable with the majority’s culture. Therefore in Europe, we 
can say: Modern minorities will be bilingual and bicultural, or they will not be at 
all. 

                                                 
3 Final Rapport concerning the call for tenders n° EAC/31/05 European Commission Education and 

Training 2010 – Languages: 
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/lang/policy/report/beacosum_en.pdf: S. 6, 01.09.08 

4 Labov, William (1972). “The Linguistic consequences of being a lame”. In: Labov, William (ed.): 
Language in the inner city. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press: 255-292. 

5 Park, Robert E. (1928/1967). „Human migration and the marginal man“. In Turner, Ralph H., Park, 
Robert E. (eds.): On social control and collective behavior. Selected papers. Chicago: Univ. of 
Chicago Press: 194-206. 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/lang/policy/report/beacosum_en.%20pdf
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Autochthonous languages in Western Europe (number) 

 State Autochthonous languages 

 Andorra 3 

 Austria 5 

 Belgium 3 

 Denmark 3 

 Finland 3 

 France 7 

 Germany 4 (+ 1) 

 Great Britain 3 

 Greece 5 

 Iceland 1 

 Ireland 2 

 Italy 6 

 Liechtenstein 1 

 Luxemburg 1 (+ 2) 

 Malta 2 

 Monaco 2 

 Netherlands 2 

 Norway 2 

 Portugal 1 

 San Marino 1 

 Spain 4 

 Sweden 3 

 Switzerland 4 

 Vatican 1 

 : 24 : 72 (= 3,0 languages/state) 

Source: Haarmann (1993: 95ff.) [Revised]. 
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Autochthonous languages in Eastern and East Central Europe (number) 

 State Autochthonous languages 

 Albania 4 

 Bosnia-Hercegovina 3 

 Bulgaria 5 

 Croatia 2 

 Czech Republic and Slovakia 6 

 Hungary 6 

 Macedonia 3 

 Poland 5 (+ 3) 

 Rumania 6 

 Serbia-Montenegro 5 

 Slovenia 1 

 East Central/South East Europe: 11 : 49 (= 4,5 languages/state) 

 Estonia 3 

 Latvia 3 

 Lithuania 3 

 East Central/South East Europe/Baltic States: 14 : 58 (= 4,1 languages/state) 

 Belorussia 4 

 Moldavia 4 

 Ukraine 6 

 East Central/South East Europe/Baltic States/ 

   East Europe (without Russia): 17 

 

: 72 (= 4,2 languages/state) 

 Armenia  

 Azerbaidzhan 57 (Caucasus) 

 Georgia  

 East Central/South East Europe/Baltic States/ 

   East Europe (without Russia)/Caucasus: 20 

 

: 129 (= 6,5 languages/state) 

 Russia ca. 115 (Ethnologue 2019) 

Source: Haarmann (1993: 49, 95ff.) [Revised] / Wicherkiewicz (1994) / Dešeriev (1976: 125). 
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Language, ethnicity, and belonging:  

Some European experiences in language politics 
 

Peter Rosenberg 
(Frankfurt/Oder) 

1 Minorities in Eastern and Western Europe  

2 Minority landscape of Europe: a comparison 

3 What is the attraction of ethnicity? 

4 Some models of minority protection and social cohesion 

 

 

 

2 Minority landscape of Europe: a comparison 

 

 Languages in Eastern Europe more numerous than in Western Europe. 

 Languages in Eastern Europe more vital than in Western Europe  
(Eastern Europe: limited forces and sources of assimilation) 

 „Eastern tradition“ of ethnic and cultural diversity (Kreindler 1985) 
 Western tradition of one country, one culture, one language 

 Independence of ethnic and social categories but ethnic stratification 

 Contradiction between multiethnic state in USSR and russification 

 Soviet Union (and Yugoslavia): autonomy according to principle of territory but 
„autonomy trap“ (Matryoshka problem) 

 Eastern Europe: forced resettlement movements destabilized ethnic setting 

 Western Europe: stable circumstances with passable integration of immigrants 

 European integration improving situation of ethnic minorities 

 Western European minority situation not sufficient: (forced) assimilation of 
minorities and conflicts (e.g. Catalans and Basques in Spain) 
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4 Considerations about minority protection and social cohesion (Conclusions) 

 Principle of free affiliation („Bekenntnisprinzip“) 

 Principle of reciprocity  

 Problem of autochthony 

 Problem of differences in status 

 Ethnic „specific capital“ (language, culture, connections) and balancing of 
conflicts 

 Complex identity of minorities and need of „bridging“ categories 
 (like regionalism, religion, autochthony …) 

 Advantage of multiethnic state if „national“ category exists 

 Principle of territory combined with principle of personal minority rights 

 Centralism and minority protection do not harmonize 

 Modern minorities: bilingual and bicultural 

 

Some questions for the discussion: 

 How to come to grips with the new nationalism (especially in Eastern 
Europe)? 

 How to treat minorities of immigrants? 

 Integration between minority protection and participation in the majority 
culture 

 Preventing ethnic conflicts through minority protection? (based on case 
studies) 

 What does the majority profit from protecting minorities? 

 Minority protection and support by means of national and/or international 
law: legal state of the art and demands (in Europe) 

 


