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MINORITIES IN EUROPE

SOME REMARKS ABOUT THE TERMINOLOGY

Minority means a community settled on a territory of a state which is smaller in number then the rest of the population. The members of this part of population are citizens of that state which have ethnic, linguistic or cultural features different from those of the rest of the population, whose members are guided by the will to safeguard these features.

A minority is designed as national if it shares its cultural identity, culture and language with a larger community that forms a national majority elsewhere. National minorities are for example the Germans in Denmark or the Danes in Germany.
In contrast to this the term “ethnic minority” refers to people belonging to those ethnic communities which do not make up the majority of the population in any state and also do not form their own nation state anywhere, such as the Celts in north-western Europe or the Catalans in south-western Europe.
As in the European context language (not religion) is the decisive feature of an ethnic group of people, linguistic and ethnic are mostly used as synonymous terms. Sure, the principal distinctive feature of a minority is the language, however, also in the European reality, in a few cases the national character of a minority is derived from an identity based on religious issues, for example the Bosniaks in Bosnia or the Catholic Irish in Ulster.
In Europe most national minorities live in their traditional homeland, included in a state with a national majority which normally exerts a cultural egemony by the effect of numbers, economic, social and political power. The smaller ethnic groups tend to be disadvantaged and excluded from power.
In the post-war period the UN-system of human rights has stressed the individual dimension of human rights, achieved to establish them as universal standard, but only after the decolonization period, the collapse of the Soviet bloc and the growing number of intra-state conflicts caused by the denial of the collective rights to minorities, the international community came back to focus on the collective dimension of minority rights. If we compare the classical individual human rights to the minority rights we see that there are specific features of minority rights that can only be exercised collectively, such as religious activities, education facilities, language rights in public sphere.
In many European states people belonging to national minorities cannot use their language in the public sphere, in the media, in the institutions, in the education system. A number of languages are not even recognized, therefore they are compelled to use the majority language whenever they get in touch with the public sphere or state institutions.

Collective rights include not only the right to official recognition and to existence and identity, but other fundamental rights as a consequence of the recognition, such as:
· The right to use one’s own language in the public sphere;

· the right to education in one’s native language;

· the right to establish separate organizations including political parties;

· the right to maintain contacts with the kin-state or institutions that share the same culture;

· the right to exchange information and mass media in one’s native language.
In terms of international law a collective right means that a group is subject of the right, and consequently, a minority as a whole is entitled with rights, not just their single members.
A member of a national minority can keep his identity only if his group of people has the possibility to exist and develop, however collective rights integrate individual rights and may not violate them.
The states have been very reluctant to recognize collective rights of national minorities, as the UN-Declaration on the rights of people belonging to national or ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities of 18th December 1992 is to prove, but slowly the international community begins to acknowledge also group rights as legitimate to solve minority conflicts.
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