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1. Introduction

This essay will focus on the support and protection of national identity, including the national language, and how such protections can be a problem for foreign minority immigrant groups trying to maintain their unique national identities. The problem area will clearly define this interesting problem, and stress why these concerns are especially important in today’s multicultural societies.

2. Problem area

Many western countries are characterized by increasing social, linguistic, ethnic, and religious complexity. A great majority of these countries are seemingly developing a more right-winged political stance with increasingly strict policies for immigrants, integration, refugees, etc. The numerous explanations for these policy changes will be different according to whom you ask, but it seems like there is a rising fear for everything which is different from ourselves and more and more protecting of the nation state and what is described as “our” culture, identity, etc. National identity is one of the most important values of every nation state, therefore it has always been important for the nation state to support and protect its “uniqueness”.   These provisions to maintain a unique identity are becoming increasingly important as the divide between cultures continues to shrink due to widespread immigration and a growing global economy.

There are many opinions on how to define national identity, but in overall terms there is general agreement that factors such as common culture, history, territory, and language has an important role for the national identity. An important definition of national identity is made by Anthony Smith who defined national identity as “a historical territory, common myths and historical memory, mass culture, common economy and common legal rights and obligations for all members”.  Mr. Smith further detailed the following factors of common identity creation:  historical territory, common religion, mythology, ideology, history, culture, language, economic unity, common political institutions that are capable of common actions against third countries and common symbols (Smith 1991: 14).
Different theoreticians and authors have various criteria for the definition of national identity, but most of them agree on the importance of language.  All of the above mentioned factors contribute to the fact that the integration of minorities with a different history, culture, language, and customs pose a threat to the cohesion of the nation state. Many nation states are in different ways trying to support and promote national identity, one of which being the promotion of the national majority language.  The primary concern is how these types of policies will influence minority groups with another mother tongue, another culture, different religions, etc. 

Many of the European nation states have a significant number of immigrants who have different cultures, religions, and mother tongues than that of their host countries. As a result of this, many of them live with a kind of double identity where they for example speak the national language in the country where they have immigrated to but still want to remember and protect their own language and culture from their home country. 

In this view I want to answer following question:

How it is possible for the nation state to support and promote the national identity and especially the national language   –   and in which way could such policies be problematic for the minorities who have another mother-tongue?  

3. Method 

This essay will be divided into two parts:  One part which will focus on how the nation state can support and promote its national identity, and the other will focus on the problems such types of policies and initiatives can present for the foreign minority groups. The first portion of this paper will introduce a basic case study in which Denmark is used as an example of a country whose policies have recently shifted to decreasing the amount of foreign mother tongue education opportunities in the public school systems – therefore promoting its own national identity to its foreign inhabitants.  

4. How the nation state can support and promote the national identity and the national language:

4.1 Supporting of the national identity in general

The nation state can support and promote the national identity in many different ways, examples of which would be national monuments and symbols such as its national flag. Another important method of the nation state supporting and promoting the national identity is socialization and integration through the state educational system, as the educational system has the opportunity to socialize their pupils regarding the virtues of the nation to which they belong. The history lessons can for example teach the pupils in the history of the nation and teach them about national symbols (Birch 1989:41), which also play an important role for national identity in general.   

A different way to support the national identity is to reduce the impact of ethnic, religious or linguistic cleavages and heterogeneity on society (Birch 1989:41). An example of this type of support would be policies which try to reduce the linguistic cleavages through a reduction of mother tongue teaching to minority groups of children in the public school system. This type of policy has been utilized in Denmark since 2002, and will serve as an example of the effect of such policies on its non-native inhabitants.

4.2 Denmark and the policies for the reduction of foreign mother-tongue education 

In the following section, I will focus on Denmark and how its government is attempting to protect the Danish language through the reduction of mother-tongue teaching of minorities in the public schools, while at the same time supporting the Danish language and the national identity of Denmark. These actions indirectly make the country more monolingual and homogeneous.

The support of the national identity was not the primary goal of these policies; nevertheless, it is one of its major effects. While it is not common to adopt a policy with the only and direct intention of promoting the Danish heritage, it is fairly common for such practices to evolve as a result of other broader-ranged policies.

4.2.1 Denmark – short characteristic 

In order to understand the effect of these policies on its people, I feel it is important to provide background information on the social and political structure of Denmark.

In the 1960’s, Denmark was experiencing a labour shortage – similar to many other European nations.  This labour shortage resulted in the immigration of workers from numerous countries, especially Turkey and Pakistan. In the beginning it was mostly a workforce of men who immigrated, but over time their families also moved to Denmark and their presence in society was becoming more evident. 

Prior to the 1960’s, Denmark was more homogeneous than many of the other European countries. With the exception of German and various other minority groups it was a ethnic homogeneous country and most of the population of Denmark shared a common language, religious beliefs, and culture. The immigration of foreign workers and their families forced Denmark to become a society with a diversity of languages, religions, cultures etc.  This immigrant population started influencing policy making decisions, which is becoming more evident in modern times (Berger 2001).

4.2.2 Mother-tongue education in Denmark 1976-2006

In 1976 the Danish Ministry of education adopted the first law concerning compulsory mother-tongue education. At that time mother tongue education was considered as a value in itself and at the same time as something which could support the children in a situation of return migration to their home countries. Instead of return migration, the immigrants started bringing their families into Denmark in increasing numbers. In 1976 there were approximately 3000-4000 bilingual pupils in the public school system.  This number has increased to nearly 60.000 today, although the opportunities for minorities from outside countries to be taught in their mother tongue has been greatly reduced (Horst 2004: 22). 

In 2001 the liberal-conservative government came into power with parliamentary support of the right wing national party The Danish Peoples Party. This new government, specifically due to the support of The Danish Peoples Party, toughened the policies concerning ethnic minorities and integration in Denmark. These political changes resulted in a new law which stopped the state support of mother tongue education and instead left the financing of this education to the local governments.  The local governments in turn had to decide if they wanted to offer foreign mother-tongue teaching, without any financing from the Danish government. The local governments could either pay for this education, or pass the expense of such programs along to their students. The new law confined the mother tongue education to include children covered by The European Regional and Minority Language (1992/2002) or by interstate relations. In practice the consequence was that only children from Third Countries (as Turkey, Asia, Africa, Middle East and Latin America) who lost their access to mother tongue education.  The children from the European Union were covered according to the EU-Directive 77/486/EEC and through this directive kept their access to mother tongue education. This meant that different ethnic minority children in the same school no longer had the same access to mother tongue education (Horst 2004: 22)   

4.2.3 Practise consequence of the new law

This new law caused many local governments to either remove mother tongue education totally, or charge the individual student for this service. In Denmark’s capital city of Copenhagen, approximately 30,5%  of the student body consists of bilingual pupils that still receive free mother-tongue education, which is available at all of its public schools. The minority children of Copenhagen have the option to learn in an environment of 26 different minority languages but in 16 out of 20 of the cities with the highest population of bilingual pupils it is either totally skipped or offered for some type of fee.  In the city of Ishøj, which has the highest percentage (42,4%) of bilingual pupils, the children have access to mother-tongue education which is offered for a fee.  In the city of Brøndby, which has the next highest percentage (34,8) of bilingual pupils, the children have no option for a mother tongue curriculum (Schnabel 2006: 5).

The motivation behind the removal of government-supported mother-tongue teaching was not really clear, but is often an advanced argument.  By most accounts, it has lead to distrust from the minority population, which perceive their native language to be under attack by the Danish government. 

5. Why can it be problematic to remove the mother-tongue education? 

The following section will focus on why there can be problems for ethnic minorities that are unable to continue their education in their mother tongue. I will focus first on the pros and cons for mother tongue education including how this kind of education affects their potential to learn a second language, and secondly how it can affect their ethnic identities. 

5.1 The pros and cons for mother-tongue education 

Many supporters of recent policies do not believe that mother-tongue teaching has a positive effect on the pupils´ ability to more easily learn the majority language. Instead, it is believed that such teachings have a negative effect and that it is better to concentrate in only the majority language.  In contrast, many scholars argue that it is important for minority group pupils to acquire a competent and high level in the majority language as well as maintaining their mother-tongue. In both theory and in various research projects, there is support of the belief that mother-tongue education for minority group children is an enhancement to their subsequent acquisition of the majority language (Atkins 1985:58)
In 1995 the Danish Ministry of Education ordered a study to be performed on mother tongue education, with a very clear conclusion:  Pupils with a good reading comprehension in Turkish were in general also good in Danish – and pupils with a poorer reading comprehension in Turkish were in general also poorer in Danish. This also applied in the case of listening comprehension (Luna 2001) 

5.2 Mother-tongue and identity.

To understand why the reduction of mother-tongue teaching can be a problem for the minorities it is also necessary to understand the link between mother-tongue and identity.

At the individual level, the mother-tongue is regarded as a crucial importance to a sense of identity and authentic existence. No child should be denied the opportunity of acquiring and maintaining it. Bilingualism should instead be seen as an educational and social asset - a resource to be fostered and encouraged. (Atkins 1985: 58)

It is also important for the individual identity to be accepted by the majority and feel that there is respect for their language and culture. Acceptance from the majority population can sometimes be difficult, but it is nevertheless important to be accepted by the state’s institutions.  This gesture from the state will in turn give the minorities a feeling of acceptance of their culture and language, which is important for their own national identities. (Gimbel 2001)

Of course it all depends on the context, and language as an important part of the identity it is not a static phenomenon. But in general it happens very often, that language becomes an important partial feature of cultural and ethnic identity. (Blanc 2000: 203) 

6. Conclusion:

There are many different opportunities for the nation state to support and promote its own national identity. In overall terms it is possible to make a distinction between initiatives which directly support the national identity and initiatives which support the national identity through a reduction of cultural, linguistic, ethnic and religious cleavages.  A prime example of the first kind of initiative would be the teaching of cultural and historical topics of the nation, and a good example of the second kind of initiative would be the reduction of mother tongue learning opportunities in state-funded school systems.  While these policies increase the awareness of the nation state’s virtues, they create a major obstacle for its foreign inhabitants who would like to continue and expand their cultural heritage by maintaining their own language and traditions.  Most experts agree on the importance of mother tongue as part of one’s identity, and studies have conclusively established that proficiency in the mother tongue leads to a better understanding of other languages and in a better learning process in general.  

In this view it seems like there are many different initiatives to support the national identity, but the same initiatives can have a negative effect for the minorities. These negative effects can also be a problem for the majority society if the reduction of mother tongue education will resolve in a lover level of general education for the minority population.  

It must be possible to find initiatives to support the national identity which will not have the same negative effects on the minorities and the society as a whole. One possible solution to this problem is to only support the promotion of national identity by direct initiatives and avoiding indirect initiatives which support the national identity through a reduction of cultural, linguistic, ethnic and religious cleavages. The national identity must be supported with respect for cultural, linguistic and ethnic cleavages of all its citizens. 
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