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The Role of Minorities in a Globalized World* 
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What I am going to present you is the interim result of almost twenty years of re­
search in multilingual and multicultural territories of Central Europe as well as my study 
of soc ial theory on the topic of the inter-relation between multicultural societies and 
intercultural educational systems'. For the sake of theoretical clarity I shall sketch four 
ideal-type models of how multicultural societies may be organized. Each of them is an 
abstract construction and does not exist in its pure form in reality. Reality is infinitely 
more complex than theoretical concepts and tends to mess up theories. Still I insist that 
each one of the four ideal type models has close links to reality even if it is not identical 
with reality. 

Each of my four models reflects in one way or the other the political history, the 
political principles and the political ambitions of the respective societies from which my 
findings have been drawn. My studies in Non-European countries such as Nicaragua and 
Indonesia have convinced me about their validity in a wider context. 

Modell: The destruction model. 

One could call it the Hitler-Stalin-Milosevi" model. This is a model based on destruction. 
Everything that does not belong to the ruling culture is destroyed or driven out. History is 
full of examples, starting from ancient times up to the present. 
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The educational system consists of a national school system that does not provide any 
instruction for those groups of the population whose first language is different from the 
language of the dominant group. Children are taught in the onc and only nationallangua­
ge even if they do not understand a word of this language. Their family languages are 
considered private vernacular and are neither the language o f instruction nor are they 
taught in special lessons. 

Such language policy has its origin in J 9th century nation building. When the Euro­
pean empires began their transformation process from loosely connected multilingual 
organisations into national stales most ofthcm had two cultural goals: the putting through 
of one national language and the creation of a national identity. One of the best examples 
of how such European nation building worked was Italy in the 19th century. When the 
territory of the Italian national state was in the end successfully united after decades of 
propaganda struggles and some fighting, it was found out that only 2,5 percent of the 
inhabitants used standard Italian as a means of communication. In the first reunion of 
parliament in 1861 , Massimo d' Azeglio stated: "We have created Italy, now we are going 
to create the Italians." 

Of course, this was not only the case in Italy. Take the Austrian province of Carinthia, 
for example, where there had always been a Slovene speaking group settling, long before 
Germans arrived. However, during the century of nation building this Slovene group was 
the subject of linguistic submersion programmes. Even nowadays, when Austria is redis­
covering its multicultural past and is looking with sympathy at the multilingual character 
of some of its regions, there are quite a number of Slovenes, usually from the older 
generation . who prefer not to speak Slovene in public although nobody prevents them 
now from doing so. Actually one of the consequences of all this is a "benevolent" pres­
sure towards adoption of the national language built into the culture of daily interaction. 
It is taken for granted that it is always the Slovenes who have to be bilingual and never 
the German speaking majority. Thus in every interaction beween the groups automatical­
ly German is used while on the other hand the benevolent majority feel s pity over the loss 
of Slovene as a second language. 

Model 2: Assimilation model. One might call it the melting pot model. 

Model 2 is a soft version of model 1 insofar as genocide is replaced by linguistic and 
cultural genocide. Model 2 is also built on the assumption that a multicultural society can 
only function if it becomes monocultural. However, instead of ki11ing or driving out peo­
ple whose language and culture differ from that of the ruling majority. assimilation is the 
key to achieving a monocultural society. 

As far as school education is concerned, this is also a top down model in which the 
national school system is based on the one and only national language, although there 
exist other linguistic groups within the boundaries of the state who differ from the dom­
inating group in language and culture. The school system pays attention to these different 
groups by providing an initial phase of bilingual instruction so as to facilitate and speed 
up the assimilation process of children. This bilingual phase of instruction usually is 
limited in time and ends after the first year at school. Its chief goal is to reduce children's 
shock when they are confronted with the official language which is completely new to 
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them and it also is menat to support teachers in their job of implanting the national language 
into children's heads as the privileged medium of communication. 

Let us have a look at Carinthia again with its Slovene minority in the South. In the last 
decades of the Hapsburg monarchy, Slovene was a support language to an extent neces­
sary for the teacher to make herself understood in the classroom. After the first year of 
instruction Slovene as a supporting language was not used any longer. After the Second 
World War this country introduced compulsory bilingual instruction in all schools of the 
bilingual territory which meant that fifty percent of the language used in the classroom 
was Slovene. In the fifties German nationalists succeeded in reducing the status of Slov­
ene from a compulsory language for all pupils to a medium of instruction only for those 
who explicitely declare their preference for the bilingua school. However, bilingual in­
struction for this group of volunteers provides equal time for both languages only up to 
the end of the third year of elementary school. From then on , Slovene is not any longer 
used as the medium of instruction. From the fourth year of education onwards it becomes 
one subject among many others. From the age of fourteen onwards, it gets more and more 
difficult to find schools where Slovene is taught1 . So even for the subscribers to bilingual 
instruction there is only a very limited chance of really getting what they have opted for. 
The consequence is that for the majority of kids there is little chance to develop their 
bilingual skills after the first three years of elementary school. In fact, the hidden curric­
ulum of such an educational sys tem has one message to teach: Slovene is good for small 
children and for simple things. As soon as you become adult and matters become more 
complicated German is superior. This is , of course, assimilation, even if it is applied in a 
homeopathic way: The more experience, knowledge and skills you have collected the 
more difficult it becomes for you to articulate all this in your native tongue and the more 
you have to reson to the nalionallanguage in order to verbalize and structure your per­
sonal growth until in the end you find that your inner language, the language in which 
you think, plan and calculate, is nO( your own any more and that also most discussions on 
very important , but controversial topics are not conducted in your own language. Never. 
This means that by and by you start to think and construct your personal identity in the 
dominant language. Sooner or later you find out that you have become one of them. But 
sometimes at home you remember that when you were a child you had a different lan­
guage. 

We have learnt from doctors at the local hospital that often enough old people when 
they are going to die fall back into this native language of theirs and although for the last 
sixty years in their lives they had not spoken a word of Slovene they suddenly forget all 
their German in the face of death and can only articulate words in Slovene. J do not think 
this is very different from many olher minority situations in the world. But nowhere the 
majority cares to know about it. 

1f minority children are brought up in an assimilation model like this they suffer from 
consequences on different levels. First of all their language competence is reduced in 
both languages, while second self-confidence is low and identity formation becomes very 
difficult. Children who live in such contexts suffer from a paradoxical phenomenon: Their 
parents want them to succeed in life. Therefore they avoid their own native language 
when interacting with them. They use the majority language in almost every parent-child 
interaction and they try hard to use the national language also for their own private con-

! There are a Slovene grammar school and also a commercial school a! Celovec/Klagenfurt and a private 
secondary school at Sf. Jakob i. R. 
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versations. But in many cases parents are not aware of their own pitfalls and problems 
with the national language and, what makes things worse, they do not feel emotionally at 
home in the target language so that as a result of their good intentions they teach the child 
a very restricted language. Such children often discover at school that their way of using 
the nalionallanguage makes them outsiders and scapegoats. Their parents' original lan­
guage remains a hidden culture to them while at the same time there is no easy access to 
the national language for them. In fact, this access has become mOTC difficult because of 
their linguistic socialisation. All this does not really encourage them to take part in inter­
cultural communication because in many cases they have acquired a basic distrust in 
language. 

Model 3: Ethnopluralism • the multicultural model 

In this mooel the organization of society allows all language and ethnic groups full cul­
tural autonomy. But the price for such autonomy is that each of the groups has to estab­
lish more or less a parallel society with very few links between each of the parallel soci­
eties. The Province of Bolzano/South Tyrol is probably the best example of an ethnoplu­
Talist model in Central Europe. 

As far as education is concerned, each ethnic group has a school-system of its own 
which functions as a subsystem of the national school system. In each of these sub-systems 
the language of instruction is the native language of the respective group. Usually the other 
national languages are obligatory subjects on the curriculum. Theoretically there are strong 
links between the different sub-systems, so that students become aware that they live in a 
multicultural and multilingual society. In reality sub-systems often tend to be concerned 
with their own business only and care very little for the others. The institutional links be­
tween the sys tems are often neglected and sometimes are even looked down upon or con­
sidered a great threat to the interests and the identity of one's own ethnic group. 

However, if there are strong networks between the different ethnic groups built into the 
system, this may be an acceptable way of organizing cultural and linguistic diversity. It 
must be granted. though. that the ties between the individual subsystems are stronger 
than the ethnocentric interests of the individual groups. In political theory this is called 
the priority of demotic over ethnic interests. "Demotic" is derived from the Greek word 
"DEMOS", the common people, while "ethnic" is derived from "ETHNOS", the people 
of a certain clan or extended family. The word democracy stems from demos, not from 
ethnos. The ethnic principle is in fact pre-democratic. Societies which have opted for the 
policy of ethnopluralism in organizing multilingual and multicultural difference must 
therefore take great care for the democratic process not only to include individuals. but 
also ethnic groups into their discourse. In the process of mediation between conflicting 
ethnic interests there must be a strong constitutional bond which each of the different 
ethnic groups respects even more than the ethnocentric interests which are their raison d' 
tre. Only under these premises is it possible to reconcile the two principles of demos and 
ethnos. 

On the other hand this ethnopluralistic system works well with authoritarian systems 
that have a strong and charismatic leader who is respected by all ethnic groups. This is 
the case in Singapore, for example. But what happens when the charismatic leader disap­
pears? Recent history has taught us a lesson about this. 
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Opting for the ethnopluralistic model of cducation includes the obligation to devote 
large parts of the curriculum to language and cuhure awareness so as to constantly draw 
students' attention to the fact that they share the territory with other people who speak 
other languages and organize their lives according to other cultural values than those of 
the own group. The languages of the other groups should be obligatory subjects of the 
curriculum. In fact, networking is onc of the central obligations of such schools: Each 
individual school should try to have partner schools and partner classes of other language 
groups for regular meetings and common projects where students learn to cooperate 
across language barriers in mixed groups. 

Model 4: The Intercultural Model - Linguistic and cultural integration 

It is based on the assumption that in a multicultural and multilingual society the public 
sphere should be multilingual. Production. distribution. economy. ecology. social policy. 
health care, education, administration and. of course. politics should be multilingual , 
while questions of ethnic identity should be left in the private sphere of each group. The 
French revolution has taught us to keep state and religion apart. Twentieth century histo­
ry should teach us to keep state and ethnicily apart. 

This integration model has an educational system which provides compulsory multi ­
lingual schools and multilingual instruction for each child that lives within a multilingual 
territory, irrespective of the child's first language. There is only onc school system and 
only one curriculum . but both. the system and the curriculum. are multilingual. The chief 
goal is to create language and culture awareness in students and also to practice living in 
the tower of Babylon because any multicultural classroom is in fact such a tower of 
Babylon where different languages and different cultural behaviour patterns clash. It is 
of vital importance for the success of this model that the school structure allows enough 
resources for small classrooms, team teaching, multilingual materials. and a lot of project 
work. Since modern educational theory has done very little to develop special teaching 
methods for multilingual and multicultural classrooms a lot of experimental teaching 
must be done in order to make the lower of Babylon an attractive and instructive place to 
live in. 

In October 1997 I had the privilege of taking part in such a multicultural experiment 
with onc of my colleagues at Klagenfurt university, Ms. Rabenstein oflhe French depart­
ment. who had invited me to join in. We were supposed to go to Luxembourg to meet a 
group of sixteen persons, all of them between twenty and twenty six years old. They 
came from five different European countries and spoke four different languages. The day 
we met them was the very first day they got 10 know each other. They had never been 
together before. They were on a onc year international project for the integration of 
handicapped people into art processes and this was their first week together. We had a 
week's time to make a working team out of a number of isolated individuals with differ­
ent languages. For this purpose we had to make some of them acquainted with English, 
others with French. again others with German and most of them with Italian. so that they 
would no longer be afraid of language barriers that existed in the group and also that they 
would dare experiment with all these different languages. We used a method which was 
designed by French authors and was based on literary techniques rather than functional 
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language usc·\. For a whole week we were simulating life on a lonely island with each of 
the students adopting a lictitious -identity and inventing the surroundings in which all this 
was to take place. Even the name of the island was invented by the group and so was the 
plot of the island drama. By the e nd of the week they were used to the tower of Babylon 
situation. In fact, the strange and the forcing had become normal to each of them thanks 
to temporary alienation from their national identity. And they had developed a lot of 
strategies for mutual understanding and communication across the language barriers. 
Each one of them took pleasure in cross-cultural language experiments and each one was 
by then used to work in small mixed language groups where everyone spoke a different 
idiom. The week after they had a Tandem-project which means that they were organized 
in mixed language pairs who had to teach each other their native language under the 
supervision of a language teacher whom they could consult and ask for help when they 
had problems in explaining. 

At school level there are some, but not many systems that have established this inte­
grative model. There is Luxembourg. for example, which is close to the ideal type, but 
also the Ladin -Reto-Roman school system in Northern Italy (the third language group in 
Bolzano/Bozen - SUdlirol) and in Switzerland. While in Luxembourg every child has to 
undergo total immersion in three languages consecutively, Luxembourgish being the only 
language in the first year, German in the following years of elementary education, French 
during secondary education , the students in Ladin schools take turns day by day. The 
Ladin schools I visited used German as language of instruction exclusively on Monday 
and Tuesday, Ladin on Wednesday, and Italian on Friday and Saturday. 

Such school systems reflect more or less integrated multiethnic societies with strong 
demotic const itutional bonds based on human rights . The German social philosopher 
Habermas calls thi s "constitutional patriotism" as opposed to national or ethnic patrio­
ti sm whose goal is to promote group identity at the cost of other groups, a behaviour 
pattern which is better known by the name of ethnocentrism. Schools of the model 4 type 
are places where children learn integration by daily interaction with o thers who speak 
different languages. For them linguistic and cultural diversity becomes normal and daily 
communication in more than only one language is natural routine. The danger with this 
system is that if one language has a privileged position (because it is the language of the 
media or it is a high status language, or because it is spoken by a large majority) it tends 
lO become a soft version of the assimilation model where you do not even realize that you 
are being assimilated. 

Let me now make my point. Postl11odern societies in the rich world centres all have 
the problem that the nation as a priciple of organization is losing its importance rapidly. 
On the one hand, there is a growing tendency of nation Slates to merge, and on the other 
hand there is a growing world market which is being made use of by international com­
panies. Although the European Union, for example, is a union of fifteen different na­
ti ons , Brussels overrules national legislation and economy. The present day dynamics of 
world wide economy speed up the process of de-nationalization. No national govern­
ment can control the flow of money any more. No national government can force its rules 
on international companies any more. In fact, the globalization of economy has reduced 
the traditional power and influence of the nation even more. 

\ For further information st!t! Helga Rab(!nstein (1994). Vila Jilllllllll,iollt' globllle: "Cimmellble". In Sicg­
frh:d Baur and Sandra Montali, cd. (1994). LingI/(' tm nll/ure. Per 111111 llidlltlica /;reat;v// delle /il/Klle .tee­
{Jnde e .l'Inmiere. Merano/Mcran : Alpha&Bcta 1994, 93 . 98 . 
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In times of globalization the nation state's preference for monolingual education be­
comes obsolete. because what is required now in politics, in business, in everyday life is 
no longer the monolingual individual but an individual with multilingual and intercultur­
al competence. The traditional nation state has provided an educational system that has 
taught its students "foreign" languages. But foreign language instruction won't do any 
morc. For life in a globalized society one has 10 be able to live in several languages. not 
just to have a command of foreign languages. 1n the traditional nation state foreign lan­
guage learning had been a special branch of education which was considered more or 
less suitable for young ladies of the upper classes who would not be integrated into the 
production process anyway. But thanks to foreign language teaching they could travel 
abroad and read foreign literature. This has changed rapidly. Nowadays multilingual com­
petence is a prerequisite for everyone who wants to succeed in professional life. The 
nation state is realizing all of a sudden that its educational policy has to be changed from 
monolinguism to multilinguism in order to provide its citizens with the most basic qual­
ity for success in the globalized world. 

Small minorities, however, if they have lived in a model of the number three or num­
ber four type, tind themselves in a situation of great advantage, because for them it has 
been a matter of course to grow up bilingual or even multilingual. For them, living in two 
languages and in two cultures has become second nature, as it were. They are the genuine 
bilinguals whose socialization process has equipped them with the most precious lin­
guistic and intercultural qualities. Even in a country like Carinthia which for a whole 
century has done everything to assimilate its Slovene population it is beginning to dawn 
upon the majority that the bilingual situation in Southern Carinthia is a great advantage 
not only for the members of Slovene families but for all people living there. 

Of course. Carinthian Slovenes have always known that this is so. But maybe the 
German speaking majority is beginning to realize now that globalization is starting to 
dominate our lives that having this Slovene spe(}king minority is like having a turbo 
engine in one's car. It could make Carinthia more attractive for investors as an industrial 
site and as a centre of trade and commerce. 

The political systems in the countries I know best (Austria and Italy) are slow to 
realize this change in attitude. The ruling politicians are hesitant to open up the educa­
tional system for full scale bilingualism. But in South Tyrol as well as in Carinthia there 
is a new tendency of NGOs and of the civil society in general to take advantage of bilin­
gualim as a resource for self-empowerment. After authorities had denied bilingual infant 
schools, parents themselves established trilingual ones in autonomous projects. And teach­
ers themselves are creating a trinlingual immersion model at the Slovene grammar school 
of Celovec/Klagenfurt (the "Kugy-Class, with 50% of its students being Carinthian Slov­
enes, 25% Italian Slovenes, and 25% Sloven ian Italians). 

There is a growing interest of the German speaking majority in such initiatives. Al­
though no systematic research has so far been done into this new attitude, it seems to me 
that a rising number of monolinguals are becoming aware that for their children to suc­
ceed in a multilingual and multicultural society of the near future it is indispensible to be 
multilingual. 1t is worth mentioning here that the more language skills are kept apart 
from ethnic identity the easier it is for the majority to cooperate with the minority in 
establishing multilingual educational institutions. 

I do hope that this recent trend that can be extrapolated from school statistics will be 
stronger than any anti-modernisation movement persuading people that the answer to 
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globalization is the exterminalion of anYlhing which does nol tit inlo Ihe patlern of the 
monolingual and the monocullural nation. I do hope thai people slart realizing what 
KOlkin calls the big advantage of ethnic groups in a globalized world: They have a strong 
sense of identity. they have developed linguistic and cultural skills for life in a postmod ~ 
ern world. and they have learned to form networks in order to survive. In other words. 
Kotkin's definition of ethnicity is not tribal but post~ nalional. He is stressing the impor­
tance of non-tribal ethnicities in the organization of the globalised world. It is exactly the 
qualities he describes that are required. If majority populations take advantage of their 
minorities - which means the installation of model number four, the intercultural integra­
lion model - all memhers of lhe society will profit. In other words, I am not altogether 
pessimistic as far as the role of minorities in times of globalization is concerned. With 
their experience and their skills they can leach all of us what it means to enjoy the Tower 
of Baby lon. 

Povzetek 

Veselje v babilolJskem stolpu. Vloga malljsill v giobalizirallem svetu 

V zgodovini zaslcdimo sliri ideallle modele presegallja dntibcn e, elllicl1e, kullume 
ill jezikolll1e razl1olikoSli, Prvi l1Iodellemelji IIa etllicll em Ciseellju, drug; je asimilacijs­
ki 11I0deirali/nega 101lca, Irelji model ri.ve meje med razliel1imi skuplloslmi in lISlvatja 
loeelle vzporedlle skl/pl/osli v sk/adu Z llac..~e li aparllieida, (~elrt; model pa razlielle skup­
I/ OSI; povezuje v demokrali( I1o vec..Yezicllo oziroma vecku/lumo druibo, v kateri ima 
vsaka Sk llpill(l dovolj plVsrora za ohral/jal/je svoje ell/iene idemilele, Globalizirana 
ekol1olllija zaradi dobicka podpim eetrri model. Pojav padjell/iSke misehlOsli odpira 
povJeI1l nove maillasli za dva- ill vecjeziclla obmocja. kjer zdaj celo veeil/sko prebival­
sNa ugalavlja, da so jezikovlle manjsille bogaslvo ill ne lIevarnosl, Tudi malljsine pocasi 
spol llavajo, da njihova vloga v poslmodemi druibi globalne ekmlOmije ni omejena 110 

folklom; naspmtno. prav maJljsille so karalizarordruibellego rllzvoja v smeri vecjezicllega 
;zobraievanja ill veckllitumosti, B/ii llja prihodnosl bo pokaza/a, ali bodo napredni trendi 
prevladali Ilad reakciollamimi lei lljami politike, ki podpira druibo elllicllih razlik, 1"0-

sizma in ell1ocelllrizma. 
AV101; ki izhaja iz WeblVve learije in .fe zlasl; iz Sclwlzove kriticl1e af/alize Webrovih 

pojl1l0V, v leonja ell/iCllosti vllasa lIekaj IIovill temeljnih konceplov; 10 so naprimer 
iiivljenjski svetovi ', isvetovi pomellov ill pripadallj ' IeI' istruktura releval1fllosti ', Opusca 
tudi uSla/jelli diskurz zkultumih razlik' kOI sredisce etn iclle tematike. Kullume razlike 
so bol) ftkti vell oziroma ideoloski kat realell / ellomell ill j ih je mac raz/oliti Ie Jla oSllovi 
drug ih imelekl11a/l1ih kOllSlrukcij, z/asti sociaillih povezav, med katerimi j e se posebej 
pomemblla vez sorodstvo oziroma skuplli predlliki. Somdslva je zelo pamemben dejav­
lIik lIstallavljanja elnicIlih skllPllosli. Povezallo je z dvoj1l0 izkuslljo odvisnosli in zau­
pal/ja, ki jo Clovek dai ivi v OlrostvU. Razlike, okrog kalerih se p/elejo socialne ide,,'­
ilete, so prepoznavne v i kultumem soku majhl/ilt razlik' in v zaZliavanju majhnih kut­
fllrllih ill I1melljskill razUk med skupinami aziroma enolami na lokallli ill regioflalfli 
ravni Zllolraj k fll,umo podobllih skupllOSli. Te razlike so drui bello pomembne ill so 
pod/ago za »razmejevallje«. Ni vablO, kako jill doi ivljajo ZUllanji opazovalci; IIjiho v 
objeklivlli pomell je v lem, da so »sidrisca«, lIa kalera se veiejo idell1ilete. 


