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The constellation of languages in Europe: 

Comparative perspectives on regional minority and immigrant minority languages 

 

Guus Extra 

 

In: Olga Kagan, Maria Carreira, Claire Chik (Eds.), 

Handbook on Heritage Language Education, Routledge: New York 2016, 11-21 

 

 

 

1. Semantics of the targeted field  

 

Linguistic diversity has always been conceived as a constituent characteristic of European identity 

(Arzoz, 2008). Both the European Commission (established in Brussels, Belgium) and the Council of 

Europe (established in Strasbourg, France) have published many policy documents in which language 

diversity is cherished as a key element of the multicultural identity of Europe. This language diversity is 

considered to be a prerequisite rather than an obstacle for a united European space in which all citizens 

are equal, but not the same, and enjoy equal rights (Council of Europe, 2000). However, as will be shown 

in this chapter, some languages play a more important role in the European public and political discourse 

on “celebrating linguistic diversity,” the motto of the European Year of Languages (2001). The 

constellation of languages in Europe actually functions as a descending hierarchy (Extra & Gorter, 2008; 

Nic Craith, 2006) with the following ranking of categories:  

• English as lingua franca for transnational communication; 

• national or official state languages of European countries; 

• regional minority (RM) languages across Europe; 

• immigrant minority (IM) languages across Europe. 

 

In the official EU discourse, RM languages are referred to as regional or minority languages and IM 

languages as migrant languages. Whereas the national languages of the EU with English increasingly on 

top are celebrated most at the EU level, RM languages are celebrated less and IM languages least. IM 

languages are only marginally covered by EU language promotion programs and, so far, are mainly 

considered in the context of provisions for learning the national languages of the migrants’ countries of 

residence.  

There is a great need for educational policies in Europe that take new realities of multilingualism into 

account. Processes of internationalization and globalization have brought European nation-states to the 

world, but they have also brought the world to European nation-states. This bipolar pattern of change has 

led to both convergence and divergence of multilingualism across Europe. On the one hand, English is 

increasingly on the rise as lingua franca for transnational communication across the borders of European 

nation-states (Jenkins, 2010), at the cost of all other official state languages of Europe, in particular 

French and German. The upward mobility of English is clearly visible in recent European Commission 

reports such as Special Eurobarometer 386 (European Commission, 2012) and Key Data on Teaching 

Languages at School in Europe (Eurostat, 2012). In spite of many objections to the hegemony of English 

(Phillipson, 2003), this process of convergence is enhanced by the extension of the EU to Eastern Europe. 

Within the borders of European nation-states, however, there is an increasing divergence of languages at 
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home (often referred to in Europe as “mother tongues”; Extra, 2010) due to large-scale processes of 

global migration.  

Even at the level of (co-)official state languages, Europe’s identity is to a great extent determined by 

cultural and linguistic diversity (Haarmann, 1995). Table 1 serves to illustrate this diversity in terms of 

EU (candidate) Member States with their estimated populations (ranked in decreasing order) and 

corresponding (co-)official state languages.  

 
Table 1: Overview of 30 EU (candidate) Member States with estimated populations and (co-)official state languages 

(EuroStat figures for January 2015) 

 

Nr Member States Population (in millions) (Co-)official state language(s) 

1 Germany 81,2 German 

2 France 66,4 French 

3 United Kingdom* 64,9 English 

4 Italy 60,8 Italian 

5 Spain 46,4 Spanish 

6 Poland 38,0 Polish 

7 Romania 19,9 Romanian 

8 The Netherlands 16,9 Dutch (Nederlands) 

9 Belgium 11,3 Dutch, French, German 

10 Greece 10,8 Greek 

11 Czech Republic 10,5 Czech 

12 Portugal 10,4 Portuguese 

13 Hungary 9,8 Hungarian 

14 Sweden 9,7 Swedish 

15 Austria 8,6 Austrian-German 

16 Bulgaria 7,2 Bulgarian 

17 Denmark 5,7 Danish 

18 Finland 5,5 Finnish, Swedish 

19 Slovakia 5,4 Slovak 

20 Ireland 4,6 Irish, English 

21 Croatia 4,2 Croatian 

22 Lithuania 2,9 Lithuanian 

23 Slovenia 2,1 Slovenian 

24 Latvia 2,0 Latvian 

25 Estonia 1,3 Estonian 

26 Cyprus 0,8 Greek, Turkish 

27 Luxembourg 0,6 Luxemburgish, French, German 

28 Malta 0,4 Maltese, English 

 Candidate Member States Population (in millions) Official state language 

29 Turkey 78,7 Turkish 

30 Macedonia 2,1 Macedonian 

 

* The June 2016 Brexit outcomes of the EU Referendum in the UK will probably lead to a complex and lengthy 

disentanglement of the EU and UK, the political and sociolinguistic effects of which could not be foreseen at the 

time of writing. 

 



3 

 

As Table 1 makes clear, there are large differences in population size among EU Member States. German, 

French, English, Italian, Spanish, and Polish belong, in this order, to the six most widely spoken official 

state languages in the present EU, whereas Turkish would come second to German in an enlarged EU. 

Table 1 also shows the close connection between nation-state references and official state language 

references. In 27 out of 30 cases, distinct languages are the clearest feature distinguishing one nation-state 

from its neighbors (Barbour, 2000), the only exceptions (and for different reasons) being Belgium, 

Austria, and Cyprus. This match between nation-state references and official state language references 

obscures the existence of other categories of languages spoken across European nation-states (Haberland, 

1991; Nic Craith, 2006). While many of these languages are indigenous minority languages with a 

regional territorial base, many others originate abroad and lack such a base. We will refer to these 

languages as regional minority (RM) languages and immigrant minority (IM) languages, respectively 

(Extra & Gorter, 2001), in this way expressing both their shared main property and their major constituent 

difference. As all of these RM and IM languages are spoken by different language communities and not at 

state-wide levels, it may seem logical to refer to them as community languages, a term commonly used in 

the U.K., thus contrasting them with the official languages of nation-states. However, this term would 

lead to confusion because it is also used to refer to the EU’s official state languages. In that sense, the 

designation ‘community languages’ is occupied territory, at least in the EU jargon. A final argument in 

favor of using the term “immigrant” languages is its use on the Ethnologue: Languages of the World 

website (Lewis, Simons, & Fleming, 2016), a valuable and widely used standard resource of cross-

national information on this topic. 

A number of other issues need to be kept in mind as well. First of all, in spite of their status as 

minority languages, RM and IM languages in some EU Member States have larger numbers of speakers 

than many of the official state languages mentioned in Table 1. Moreover, RM and IM languages in one 

EU nation-state may be official state languages in another nation-state. Examples of the former result 

from language border crossing in adjacent nation-states, such as Finnish in Sweden or Swedish in 

Finland. Examples of the latter result from processes of migration, in particular from Southern to 

Northern Europe, such as Portuguese, Spanish, Italian or Greek. It should also be kept in mind that many, 

if not most, IM languages in particular European nation-states originate from countries outside Europe. It 

is the context of migration and minorization that makes our proposed distinction between RM and IM 

languages ambiguous; however, we see no good alternative. In our opinion, the proposed distinction will 

lead at least to awareness raising and may ultimately lead to an inclusive approach in the European 

conceptualization of minority languages (Extra & Gorter, 2008; Extra & Yağmur, 2012). 

 

 

2. The role of language in identifying diversity of population groups 

 

Collecting reliable and comparable information about the diversity of population groups in EU countries 

is no easy task. More interesting than numbers or estimates of the size of particular groups, however, is 

the criteria used for determining such numbers or estimates. It is common EU practice to present data on 

RM groups on the basis of home language use and/or ethnicity while data on IM groups is based on 

nationality and/or country of birth. However, convergence between these criteria for the two groups 

emerges over time in terms of home language and ethnicity, because of strong intergenerational erosion in 

the utility of nationality or birth-country statistics for IM groups (Barni & Extra, 2008).  

Comparative population figures for EU Member States are available from the EU’s Statistical Office 

of the EU in Luxembourg (EuroStat). Over the last decades, an overall decrease in the indigenous 
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population has been observed in most EU countries; at the same time, there has been an increase in the IM 

figures. For a variety of reasons, however, reliable and comparable demographic information on IM 

groups in EU countries is difficult to obtain. Seemingly simple questions like How many Turkish 

residents live in Germany compared to France? cannot easily be answered. For some groups or countries, 

no updated information is available or no such data has ever been collected. Moreover, official statistics 

only reflect IM groups with legal resident status. Most importantly, however, the most widely used 

criteria for IM status – nationality and/or country of birth – have become less valid over time because of 

an increasing trend towards naturalization and births within the countries of immigration. In addition, 

most residents from former colonies already have the nationality of their country of immigration.  

Another source of disparity is the different data collection systems being used, resulting in different 

types of databases which are difficult to compare (Poulain, 2008). The following three types of data 

collection may take place in various combinations: 

• nationwide census data, collected at fixed intervals from 5-10 years (in 23 out of 28 EU countries); 

• regularly (monthly or yearly) updated administrative register data at the municipal and national level 

(for example, in Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands); 

• small- or large-scale statistical survey data among particular subsets of population groups, collected 

at regular intervals (for example, in France or in Italy, or on Frisian in the Netherlands). 

Against this background, four criteria for defining and identifying population diversity are listed in Table 

2 in terms of their major advantages and disadvantages.  

 
Table 2: Criteria for the definition and identification of population diversity (P/F/M = person/father/mother)  

(Extra & Gorter, 2008: 17)  

 

Criterion Advantages Disadvantages 

Nationality 

(NAT) 

(P/F/M) 

• objective 

• relatively easy to  

 establish 

• (intergenerational) erosion through naturalisation 

or double NAT 

• NAT not always indicative of ethnicity/ identity 

• some (e.g., ex-colonial) groups have NAT of 

immigration country 

Birth country 

(BC) 

(P/F/M) 

• objective 

• relatively easy to  

 establish 

• intergenerational erosion through births in 

immigration country 

• BC not always indicative of ethnicity/identity 

• invariable/deterministic: does not take into 

account dynamics in society (in contrast to all 

other criteria) 

Self-categorization 

(SC) 

• touches the heart of the matter 

• emancipatory: SC takes into 

account person’s own conception of 

ethnicity/ identity 

• subjective by definition:  

 also determined by the language/ethnicity of 

interviewer and by the spirit of the times 

• multiple SC possible 

• historically charged, especially by World War II 

experiences 

Home language 

(HL) 

• HL is significant criterion of 

ethnicity in communication 

processes 

• HL data are prerequisite for 

government policy in areas such as 

public information or education 

• complex criterion: who speaks what language to 

whom and when? 

• language is not always a core value of 

ethnicity/identity 

• useless in one-person households 
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Table 2 reveals that there is no simple way to solve identification issues. Moreover, inspection of the 

criteria for diversity of population groups is as important as the figures themselves. From a European 

perspective, a predictable top-down development can be seen over time in the utility and utilization of 

different types of criteria, progressing from nationality and birth-country criteria in first and second 

generations to ethnic self-categorization and home language in future generations. The latter two criteria 

are generally considered complementary criteria and need not coincide, as languages may be conceived to 

variable degrees as core values of ethnocultural identity in contexts of migration and minorization. In 

addition, the top-down development over time, progressing from the first two to the last two criteria, will 

lead to convergence in the criteria for identifying RM and IM groups. Another point to note is that 

multiplicity is a common property for three out of four of the criteria mentioned in Table 2: it holds for 

nationality, ethnicity, and home language, but not for birth country. It should finally be mentioned that the 

home language question offers more perceptual transparency and societal utility (e.g., in educational and 

media policies) than the ethnicity question. 

In 23 out of 28 EU countries, nationwide censuses are held, but at variable intervals. Scandinavian 

countries and the Netherlands rely on yearly updated administrative (municipal) registers in combination 

with periodical sample surveys. Questions on ethnicity and language feature in the censuses of 13 and 17 

EU countries, respectively (Extra & Gorter, 2008, pp. 18-21). There is, however, wide variation in the 

operationalization of questions about language, which makes cross-national comparison of the data 

difficult. The three most commonly asked questions on language use relate to mother tongue (11 

countries), (other) language(s) spoken (frequently) (6 countries), and language(s) (most frequently) 

spoken at home (5 countries). While the mother tongue question is most widely used in Europe, this 

question has been criticized for its lack of empirical validity in English-dominant countries outside 

Europe, in particular in Australia, Canada, and the U.S. (Extra & Gorter, 2008, pp. 21-24). In these 

countries, the most widely asked language question in the census refers to language(s) spoken at home – 

next to or instead of English. Therefore, while the focus in these non-European English-dominant 

countries is on immigrant languages, the focus in EU countries – if non-national languages are considered 

at all – is on RM languages. For the first time in its history, the UK introduced a LOTE (Languages Other 

Than English) question into its 2011 census, taking an inclusive perspective on both RM and IM 

languages.  

At present, far less empirical data on IM languages are available across European nation-states than 

in English-dominant countries. As a result, language policies in this domain in continental Europe are 

commonly developed in the absence of even the most basic empirical evidence on language diversity. 

 

 

3. Regional minority languages and immigrant minority languages across Europe 

 

RM and IM languages have many more issues in common than is usually thought (Extra & Gorter, 2008, 

p. 9). These commonalities include their distribution, their domestic and public vitality, the determinants 

of language maintenance versus language shift towards majority languages, the relationship between 

language, ethnicity, and identity, and the status of minority languages in schools, in particular in the 

compulsory stages of primary and secondary education.  

In Europe, both RM and IM languages can be considered dominated languages as opposed to 

dominant national languages. The dominant status of the latter becomes visible in such domains as 

government, education, the media, and public services and spaces. The argument for promoting the status 
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of RM and IM languages in any of these domains is commonly based on responsiveness to people’s 

cultural rights or cultural demands (May, 2011). It holds for both RM and IM languages that language 

transmission may occur in two major domains: the home and the school. RM or IM language speakers 

often experience a mismatch between the language of the home and that of the school. Whether parents in 

such contexts continue to transmit their heritage language to their children is strongly dependent on the 

degree to which these parents, or the minority group to which they belong, conceive of this language as a 

core value of cultural identity (Smolicz, 1980, 1992). 

Many RM languages did not become designated as minority languages until the 18th and 19th 

centuries when, during the processes of state formation in Europe, they found themselves excluded from 

the state level, in particular from general education. Furthermore, RM languages did not become official 

languages in most of the states that were then established (see Table 1). Centralizing tendencies and an 

ideology of one language  one state have threatened the continued existence of RM languages. The 

same ideology threatens the continued existence of IM languages, both in the home and the school. For 

most RM languages across Europe, some kind of educational provisions have been established in an 

attempt to reverse ongoing language shift (Fishman, 2001). Only in the last few decades have some RM 

languages become relatively well protected in legal terms, as well as through affirmative educational 

programs, both at the member state level and at the level of the EU at large. Educational programs are 

offered much less commonly for most IM languages, which are more vulnerable in the context of a one 

language  one state ideology, as will be outlined below. 

Some countries keep fairly accurate figures on RM languages as a result of a language question that 

has been included in the census several times; in other cases, we only have rough estimates by insiders of 

the language group (usually language activists who want to boost the figures) or by outsiders (e.g., state 

officials who want to downplay the number of speakers).  

While there have always been speakers of IM languages in Europe, these languages have only 

recently emerged as minority languages spoken on a wide scale. Typological differences between IM 

languages across EU nation-states exist in terms of the status of IM languages as EU or non-EU 

languages, or as languages of former colonies. Taken from the latter perspective, for example, Indian 

languages are prominent in the United Kingdom, as are Maghrebi Arabic languages in France, Congolese 

languages in Belgium, and Surinamese languages in the Netherlands. Turkish and Arabic are good 

examples of “non-European” languages that are spoken and learned by millions of first and second 

generation IM groups in Europe. 

Most studies in Europe have focused on a spectrum of IM languages at the level of one particular 

multilingual city (Eversley et al., 2010), one particular nation-state (Alladina & Edwards, 1991) or one 

particular IM language at the European level (Obdeijn & De Ruiter, 1998 on Arabic in Europe, or 

Jørgensen, 2003 on Turkish in Europe). A number of studies, however, have taken both a cross-national 

and a cross-linguistic perspective on the status and use of IM languages in Europe (Extra & Gorter, 2008; 

Extra & Yağmur, 2004). The Multilingual Cities project, coordinated by Extra and Yağmur (2004), has 

delivered a wealth of data: evidence on both the distribution and vitality of IM languages was collected by 

means of home language surveys among multicultural school populations, gathering data from the homes 

of more than 160,000 primary school children in six European cities on a European North-South axis 

from Göteborg, Hamburg, The Hague, Brussels, Lyon, to Madrid.  

Apart from similarities in conceptual issues surrounding RM and IM languages across Europe, some 

major differences arise as well. The first major difference relates to their spatial distribution, both at the 

European and at the national level. At the European level, RM languages have a stronger appearance than 

IM languages in Central and Eastern Europe, whereas the reverse picture emerges for most Western 

European countries (Extra & Yağmur, 2012). At the national level, RM languages tend to be more 
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prominent phenomena in rural areas, whereas IM languages tend to concentrate in urban areas. The first 

phenomenon can be demonstrated with the latest 2011 UK census data on Welsh, which shows the 

highest concentrations of Welsh speakers in the least populated areas of Wales and the lowest 

concentrations in South-Eastern areas which are more urban and densely populated.  

Over time and across all industrialized Western European countries, a decrease can be observed in 

the size of RM populations and an increase in IM populations. Similarly inverse trends appear in a 

decrease in the vitality of RM languages and in an increase and diversification of IM languages across 

Europe. 

Large-scale data collection mechanisms across European countries, if available at all, tend to focus 

on RM languages, while data collection for IM languages is just beginning to emerge in some countries. 

In the EU, the UK is a front-runner in this regard with its 2011 census LOTE question that is inclusive 

and not limited to RM languages. Unfortunately, however, the UK question asks about an informant’s 

main language rather than about the repertoire of language(s) used at home. A question about the 

informant’s main language is ambiguous because of its lack of domain specification, which will 

predictably lead to an underestimation of language diversity and will complicate cross-continental 

comparisons of LOTE outcomes (Extra, 2010, p. 119). The top ten LOTEs in the 2011 UK Census are, in 

ranked order: Polish, Punjabi, Urdu, Bengali, Gujarati, Yoruba, Arabic, French, Chinese, and Portuguese 

(7 non-EU and 3 EU languages). For the two other largest EU countries, Germany and France (see Table 

1), no nationwide IM language data collection mechanisms are available. Major IM languages in 

Germany are Turkish, Kurdish, Russian, Arabic (with recent refugees from Syria increasing their 

number), Greek, Dutch, Igbo, Polish, Italian, Serbian, and Croatian (6 non-EU and 5 EU languages). In 

France, major IM languages are (Maghrebi) Arabic, Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, and English (1 non-EU 

and 4 EU languages). 

A final major difference between RM and IM languages across Europe relates to the status of support 

structures. Support structures for RM languages, in particular in education, tend to be organized in a top-

down manner, at the level of both regional and European authorities. An example is the Council of 

Europe’s European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, which came into operation in March, 

1998 (Council of Europe, 2014). The Charter is aimed at the protection and the promotion of “the 

historical regional or minority languages of Europe,” and functions as an instrument for the comparison of 

legal measures and facilities of Member States for language promotion (López, Ruiz Vieytez, & 

Libarona, 2012; Nic Craith, 2003). However, the Charter does not define the concepts of “regional” and 

“minority” languages, and it explicitly excludes IM languages. States are free in their choice of which RM 

languages to include, and the degree of protection is not prescribed; thus, a state can choose more or less 

stringent policies. The result is a wide variety of provisions across EU Member States (Grin, 2003). 

Top-down support structures for IM languages, both at the European and at the national level, are 

much weaker than for RM languages, and support tends to be bottom-up from parents at the local or 

national level. Although IM languages are often conceived of and transmitted as core values by IM 

language groups, they are much less protected than RM languages by affirmative action and legal 

measures in, for example, education. In fact, the learning and certainly the teaching of IM languages are 

often seen by majority language speakers and by policy makers as obstacles to integration and as a threat 

to national identity. A rarely addressed paradox in the European versus national public and political 

discourse on language diversity becomes visible: 

• linguistic diversity at the European level is commonly conceived of as an inherent property of 

European identity and a prerequisite for integration, accompanied by devices as “celebrating 

linguistic diversity” or “diversity within unity”; 
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• linguistic diversity at the national level, in particular with respect to IM languages, is often conceived 

of as a threat to national identity and an obstacle for integration. 

 

A clash of paradigms emerges in those areas where RM languages and IM languages appear in strong co-

occurrence. Good examples of such areas in Spain are Barcelona and Catalonia at large with a co-

occurrence of Spanish, Catalan, and a range IM languages (Carrasco (2008, p. 28). The Language Rich 

Europe project (Extra & Yağmur, 2012) offers a detailed comparative analysis of the current status of RM 

and IM languages and language policies in 25 European countries and regions. 

 

 

4. Concluding remarks 

 

It is remarkable that the teaching of RM languages is generally advocated as a matter of course for 

reasons of fairness, social cohesion, group identity or economic benefit, while such arguments are rarely 

made in favor of teaching IM languages. The 1977 guideline of the Council of European Communities on 

education for “migrant” children (Directive 77/486, dated 25 July 1977) has become completely outdated 

nowadays. It needs to be put in a new and increasingly multicultural context and be extended to pupils 

originating from non-EU countries who form the large part of IM children at European primary schools. 

Besides, most of the so-called “migrants” in EU countries have taken up citizenship of the countries in 

which they live, and in many cases belong to second or third generation groups. Against this background, 

there is a growing need for overarching human rights, including language rights, for all Europeans, 

irrespective of their ethnic, cultural, religious or language background. For similar inclusive approaches to 

IM and RM language rights we refer to Nic Craith (2006) and May (2011). 

The heads of state and government of all EU Member States gathered in March, 2002, in Barcelona 

and called upon the European Commission to take further action to promote plurilingualism across 

Europe, in particular by promoting the learning and teaching of at least two additional languages from a 

very early age (Nikolov & Curtain, 2000). A more recent initiative, supported by the Council of Europe 

and coordinated by the European Centre for Modern Languages in Graz, Austria, has been the Valeur 

project 2004–2007 (McPake et al., 2007). Its ambitions were to bring together information on educational 

provisions for non-national languages in more than 20 European countries, focus on the outcomes of these 

provisions for students by the time they have left school, identify good practices and draw conclusions 

about how provisions can be developed, promote a greater awareness of the issues involved, and create a 

network for developing new initiatives.  

Also the European Commission’s thinking has developed in this area, and Section 4.1 of the EC’s 

well-known 2008 Communication is entitled Valuing all languages (European Commission, 2008). In 

particular, advocating that all EU citizens learn three languages, appealing for language learning to begin 

early, and suggesting that a wide range of languages be offered to allow children to choose family 

languages based on the principle of personal adoption, opens the door to the above-mentioned inclusive 

approach. Although this may sound paradoxical (Phillipson, 2003), an inclusive approach can also be 

advanced by accepting the role of English as lingua franca for transnational communication across 

Europe, apart from the national language of schooling and a language of personal adoption.  

The above-mentioned principles are aimed at reconciling bottom-up and top-down pleas in Europe 

for plurilingualism, and are inspired by large-scale and enduring experiences with the learning and 

teaching of English (as an L1 or L2) and one Language Other Than English for all children implemented 

in the State of Victoria, Australia (Extra & Yağmur, 2004, pp. 99-105). The Victorian School of 

Languages in Melbourne has led to an internationally recognized breakthrough in the conceptualization of 
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plurilingual policies in terms of making this provision feasible and mandatory for all children (including a 

minority of L1 English-speaking children) and offering a broad spectrum of LOTEs (in 2015, more than 

50 languages were offered in primary and secondary education). This agency has provided government 

support for realizing a  Language Other Than English vision derived from multicultural policy 

perspectives. 

Adopting the above-mentioned principles would recognize plurilingualism in an increasingly 

multicultural environment as an asset for all youngsters and for society at large. The EU, the Council of 

Europe, and UNESCO could function as leading transnational agencies in promoting such concepts. The 

UNESCO Universal Declaration of Cultural Diversity (Apparadurai & Winkin, 2002) is very much in 

line with the views expressed here, in particular in its plea to encourage linguistic diversity, to respect the 

mother tongue at all levels of education, and to foster the learning of more than one language from a very 

early age. 
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