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Ruairidh Tarvet

9 Between Openness and Authenticity
The Current State of Linguistic Identity in the German
Minority of North Schleswig

As a contact point for speakers of West and North Germanic idioms, Schleswig
has long been a melting pot of cultures and languages. The emergence of Ger-
man and Danish nationalism in the nineteenth century encouraged local inhab-
itants to align their linguistic identity with these ascending ideologies. Nation-
building in Europe often involved taking control of territory based on a perceived
majority of native speakers in the affected regions. The Schleswig question pre-
sented a challenge to this notion, as language and ancestry were not always the
determining factors for an individual’s national identification. The conflicts of
1848– 1850 and 1864 resulted in contrasting policy measures but remained inde-
cisive for the linguistic future of the region. Yet, following an internationally
monitored plebiscite, North Schleswig was incorporated into the Danish na-
tion-state in 1920 and a formal German minority took shape.

Today, this community comprises approximately 15,000 members, most of
whom speak both German and Danish competently. However, there appears to
be an internal divide regarding attitudes toward and abilities in the German lan-
guage. As a consequence, its role as a determinant of identity has come under
scrutiny. New studies show that Danish (or a Danish dialect such as South Jut-
ish) is not only prevalent in many social domains within the German minority
but is also the language of highest competence for around half of its members.¹

Given the importance of language in debates surrounding national identity,
it is worth considering to what extent the German minority’s complex linguistic
identity challenges the preconception of national minorities as displaced nation-
als. Using the data from a recent survey study on 32 members of the German mi-
nority, this chapter argues that this minority perpetuates the historic notion of
Schleswig as a linguistic melting pot.² In addition to analyzing the linguistic di-
versity of North Schleswig, this chapter will also examine language ideology,
ability, policy, and landscapes as key components in the formation of a wider
German minority identity. I will show that the German community’s linguistic
identity is similar to that of the Danish community south of the border, which
creates a link between the two national minorities.While mastery of the German
language functions as an in-group identifier among minority members, the
group’s factual linguistic identity is characterized by code-switching and bilin-
gualism. Moreover, the cultivation and public expression of the German lan-
guage in North Schleswig is impeded by memories of German occupations of
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the region, as expressed in the controversy surrounding bilingual town signs.
Finally, it is clear that the German minority finds itself in a crisis of linguistic
identity. The support of bilingualism in the border region raises questions of au-
thenticity in both minority and majority spheres. Linguistic purism and monolin-
gualism, in turn, drive a wedge between majority and minority communities and
do not accurately reflect the linguistic dynamics of the region.

Language Ideologies

As the political frontier between Denmark and Germany shifted during the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, so too did assumptions about the linguistic
boundary between Danish and German. Debates on the role of national languag-
es were at the heart of academic discourse, resulting in divergent attempts to
map out a line of demarcation. Such efforts were hampered by the fact that
there was no linear separation between speakers of German and Danish. More-
over, language only formed one component of an individual’s identity, and na-
tional identification could depend on an array of other factors, such as family
background, profession, geographical location, or volition. Nonetheless, lan-
guage was frequently used as an ideological tool to simplify arguments on na-
tional identity. Since 1720, the duchies had been governed by the German Chan-
cellery in Copenhagen, which administered Danish regulations in the High
German language. Although the main language of administration had been
Low German from the end of the fourteenth century until the mid-sixteenth cen-
tury, High German became a more prestigious vernacular in northern Germany in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, which in turn influenced internal com-
munication in the Chancellery.³

In the nineteenth century, the academic and politician Christian Paulsen be-
came a key figure in the regional debate, penning several works in support of
making Danish the official language of northern Schleswig.⁴ Paulsen also part-
nered with fellow academic and activist Christian Flor to publish the journal
Dannevirke, which, in turn, inspired the establishment of additional Danish pa-
pers in the region.⁵ Given the political purpose of such publications, the editors
would place opinion pieces and academic treatises side by side to argue for the
overarching national philosophy. Such efforts have been described as ideologies
of language, in that they both consciously and subconsciously exclude argu-
ments that are not in harmony with the national message in order to frame
the political agenda.⁶ For the German-speaking population of northern Schles-
wig, this ideology would mean de facto externalization in their home region,
at least in a linguistic sense.
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Fig. 9.1: German Inscription from 1600s in Haderslev Cathedral
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Following Denmark’s victory in the First Schleswig War (1848– 1850), this
ideology was put into practice. German-speaking officials and priests were re-
moved from office and replaced with Danish-speakers. Similarly, teaching in
the German language was restricted. These policies were reinforced in 1851, as
new edicts developed by the activist official Theodor August Regenburg imposed
Danish as the official language of school, church, and administration in select
districts of the duchy. These changes were experienced most controversially in
central Schleswig, which was predominantly German-speaking. The frustration
of local German-speakers fueled popular resistance.⁷

As a consequence of the Second Schleswig War in 1864 and the duchies’
subsequent incorporation into Prussia, the German language regained public
dominance in North Schleswig. The local German-speaking community experi-
enced an upturn, while still remaining a numerical minority. In an effort to solid-
ify the position of German in society, strict language policies were gradually im-
posed on the region, which echoed the preceding Danish approaches. At first,
this process primarily involved the abolition of Danish language decrees and
the reinstatement of German in churches and schools across most of northern
Schleswig. However, toward the end of the 1870s, Prussia’s non-German speak-
ing populations from the Poles in the east to the Danes in the north faced in-
creasing pressure to assimilate.

The Germanization of North Schleswig was felt particularly in primary
schools, where the language of instruction switched from Danish to German
on a step-by-step basis, from six hours of German classes in 1876 to German
as the sole language of instruction by 1888 (with the exception of four hours
in religion, taught in Danish).⁸ Outside the school system, the German language
became the official language of administration in 1876 and commonplace as the
language of commerce in merchant towns. Church services in German became
widespread, although the use of Danish was still permitted.

With the imposition of alternating Danish and German regulations, language
had become a central political issue in the region. Previous notions of Schleswig
as a linguistic melting pot faded, as language became a signifier of national, po-
litical, and social allegiance. However, the purist approaches to language policy
ultimately failed to fully assimilate either the German or Danish speaking pop-
ulations.

Following the plebiscites in 1920 and the transfer of sovereignty, the Ger-
man-oriented community of North Schleswig once again faced a linguistic chal-
lenge. Keen to reclaim and promote Danish linguistic identity, the Danish state
was quick to promote the Danish language in all public contexts. In 1921, it
even established Danish as the official language of the traditionally neutral or
bilingual religious sphere. Danish activists sought to assimilate the German mi-
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nority, which prompted the latter to establish its own German-language schools,
kindergartens, and community associations. The minority’s subsequent support
for National Socialism as well as Danish postwar retaliations only deepened the
chasm.

It took the fading of wartime tensions and the rise of European and transat-
lantic cooperation to create a new societal climate. A significant breakthrough
were the Bonn-Copenhagen Declarations of 1955, which also secured the right
of the German minority to practice and cultivate the German language in both
private and public contexts. It also enshrined the right to German-language
schooling, media, and public gatherings in Denmark, removing the risk of
state-sponsored Danification.

Nonetheless, language ideology in northern and southern Schleswig has not
undisputedly embraced bilingualism and tolerance of both minority languages.
While bilingualism is evident and commonplace within minority spheres and in-
stitutions, there are still tensions between minority and majority communities.
Arguably the most prominent example of this is the issue of bilingual town
signs in North Schleswig. Polyglot signs are commonly found in multilingual re-
gions across the globe, particularly in Europe, where minority rights have been
supported and strengthened considerably in recent decades. In South Schleswig,
municipalities with a significant Danish minority such as Flensburg and Glücks-
burg have erected bilingual welcome signs along their main roads. To be sure,
there usually is little difference between the Danish and German town names
and the almost universally bilingual minorities are unlikely to become confused
or misdirected without bilingual aids.Yet, the presence of these signs is regarded
as a symbolic gesture of recognition, respect, and tolerance. It is also an expres-
sion of the minority’s right to have its language made visible and cultivated at an
official level.

The German minority had long remained guarded, but during the recent dec-
ade it has begun to push for the introduction of bilingual town signs in North
Schleswig, starting with larger municipalities such as Aabenraa, Haderslev,
Sønderborg, and Tønder and ultimately expanding into all towns with German
institutions. This new policy attracted significant media attention and launched
a national (and to some extent, international) debate on the appropriateness of
bilingual signs in a region that had previously been subjected to German oppres-
sion. A first attempt to erect a bilingual town sign in Haderslev was short-lived.

Article 11 of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minor-
ities, ratified by Denmark in 1995, recommends that signatory state authorities
erect bilingual signs in regions with significant minority communities, insofar
as the minority communities so desire.⁹ Denmark has thus been in violation of
this convention for an extended period. In 2020, the Council of Europe published
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its report on Denmark’s adherence to this convention and deplored that “no
progress has been achieved on this subject in the course of the fifth monitoring
cycle despite a majority of opinions in favor of the display of bilingual signs.”¹⁰
The report goes on to underline that despite 70 years of peace in the region, the
principal objection to the bilingual signs remains the history of German occupa-
tion. The German language in North Schleswig therefore finds itself in an uncom-
fortable situation, partly accepted and recognized at municipal and national lev-
els, but held back from cultivation and public expression due to historical
memories.

It is inconceivable that the cultivation of the German language in North
Schleswig would revive the past. Nor does the presence of bilingual town
signs threaten Danish linguistic identity in the region. On the contrary, such
signs accurately reflect the dynamic and demographics of the region’s past
and present. Schleswig has never been purely Danish or purely German and it
is precisely this hybridity and multiplicity that characterizes its identity. Opposi-
tion to the presence of bilingual signs in North Schleswig is therefore often root-
ed in emotional misconceptions of the region’s linguistic history. Marianne
Hirsch coined the term “postmemory” to explain the continuous influence of
traumatic past events on present day society and noted:

“Postmemory” describes the relationship that the “generation after” bears to the personal,
collective, and cultural trauma of those who came before—to experiences they “remember”
only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which they grew up. But these
experiences were transmitted to them so deeply and affectively as to seem to constitute
memories in their own right. Postmemory’s connection to the past is thus actually mediated
not by recall but by imaginative investment, projection, and creation.¹¹

The conflictual history of Schleswig and the pressures to form national allegian-
ces throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have framed the minority
as a representation of its kin-state. Yet the community’s own wartime history has
also scarred its collective narrative and created a postmemory in parts of the
Danish majority, which remains strong enough to sustain widespread opposition
to the erection of bilingual town signs. Overcoming this postmemory requires a
reframing of the German minority’s discourse in the minds of the Danish major-
ity in a way that promotes tolerance and respect for the minority’s right to ex-
press itself publicly while acknowledging and remembering its past. This re-
quires political will on both sides, close cooperation and dialogue between
parties, and thorough education in the history and languages of the region in
both minority and majority schools.

180 Ruairidh Tarvet



Language Competence

Schleswig is host to five autochthonous languages as well as a number of dia-
lects, sub-dialects, and sociolects. High German and Standard Danish dominate
the region. In addition to the two main vernacular communities, there are also
sizeable communities who speak Low German, North Frisian, and South Jutish
(Dan. sønderjysk). These three idioms are described by Ommo Wilts as non-ex-
panding languages, as there is a growing tendency for speakers of these lan-
guages to regard High German or Standard Danish as their first language.
Wilts also claims that these non-expanding languages are slowly disappearing
or assimilating into expanding languages, such as High German or Standard
Danish, as a result of the similarity between them.¹² It is also pertinent to
note that minority languages in general have come under threat in the digital
age, as both the traditional and the new social media tend to favor standardized
languages and thus reduce the significance of minority languages in the every-
day lives of the respective communities.¹³ Indeed, the German minority’s own
newspaper, Der Nordschleswiger, publishes almost all its content in High Ger-
man, despite most of its readers also being proficient in at least one of the re-
gion’s other languages/dialects.

Research suggests that most of the German minority speaks South Jutish at
home, with family, and with neighbors. In 2017, 208 members of the Danish and
German minorities, 32 of whom identified with the latter, participated in an on-
line survey study that was advertised through minority newspapers and organi-
zations.¹⁴ Among German minority respondents, 56% considered Danish or
South Jutish their or one of their native language(s); by comparison, 78% said
the same about German. It is also clear that many in this group initially encoun-
tered Danish at home and not at school, since 47% learned Danish before the
age of five and a further 30% before the age of ten. By contrast, 94% had learned
German before the age of five and a further 3% before the age of ten. Overall,
97% of the German minority respondents considered themselves bilingual.
This is not to say that the German minority is equally proficient in both German
and Danish but rather that its members feel competent in both. For a border
community situated in the Schengen zone, bilingualism plays a significant
role in everyday life. By facilitating the participation in professional, economic,
and social activities on both sides of the border, bilingualism, or at the least
some degree of bilingual competence, has become a useful commodity.

It is important to remember, however, that far from all German North Schles-
wigers are fully proficient in the German language. Around a third of respond-
ents reported difficulties with German grammar or vocabulary. Consequently,
only 71% of the group believed they sounded like native speakers when commu-
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nicating in German. In comparison, 59% believed this to be the case when
speaking Danish. And when it came to selecting the language in which they
could express themselves best, almost equal numbers chose German and Dan-
ish.

Standard Danish and South Jutish

Being situated in a country whose majority culture is different from one’s own
gives rise to issues of inclusion. Consequently, the minority has increasingly re-
placed a sense of being displaced nationals with a more hybridized or multidi-
mensional identity, whereby Danish, European, Schleswigian, and South Jutish
elements impact the collective sense of self.¹⁵ Although some in the minority
may strive for a purist expression of German identity, reality is more nuanced.
Language is a core component of German minority identity but almost all minor-
ity members are bilingual or trilingual speakers of German, Standard Danish,
and/or South Jutish.

As a borderland dialect, South Jutish displays evidence of intense language
contact with German, regardless of whether it is spoken by local minority or ma-
jority members. For example, South Jutish has adopted the originally Low Ger-
man greeting mojn (Germ. Moin), which is also used by German speakers in
Schleswig-Holstein. The greeting therefore functions as one of the few examples
of transnational vocabulary in the German-Danish border region. Unlike Stan-
dard Danish, South Jutish has followed the High German consonant change
from k (in Danish subsequently laxed to g) to ch. This is evidenced in such
South Jutish words as kach, sproch, and røch (Dan. kage, sprog, røg; Germ. Ku-
chen, Sprache, Rauch; Eng. cake, language, smoke). In 2000, the South Jutish So-
ciety (Æ Synnejysk Forening) was established to preserve the vernacular through
popular initiatives. Indeed, there is a widespread local perception that the dia-
lect is under threat from Standard Danish, which is the dominant language in
schools and the media.

A recent study conducted by Malene Monka has shown that locals regard
South Jutish as a more authentic vernacular than Standard Danish and that
all generations support dialect preservation.¹⁶ The study also notes, however,
that the younger generations tend to speak Standard Danish with South Jutish
inflections, rather than a purer form of the dialect.While this is true for both mi-
nority and majority communities in North Schleswig, the German population
holds a distinctive position. Karen Margrethe Pedersen argued in 1992 that by at-
tending German kindergartens and schools, the children of the German minority
are less exposed to Standard Danish, as German is the language of instruction
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for most subjects. This would suggest that the German minority could be key to
the dialect’s survival.¹⁷ While this dynamic is unique to the minority, more recent
research has found an almost even proficiency in Standard Danish and South
Jutish among its members.¹⁸ Increased access to Danish television as well as
print and social media may account for the shift toward Standard Danish
among German North Schleswigers, thereby casting doubt on their importance
for dialect preservation.

Across all regions of Denmark, Standard Danish is assuming a dominant po-
sition over local dialects. This development is caused by two effects. Firstly, the
prevalence of Standard Danish in the elite domains of media, politics, business,
and academia, many of which are situated in the capital of Copenhagen, gives
rise to its prestige as a vernacular spoken by the well-educated and successful.
This process is reinforced by growing interaction between capital and provinces.
Secondly, speakers of local dialects will adapt their own vernacular to foster
communication and avoid social denigration. Over time, this effect becomes in-
ternalized and reaches the private sphere. This process has been described as di-
alect levelling, and proximity to the capital city seems to determine its velocity.
While South Jutish may previously have fared better than other Danish dialects
due to its peripheral location, new developments in technology and the emer-
gence of virtual and digital spaces have challenged traditional concepts of dis-
tance. At the same time, Elin Fredsted has also found a form of dialect revital-
ization on social media, led primarily by the youth of the German minority.¹⁹
Although this phenomenon may aid in the preservation of South Jutish and
strengthen communication between minority and majority communities, it
risks reducing German to little more than the minority’s institutional language.

North Schleswig German

Alongside the minority’s official language, Standard German, uncodified region-
al vernaculars of German are widespread in the community. South Schleswig
Danish (Dan. sydslesvigdansk) has long served as an in-group identifier for
the Danish minority in southern Schleswig, as it displays clear evidence of lan-
guage mixing and code-switching and a pronunciation that is moderately influ-
enced by German.²⁰ Researchers such as Elin Fredsted, Karen Margrethe Peder-
sen, and Astrid Westergaard have observed similar patterns of language mixing
north of the border. Westergaard noted that frequent code-switching and inser-
tions from South Jutish are typical for North Schleswig German. Idioms that
are common in South Jutish or Danish are frequently translated word for
word, despite their absence from Standard German.²¹ Most code-switching in
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the German minority occurs in the form of loanwords, loan translations, and un-
integrated loan borrowings. Loanwords tend to take the form of concepts specific
to Denmark, such as folketing, the name of the country’s parliament. However,
loan words may also be used where the speaker does not know the equivalent
word in German. Loan translations, on the other hand, concern the translation
of concepts or expressions into German in a way that does not correspond
with an existing High German equivalent. An example of this would be the
use of the modal verb sollen (Dan. skulle) instead of wollen in situations where
it would be deemed grammatically correct in Danish but incorrect in modern
High German. Finally, unintegrated loan borrowings concern unstandardized
uses of a German term to correspond to a lexically similar Danish one. An exam-
ple of this would be the word Kampf, which in Standard German refers to a fight.
In Standard Danish, however, kamp can also refer to a sports match and, as a
result, German North Schleswigers also use the term Kampf in the latter mean-
ing.²²

As with South Schleswig Danish, the transfer of intonation patterns from the
host state’s majority language to the vernacular constitutes another feature of
North Schleswig German. This is particularly notable in questions and inconclu-
sive sentences, whereby questions in North Schleswig German adopt the Danish
falling tones instead of the upwards tones in High German and inconclusive sen-
tences adopt a more monotonous intonation.²³ Similarly, North Schleswig Ger-
man makes use of the 25 full vowel sounds present in Danish and not just the
14 that are common in Standard German. Consonant clusters that are present
in German but not in Danish, such as “sch” and “ch”, are also softened by speak-
ers of North Schleswig German.²⁴

Linguistic Identities

The German minority has used its special capabilities to carve out a distinct lin-
guistic identity. Code-switching, in particular, may be used as a tool to signify in-
group membership. When used intentionally, insertions from the “other” lan-
guage denote an awareness or shared insider knowledge of the topic of discus-
sion. Rakesh Bhatt suggests that code-switching can be used to form a third
space, in which the dialogue participants can negotiate their group identities
and form a linguistic community.²⁵ By mixing languages within the context of
a single dialogue, members of the minority highlight a common feature of
their daily lives, bilingualism, and create a forum to express thought from
both national cultures and their shared regional culture. Over time, this negotia-
tion results in the creation of objective parameters to define membership of the
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group, such as bilingualism or the ability to speak South Jutish. While such ob-
jective parameters are not officially recognized and even contravene the princi-
ple of subjective affiliation with the minority, they are expressed in the social
and linguistic behavior of minority members. The German minority accepts
and values the hybrid nature of its linguistic identity, although there are still
fears among some members that South Jutish may one day replace German as
communal language.²⁶

The German community is also able to benefit from social and economic
capital by making use of either language in a given context. If minority members
find themselves in a Danish majority situation (such as a social gathering in Co-
penhagen), they may wish to draw upon the Danish dimensions of their linguis-
tic identity if they perceive that this will yield better social capital and promote
social inclusion. Similarly, if attending a social event in Berlin, the same individ-
uals may wish to focus on the German dimensions. Alternatively, they may draw
upon the other identity in either situation if it is perceived that distinctiveness
could yield benefits. This is not to say that one linguistic identity is less authentic
than the other but rather that multilingualism offers a wider array of linguistic
options for social performance. The economic argument for multilingualism
has been well-documented in academic literature and extends beyond minority
communities as an argument for second language acquisition.²⁷ For German
North Schleswigers, proximity to their kin state makes commuting to Germany
a viable option; they can choose whether to work in Denmark, Germany, or
both. Members of the German minority are therefore a valuable commodity for
businesses with customers from both sides of the border, as simultaneous profi-
ciency in German and Danish reduces the costs of translation and expands the
potential customer base. Through gains in social and economic capital, the Ger-
man minority is incentivized to promote and cultivate bilingualism as a core di-
mension of its group identity.

Language Policy

Since Denmark ratified the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages
in 2000, the German minority’s umbrella organization, the League of German
North Schleswigers (BDN), has repeatedly debated the contours of a new lan-
guage policy. The introduction to the BDN’s 2010 objectives for language policy
stated that “[t]he German language is the most important feature of the German
minority.”²⁸ In support of this statement, the document also recognizes the role
of South Jutish as a regional dialect spoken by many minority members. This is
in many ways an understatement, as it is clear from research that South Jutish or
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Danish is used by around 97% of the German minority.²⁹ The document contin-
ues with a political objective regarding South Jutish, stressing that “South Jutish
cannot and must not replace German. Wherever possible, however, the German
minority will actively promote South Jutish.”³⁰ This latter statement suggests that
there are fears in the BDN that a language-based German minority may cease to
exist.

This emphasis on language ability is interesting in view of its legal irrele-
vance to minority membership, which has been anchored in self-identification.
Furthermore, the German language itself, with around 90 million native and
tens of millions of foreign language speakers, is not considered to be endan-
gered. By comparison, only between five and six million people are estimated
to speak Danish globally. Any threat to the German language can therefore
only be said to apply to its use in North Schleswig, thus evidencing a distinctly
objective dimension to minority membership—the preservation of a North
Schleswig German linguistic identity.

The BDN has since revised its language policy objectives in 2015 and again in
2019. A policy plan passed in September 2019 stressed once again that the Ger-
man language is the most important feature of the German minority in North
Schleswig and that its preservation is among this community’s foremost
tasks.³¹ Unlike in the 2010 document, there was no mention of any external
threat, e.g. from South Jutish; instead, there was a focus on the general recogni-
tion of the German language in Danish society. Examples of this include efforts
to make governmental communication portals available in German, to establish
a language policy for nursing homes, and to appoint German-language contact
persons in local councils. There were also continued references to the promotion
of bilingual signage in North Schleswig.

The second document was published in December 2019 and dealt primarily
with German language teaching across the entire Danish education system. Most
notably, it contained a “vicious circle” diagram, detailing the impact of fewer
students learning German on the overall outcomes for German language compe-
tence in Denmark. After reiterating the centrality of the German language for the
minority, the document highlighted the efforts of minority institutions to provide
education and resources in this language. It suggested a range of support mea-
sures to improve the image of the German language in Denmark and recom-
mended its earlier introduction into the Danish school curriculum. In the long
term, everyone in the German-Danish borderlands should be enabled to under-
stand the neighboring language.³² Such ambitious goals of regional bilingualism
would, however, need to gain widespread popular and political support in the
Danish majority community.
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Language Attitudes

The organized minority puts great emphasis on the German language. No less
than 94% of its participants in the 2017 online survey seem to agree and define
language as important for their identity. This self-identification is echoed in the
fact that 65% of respondents believe that you cannot be part of the German mi-
nority if you do not speak the official minority language.³³ This contrasts with the
more inclusive interpretations of membership in other European minorities, such
as the Sámi or the North Frisians. Most of the Sámi people in northern Scandi-
navia do not speak a Sámi language, primarily due to decades of assimilation
policies imposed by national governments. The Frisian minority in Germany dis-
plays a similar linguistic dynamic, as only around a fifth of them speak Frisian.
For the Sámi and Frisian minorities, other factors such as profession, regional
affiliation, culture, and ancestry are regarded as more important to membership.

Given the shared regional and transnational aspects of culture, religion, an-
cestry, and territorial belonging, it is not surprising that language is seen as the
defining feature of group identity in the German minority. Despite this, the policy
of bilingualism also resonates among its members, 64% of whom believe that it
is important to be proficient in both German and Danish in order to fully belong
to the minority.³⁴ It is thus apparent that the German minority is highly aware of
the historical linguistic dynamics of Schleswig and remains wary of attempts to
impose a policy of “one nation, one language.” Indeed, any such policy would
be anachronistic and contrary to the declarations and conventions on minority
rights made respectively ratified by Denmark over the past century. With wide-
spread support from its members, the BDN’s promotion of a bilingual borderland
is reminiscent of a long-term educational project aimed at achieving awareness
and recognition rather than a shift in the linguistic balance of the region. It also
addresses the concerns of the Danish majority regarding domain loss for the
Danish language.

However, such high expectations for bilingualism and German language pro-
ficiency in the minority may have a lasting impact on its future size. If the Danish
language were to encroach into further domains within the German minority, the
minority might lose a defining feature of its collective identity. It could also look
to the experience south of the border, however. Jørgen Kühl, academic historian
and principal of one of South Schleswig’s two Danish high schools, estimates
that around 70% of students in Danish minority schools come from homes with-
out any connection to Denmark or the Danish language.³⁵ By opting to send their
children to Danish minority schools and affiliating themselves with the minority
community, German parents are effectively “creating” new Danes in South
Schleswig. While this has raised questions about the authenticity of the Danish

9 Between Openness and Authenticity 187



minority, the practice of self-identification has been enshrined as a core principle
of minority affiliation since the enactment of the Bonn-Copenhagen declarations
in 1955. There is the potential for the German minority to adopt a similar ap-
proach and to invite members of the Danish majority more actively into the
group. The resulting increase in membership could also secure the survival of
the German language in North Schleswig.

Language Rights and Access

The legal status of the German language in Denmark is uncertain and the use of
the language in official domains largely relies on the willingness and ability of
public officials. The Danish constitution does not specify a national language
and language authority lies primarily with the Danish Ministry of Culture and
the Danish Language Council.³⁶ Despite having ratified international agreements
such as the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, Denmark has
not enacted explicit regulations for the use of German in public administration.
Instead, Danish authorities argue that such rights are covered by existing laws
regarding the use of any foreign language, whereby translation or interpretation
is used to aid in understanding.³⁷ Not only does this generic response create un-
certainty about the administrative role of the minority language, it also removes
an incentive for public officials in North Schleswig to acquire German language
skills. Given the controversial nature of language policy and residual historical
reservations in the majority population, members of the German minority may
expect a more positive interaction with public authorities if they correspond in
the majority language. This uncertainty leaves a need for more explicit legisla-
tion on the use of the German language in Denmark.

Financially, in contrast, German language institutions are well-supported by
the Danish and German governments. The newspaper Der Nordschleswiger re-
ceives Danish public support via a media subsidy, a grant from the Danish Min-
istry of Culture, and a further grant for media digitalization.³⁸ The educational

Fig. 9.2: Bilingual Logo of German Sports Club in Southern Denmark

188 Ruairidh Tarvet



system from kindergarten to upper secondary level depends on support from
both the German and Danish governments and is not regarded at risk of under-
funding. As a consequence, the German language is both cultivated and promot-
ed satisfactorily within the minority itself. However, with only one local newspa-
per in German and no dedicated TV or radio station (with the exception of two
short daily broadcasts on local radio), minority members primarily consume
news and other programming from Danish and German national media provid-
ers. Given the minority’s proximity to Germany, access to German language tele-
vision and radio is unproblematic. Access to books, DVDs, and audio material in
the German language is further supported by the Association of German Libra-
ries in North Schleswig, which is jointly financed by Denmark (65%) and Germa-
ny (35%). With resources spread across a total of five branches and two book
buses, these libraries attract members from both minority and majority commun-
ities.

Social media has also played a significant role in keeping the German minor-
ity connected to regional, national, and transnational affairs in the German lan-
guage. While 71% of respondents from the German minority note that social
media helps them to stay in contact with friends and family across the border,
77% state that they use social media to follow cultural and/or political affairs
in Germany.³⁹ As social media is primarily financed through advertising, this
does not create additional costs for the organizations involved. Consequently,
many minority institutions, such as the BDN and the German Youth Association
for North Schleswig, have created Facebook pages to promote their communities
in the German language (although a mixture of German and Danish is frequently
seen in the comments underneath posts).⁴⁰ These pages currently have around
2,000 followers each, corresponding to about 13% of the entire minority popu-
lation. As anyone can follow these pages freely, however, this figure cannot be
taken as an accurate measurement of minority engagement. Around 5,500 peo-
ple currently follow the Facebook page for Der Nordschleswiger, suggesting that
the newspaper’s social media presence outperforms its print readership num-
bers. Elin Fredsted describes social media as a linguistic playground for the Ger-
man minority, where experimentation with language and dialect is permitted
without the strict adherence to standardized languages found in the minority
school system.⁴¹ Indeed, it could also be argued that social media may provide
a vehicle for the so-called non-expanding vernaculars, such as South Jutish and
North Schleswig German, to enter new social domains. The increased presence of
such vernaculars in written form would likely have a positive effect on their sur-
vival and may even encourage use beyond informal domains.
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Linguistic Landscapes

Rodrigue Landry and Richard Bourhis have described linguistic landscapes as
the “visibility and salience of languages on public and commercial signs in a
given territory or region.”⁴² There are numerous expressions of a German linguis-
tic landscape in North Schleswig, particularly with regard to commerce, places of
remembrance, and cartography. Residents of southern Denmark are incentivized
to travel to Germany to shop for groceries, electronics, and other items because
of the overall lower revenue taxes and purchase prices. By regularly bringing
such items across the border, Danish residents are exposed to German language
packaging, shopping bags, lists of ingredients, warning notices, instruction man-
uals, and product names. This creates a unique linguistic landscape within the
homes of both minority and majority communities, whereby proficiency in Ger-
man is subconsciously promoted in order to make use of the purchased items.
The European Common Market serves as a vehicle for the cross-border exchange
of linguistic capital, promoting the acquisition of other languages.

Places of remembrance, such as cemeteries, reflect this linguistic diversity as
well. They are a poignant reminder of the region’s past and contain a plethora of
gravestones and inscriptions in the German language. The graves of fallen Ger-
man soldiers can be found across North Schleswig. In addition to the names
and short inscriptions in German, these graves often bear the German place
names, which signals and immortalizes a shared, bilingual history. Unlike the bi-
lingual town signs, these graves have not been subject to the same degree of po-
litical opposition or vandalism, possibly out of a shared respect for the deceased.

Finally, in the absence of bilingual town signs, maps serve as a means of
standardizing and authenticating German place names in North Schleswig. Al-
though most modern maps used by local and national institutions do not display
town names in German, maps with both the German and Danish designations
can be found on conventional public domain websites, such as the German Wi-
kipedia entry for the Duchy of Schleswig.⁴³ Older monolingual German maps of
North Schleswig can be found in research books, in local schools, and online.
While these are normally displayed for reasons of historic interest, their physical
and digital presence helps to shape and preserve North Schleswig’s German lan-
guage landscape.

Although the presence of grave inscriptions and place names is mostly con-
signed to relics of the past, the commercial dimension of North Schleswig’s Ger-
man language landscape offers an interesting insight into a non-politicized as-
pect of German language promotion in Denmark. One may wonder why the
presence of German food labels and instruction manuals should be considered
less provocative than bilingual welcome signs. Coupled with the expanding
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remit of the German language in Denmark via social media, it is evident that of-
ficial language policy does not correspond to the linguistic landscapes emerging
from a grassroots level. While this may suggest a resistance from the bottom-up
to Danish monolingual language policy, Guy Puzey emphasizes that multiple ac-
tors contribute to the regulation, initiation, ownership, design, and installation
of linguistic landscapes.⁴⁴ The chaotic, politically-charged, and dynamic nature
of North Schleswig’s linguistic landscape cannot provide certainty about the fu-
ture status of German in the region. However, by gaining a better understanding
of the actors in play in this landscape, future language policies can be based on
more accurate objective evidence.

Conclusion

The linguistic identity of the German minority progresses through a continual
and ever-changing process of negotiation. It is not predefined by single param-
eters of linguistic ability, ideology, policy, or attitude but rather formed and re-
shaped through debates and developments in all of these areas. Language ability
both molds and is molded by language attitudes and ideologies. As certain lin-
guistic ideologies, such as the strive for a bilingual border region, gain currency
in minority circles, others, such as linguistic purism, are placed on the back
burner. Current attitudes promote code-switching, use of dialect, and bilingual-
ism over grammatical accuracy and standardized language varieties. It is none-
theless plausible that this trend may reverse over time as the focus of these de-
bates on language continues to shift.

As the minority acknowledges that monolingualism is neither attainable nor
desirable and veers toward a more liberal approach to language policy, it invites
questions about the authenticity of German North Schleswigers as a linguistic
community. As stressed throughout its policy statements, the minority is aware
of the need to preserve and promote the German language as the core definer
of its group identity. However, if reality is more reflective of a bilingual and bi-
cultural borderland community, with a tendency for the host state language to
dominate in many domains, then the minority has arguably more in common
with the Danish community in South Schleswig than with the kin state majority
in Germany.While arguments criticizing a lack of authenticity are rebuked by the
concept of self-identification as the sole determiner of minority membership,
without any objective parameters to define membership there would be no
rationale to talk of any such minority in the first place. Indeed, given the shared
features and experiences of both the German and Danish minorities of Schleswig
and their relative distinctiveness from both majority communities, it may be
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more relevant to analyze them in parallel as Schleswigian minorities, rather than
as distinctly German or Danish national minorities. Such a decision, however,
would be political as much as linguistic.
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