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A National Minority with a
Transethnic Identity - the
German Minority in Denmark

Karen Margrethe Pedersen

iving in the German-Danish border region of Sonderjyl-

jland/Nordschleswig, the bilingual German minority came
into existence after a 1920 referendum that determined the
present-day border between the two countries. The members
of the minority have a German national identity linking them
to the monocultural and monolingual norms upon which
Germany has been established as a nation-state.

In terms of ethnic identity, which might be seen as a subcat-
egory of national identity, the case is less clear cut. The minor-
ity is characterised by an ethnic identity that is composed of
German and Danish elements alike, thus indicating the duality
of a transethnic identity. Such a transethnic identity is due to
the members’ relations to, and interaction with, the majority
group in the private as well as the social sphere, a situation
resulting in bilingualism and in specific ways of thinking,
feeling, and acting, These traits enable members of the minor-
ity to perceive differences between themselves and the major-
ity population and to make a choice between German and
Danish national identity. Thus, membership in the minority is
a conscious act of self-ascription, and individuals can choose
to leave the minority if they wish, as no external or physical
conditions prevent them from doing so, because neither cul-
tural attributes, such as dress, food or residence, nor physical
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characteristics or religious affiliations distinguish the minority
from the majority. What does divide them is the difference in
national identity, the difference between a (minority) transeth-
nic identity and a (majority) ethnic identity, and the difference
in self-ascription that makes members of the minority feel that
they belong there, whereas members of the majority do not.

‘The reason for the majority’s feeling is that it has a Danish
national identity and an analogous ethnic identity merging
into one as the very homogeneous majority population is
deeply rooted in a Danish monolingualism and a Danish
monoculture. This has led to the widely accepted view among
members of the majority that it only has a national identity,
while ethnic identities are reserved for those minority groups
that have always lived in Denmark and other European
nation-states or have recently migrated there.

The German minority in Denmark does not see itself as an
ethnic group either, but rather as a national group that is part
of the titular nation of the neighbouring state. So the members
share the view of the majority regarding national and ethnic
identity. Nevertheless, it is at the same time a widespread
belief among members of the German minority that their
national identity is neither German nor Danish, but rather
German as well as Danish, a combination that is called
Zuweistrimigheit (duality/parallelism) (Cornett 1986, Weitling
1991, 1994, 1997). This Zuweistromigkeit is not, however, within
the national identity, it is within the ethnic identity, and there-
fore the minority might be said to have a German national
identity and a transethnic German and Danish identity.

Byram (1986) describes the German minority as an ethnic
group, because its members consider themselves to be a dis-
tinct group in their own right. Yet he considers this identity to
be based only on cognitive ethnicity: ‘The minority is an eth-
nically distinct group in the sense that the members of the
minority consider themselves to be so. For them, the cognitive
category of “deutscher Nordschleswiger contains a set of atti-
tudes, opinions and beliefs which are attributed to them by
themselves and outsiders’ (Byram 1986: 139).

German and Danish Populations in the History
of the Border Region

The Duchy of Schleswig belonged to the Danish Crown
until 1864, when it was annexed to Prussia as a result of the
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Prussian-Danish War and remained under Prussian control
for more than half a century. A policy of Germanisation was
not very successful during this period, resulting in nothing but
a consolidation of the Danish identity of the local majority
population, who expressed their national identity in the 1920
referendum carried out under the regulations of the Versailles
Peace Treaty. On the other hand, however, Germanisation
resulted in a consolidation of the group that had gradually
developed a German identity over the centuries, under the
strong cultural and economic influence from neighbouring
Holstein. Denmark acknowledged that it had also acquired a
national minority and accorded its members a number of
rights as early as summer 1920 to meet their special needs in
the fields of education, religion, law, administration, and elec-
tion to the Danish parliament, the Folketing.

After the end of the Second World War in 1945, the Ger-
‘man minority was deprived of some of its former rights within
education, and property officially belonging to the educational
system of the minority was confiscated as indemnity. The rea-
son for this was its active cooperation with the German occu-
pation forces. The very same year the German minority began
to follow a new political approach and founded the Bund
deutscher Nordschleswiger (BDN) as its official organisation. Its
members clearly stated that they acknowledged the border
and, while they would remain loyal to their German cultural
identity, they also pledged to be loyal Danish citizens. The
Deutscher Schul- und Spachverein fiir Nordschleswig, an association
dealing with education and language, was established in 1945
and managed to reopen several German kindergartens and
schools in the following ten years. In 1946, the BDN started
publishing a weekly paper in German. From 1951, it became
a daily paper that still exists today under the name Der Nord-
schleswiger.

The 1955 Copenhagen-Bonn Declarations regulated the
status of the German minority in Denmark and that of the
analogous Danish minority in the Federal Republic on the
basis of reciprocity between two sovereign states. They stated
that the profession of Danish and German nationality and cul-
ture is a civil right, which must neither be disputed nor con-
trolled by the authorities. Minority members must not be
prevented from using the language they prefer — neither ver-
bally nor in writing. No discrimination must be made in the
allocation of financial support and other public means. Public
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announcements should also be published in the newspapers of
the minorities, and due regard should be paid to the broad-
casting possibility of the minorities. When municipal councils
are appointed, the representatives of the minorities participate
in the activities of the committees according to their number.
Finally the Copenhagen-Bonn Declarations promise the
‘minorities the right to establish religious, cultural and profes-
sional links with the respective mother countries (Becker-
Christensen 1992).

The Present Situation

The German minority numbers about 10-15,000 people, i.e.
4-6 percent of the population in the administrative region
Sonderjylland/Nordschleswig. However, these figures are
only estimates as the Copenhagen-Bonn Declarations do not
allow official inquiries into an individual’s membership in the
minority. They are based upon the number of members of the
BDN, upon the votes for the German minority’s political party
Schleswigsche Partei (SP), and upon the number of pupils in the
private German minority schools run by the Deutscher Schul-
und Sprachverein.

‘The minority is primarily organised within these cultural and
political organisations. In addition, there is a youth and sports
association, the Deutscher Jugendverband fiir Nordschleswig, the
Association of German Libraries, Verband deutscher Biichereien,
and the Nordschleswigsche Gemeinde der Nordelbischen Kirche, the
acknowledged Lutheran Free Church of the German minority
in Denmark.

Because of its relatively small size, the minority does
not have an all-encompassing economic network. Socially,
the German minority is in neither an inferior nor a supe-
rior position. In order to deal with social aspects of commu-
nity life, such as nursing, care for the elderly, and
counselling, it has established the Sozialdienst Nordschleswig
(Pedersen 1996).

Minority Organisations and Organisation of the Minority

The BDN was restructured in 1995 (Grenzland *96"). It has now
an assembly of delegates acting as an umbrella organisation.
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These delegates represent the different cultural associations,
the political party SP, and the governing body, the BDN exec-
utive board. Part of this horizontal structure comprises two
secretariats, a local one in Aabenraa, the Deutsches Gener-
alsekretariat, and one in Copenhagen, the Sekretariat der
deutschen Volksgruppe in Kamegm The minority also has a
committee liasing with the Danish government and parlia-
ment in Copenhagen and dealing with the minority’s interests
in relation to domestic policy issues (the Kontaktausschuss fir die
deutsche Volksgruppe bei Regierung und Parlament in Kopenhagen),
and a committee at the state legislature in Kiel in the state of
Schleswig-Holstein that plays a consultative role on questions
regarding the minority from a German point of view (the
Gremium fiir Fragen der deutschen Minderheit beim Schleswig- Hol-
steinischen Landtag in Kiel).

Demography

Members of the German minority live scattered throughout
Sonderjylland/Nordschleswig, and the only apparent settle-
ment pattern is their increasing concentration closer to the
border. Members of the minority are drawn primarily from
three sources. First, there are those families who have their
roots in the region and have been attracted to and identified
with German culture and language for generations. Second,
there are artisans, businessmen, and administrators that immi-
grated from Holstein and other German principalities during
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Today, the largest
group of migrants from the Federal Republic are teachers in
the minority education system and their families. These teach-
ers, who make up 60 percent of the staff at minority schools,
are civil servants from Schleswig-Holstein granted leave for
service in Nordschleswig. Third, there is a small group of peo-
ple who originally belonged to the Danish majority but have
come to identify more and more with German culture, even-
tually choosing to be a member of the minority even if they
were born in Copenhagen. In an interview, the director of the
minority school system said the following about parents from
the majority sending their children to minority schools: ‘And
today we have more instances where parents have grown into
German culture’ (Nordslesvigerne er mere pragmatiske, Flens-
borg Avis, 30 May 1995).
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The Linguistic Situation

Although the Copenhagen-Bonn Declarations protect the
right to use German as a minority language, most minority
members do not speak it as their first language. Their first lan-
guage is the Danish dialect Sonderjysk (Southern Jutland
dialect). However, they learn German as a minority language
in kindergarten and school, and become bilingual. Standard
Danish is also mastered by some of them, having acquired it
either in school or Danish society, but a regional variety of
Danish is more common as the third langu:

Sonderjysk is neutral in relation to nammal ldenm.y for the
minority as well as the majority, but standard Danish is only
regarded as neutral by the majority. The minority regards
standard Danish as a national majority language that is not
compatible with their national identity, which requires Ger-
man as a national language.

Although standard Danish is not a part of their identity,
many members of the minority have had to realise that com-
petence in it is necessary in order to be accepted in some jobs
and political contexts. However, this is a linguistic context in
which they are not alone, as they share these conditions with
dialect speakers of the majority.

Byram (1986) regards a minority language as an element of
cognitive ethnicity, but within the German minority he con-
siders it to be only a symbol of ethnicity. The symbolic
function arises because the minority is presumed to be Ger-
man-speaking, even though most minority members only
speak German at a very limited number of cultural events.
German becomes a symbol of belonging to the minority,
rather than a significant feature in everyday communication
among its members. As the terms ‘ethnic minority’ and ‘lin-
guistic minority’, according to Byram (1986) and others, are
synonymous, this symbolic function of the language leads him
to conclude that the minority has a particular ethnic identity,
which I describe as transethnic.

The Cultural Situation

In Nordschleswig/Sonderjylland, neither origin nor first lan-
guage are definite indicators of whether somebody belongs to
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minority or majority. Observable indicators revealing minor-
ity affiliation, nevertheless, do exist. They include education in
the minority school system, membership of one of the minor-
ity organisations, attendance at church services with German
Lutheran ministers in the local church, and a personal sub-
scription to the daily minority paper Der Nordschleswiger, which
has a circulation of 3,000. The use of the minority language,
i.e., German, at formal, institutional occasions and at cultural
events organised by the minority, may also be seen to indicate
that somebody belongs to the minority.

Apart from the minority language, it is difficult to see any
specific minority culture expressed in the activities of the
minority organisations. The sports which are played are the
same within minority and majority, even though the daily
activities are conducted in minority associations and some-
times also at minority sports grounds. Matches, however, take
place both inside and outside a minority context, in the wider
region, or in Schleswig-Holstein. The minority youth clubs
and cultural, political, or professional meetings are housed in
buildings owned by the minority, very often the minority
school. These activities have a specific minority character, but
this manifests itself in form rather than in content. What is
specifically German in the German minority tends to be
imported directly from the Federal Republic, for example the-
atre groups, orchestras, lecturers and art exhibitions. (Federal)
German radio and television programmes are also received, as
the minority does not have electronic media of its own in Den-
‘mark.

Identity

Die deutsche Volksgruppe is the official name of the German
minority used by the BND and reflecting on the national iden-
tity of the minority. When members define themselves not
only as Germans, but also as deutsche Nordschleswiger or simply
as Nordschleswiger (in Danish nordslesviger), this self-concept
might be said to have its origin in their transethnic identity.
Apart from their relations with Germany, members of the
minority stress their local relations within the minority and
the majority, and the region Sonderjylland/Nordschleswig is
seen as an important component of their identity. Although
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regional affiliation plays a similar role for members of the
‘majority, the difference in national identity accounts for a ter-
minological distinction. The Danish majority refers to the area
as Sonderjylland, and its members identifying with the region
speak of themselves as sonderjyder (Southjutlanders).

A recent trend among younger minority members is that
they describe themselves as tyske sonderjyder (German
Southjutlanders), a very obvious expression of their transeth-
nic German-Danish identity. Some members of the minority
belonging to the post-war generation are worried about this
new identity, seeing it as the last step towards total assimila-
tion. (Danish) Southjutlanders from the same generation who
have a strong Damsf, national identity regard it as self-contra-
dictory. According to them, one can either be a Southjutlander
or a German Nordschleswiger, a polarity indicating that they
only take national identity into consideration. Generally open
towards other ethnic identities, the young generation of Ger-
‘man Nordschleswiger, on the other hand, says that they have
developed an independent minority identity integrated, but
not assimilated, in Danish society.

The majority often characterises members of the minority
as hjemmelyskere (Home Germans, i.e., Germans who feel at
home wherever they live), a term earlier on bearing negative
associations based on the former conflict between minority
and majority. Today, hjemmetyskere is used as a neutral expres-
sion in Danish contexts by the minority as well. Among them,
Giinter Weitling used the expression several times during a
lecture about identity in the borderland: ‘Both from a general
and individual viewpoint, the concept Zuweistrimigkeit is the
most positive constituting concept of a Home German iden-
tity’ (My translation. Weitling 1994: 30).

Developing Minority Identity
In the self-perception of the German minority, the develop-
ment of its identity is dependent on the education process
where children are influenced by German culture and lan-
guage. For children living in minority homes, it is part of the
‘minority’s lifestyle and includes linguistic competence in Ger-
man. For children coming from a Danish background, it is a
supplement to the Danish way of living.

‘Although the minority lives scattered over a rather large
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area it is possible for all members to send their children to
German kindergartens and schools. There are several small
kindergartens and schools throughout the region, and a free
bus service is offered to those living far away. Such a decen-
tralised system is expensive, but the Danish state pays about
80 percent of the costs, a percentage equal to the subsidies
given to private Danish institutions, and the neighbouring
country covers the rest. Thus, parents do not have to pay for
their children to attend minority schools, and the fees for
kindergartens are at the same level as those paid by majority
parents.

In 1998, there were twenty-four minority kindergartens
attended by 584 children. The aim of the German kinder-
garten is to prepare the children for German school by intro-
ducing them gradually to German language and culture.
“Two-thirds of the kindergarten children continue at a minority
school, while one-third goes on to Danish schools. Their par-
ents might have wanted to profit from two languages and two
cultures as a basis for their children’s future development.
Probably one or both of such parents will not belong to the
minority. If only one of the parents belongs to the minority,
the change from minority to majority education system could
be the result of a compromise in the family.

In the minority school, German is the medium of instruc-
tion in all subjects, apart from Danish, and the final exam is
fully recognised in both Denmark and the Federal Republic.
In the academic year 1997/98, the minority had 1277 pupils in
grades 1-10 at fifteen schools. These were approximately 2.8
percent of the total number of pupils in the region. There is
also an upper secondary school that had 106 pupils divided
between three grades and a Nachschule (a boarding school for
grades 9 and 10) with 71 pupils.

According to its educational goals, the minority school sys-
tem prepares its pupils for a life in both Denmark and Ger-
‘many, and it wants to contribute actively to the cultural and
socio-political development in the border region. In relation to
culture, the school first of all aims at establishing awareness
and knowledge of German culture. This includes German cus-
toms and traditions, ways of living, as well as literature, his-
tory, and music. The perspective is mostly that of the Federal
Republic and especially that of Schleswig-Holstein, where
‘most of the teachers grew up and were educated. Hardly ever
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is German culture elsewhere focussed on. Danish culture is
dealt with in the subject Danish, but very often it is restricted
to the literary tradition and the study of modern fiction and
non-fiction productions in various Danish media. Many young
teachers of Danish are educated in Denmark in a Danish edu-
cational and cultural tradition, but they have far fewer lessons
available to familiarise pupils with their culture than all the
other subjects, which are taught in German and with a Ger-
man perspective. Innovative steps have been taken to intro-
duce coordinated German-Danish teaching (Pedersen 1990,
1991) according to which the two cultures and languages
would have equal status, yet so far this is restricted to the lower
grades and a few schools only.

If contemporary social issues are regarded as elements of
culture, they are, however, equally taught in relation to Den-
mark and the Federal Republic. However, there can be no
doubt that the German minority school is German and not
bilingual or bicultural German-Danish, at least not in the
sense of an equal status of German and Danish in the curricu-
lum. The Danish elements are first of all brought to school by
the pupils.

Language Use and Bilingualism

The pupils’ use of the Danish dialect Sonderjysk is one of
these elements. The language of conversation among friends
inside and outside class is primarily Sonderjysk, except among
those few who have German as their first language. Even
though pupils also speak German to their teachers, this does
not imply that they speak a lot of German. One student has
realised that: ‘T thought that T would speak much more Ger-
man here in the school, but it was not much at all; Danish,
standard Danish, we only speak that in the Danish lessons,
well not even then so much, but otherwise a lot of Sonderjysk
and then a little German with the friends’ (Byram 1986: 70).
As this statement indicates, pupils speak both standard Dan-
ish and Sonderjysk in the subject Danish, but it is the only
place where they speak standard Danish. Having acquired
German as a minority second language, and standard Danish
as a school language primarily at minority institutions, the
upils have only been in contact with a limited part of the two
languages. Compared to monolinguals at majority schools in
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Table 1: Language Use in North Schleswig

Language use in the family ~ German Sonderjysk  Danish
with the parents 237 percent  72.4 percent 3.9 percent
with the children 278 percent  70.7 percent 15 percent

(Translated from Figure 7, Toft, 1982, p. 44, Table 19.b, ‘Das Sprachverhal-
ten innerhalb der Familie’)

Denmark and the Federal Republic their linguistic and com-
municative competence is therefore diﬂ‘erent%“Wi czerkowsky
1978, Sondergaard 1981, Byram 1986, Pedersen 1993).

Nevertheless, minority pupils become bilinguals. A study
(Pedersen 1986) of the communicative competence of two
groups of children (4-5 years and 12-13 years) and the lan-
guage use of their parents showed that no young children and
only a few of the pupils were regarded as speakers of standard
Danish. It also turned out that none of the young children
were bilinguals at that age, some of them sill being monolin-
ggual German or Sonderjysk speakers. But the pupils regarded
themselves as bilingual Sonderjysk-German-speakers and a
few of them felt that they had a command of Senderjysk, Ger-
man and standard Danish. In comparison to the children,
‘more parents regarded themselves as monolingual Sonderjysk
speakers.

There are no official statistics regarding language use, and
within existing research there are only a few surveys coverin
this aspect. The results of Sievers (1974), Toft (1982) and Ped-
ersen (1986) confirm, however, the general assumption that the
Danish dialect Sonderjysk is used in everyday communication.
Toft (1982) has shown the distribution of languages mostly used
inside the family, and the respective figures of 72.4 percent and
70.7 percent make it evident that Sonderjysk is the most com-
monly used means of communication within the family.

Functional Regional Bilingualism

‘The linguistic variation within the languages used by the Ger-
‘man minority has first of all been studied within the context of
the minority children’s use of Danish in Pedersen (1986, 1987,
and 1993). A number of characteristic regional features of Ger-
man, caused by the influence of the regional variety of Ger-
man spoken in Schleswig-Holstein and by the contact with
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Senderjysk and standard Danish, were established in these
studies as well. With regard to vocabulary, these features
include ‘false friends’, a type of interference where German
words similar to Danish words are chosen instead of standard
German expressions. The most characteristic feature, how-
ever, is a prosody different from that of standard German. It is
influenced by the intonation and stress patterns in Danish,
which has also been observed by Byram (1986: 149): ‘There is
official recognition that North Schleswig German is different
from West German standard and a tendency to nurture the
regional dialect.” This, in part, has been caused by the linguis-
tic example set by teachers in the minority education system,
which can be described as ‘formal Hochdeutsch spoken with a
regional accent, sometimes with a North Schleswig intonation
breaking through’ (Byram, 1986: 67).

The teachers’ attitude towards the pupils’ development of a
North Schleswig German variant is one of acceptance. Cor-
rections towards standard German do not take place very
often. If it happens, then it is in lessons where the attention is
on formal aspects of the language. Only then, deviations in
syntax, morphology, and semantics might be corrected.
Prosody, on the other hand, nobody cares about.

Those minority members who speak two varieties of Danish
— the dialect Sonderjysk and a regional variety of standard Dan-
ish ~ and a variety of German, namely North Schleswig Ger-
man, have no command of a standard language. Their
language competence is, however, nevertheless a kind of bilin-
gualism that can be characterised as a functional regional bilin-
gualism. It is functional because it satisfies the communicative
demands within the minority and is today accepted widely
within the border region by most majority members (Pedersen,
1993). Their positive attitude towards a bidialectism consisting
of the dialect Sonderjysk and a regional variety of standard
Danish has been growing concurrently with the increasing eco-
nomic strength of the region, no longer being dependent on
Copenhagen as the economic, cultural and linguistic centre.

Maintaining Minority Language and Identity

As the members of the German minority speak Sonderjysk or
a Danish regional language in communication with the
members of the majority, they are seldom liable to linguistic
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prejudice in the border region, they might even be envied for
their proficiency in German. Itis not in its function as a minor-
ity language, but rather as an important foreign language for
the majority in cross-border cooperation and trade that com-
petence in German is regarded as an asset. As a minority lan-
guage, German is of no importance in public administration,
the judicial system, politics, media, or local trade. The only
exceptions in this context are the minority party’s election
campaigns, which are in German and Danish, and the minor-
ity paper which is published in German. There are also a few
public signs in German in Aabenraa, where the minority has
its headquarters. Bilingual signs, however, are never used, and
outside Aabenraa the minority is fairly invisible in everyday
life.

Strong national feelings on the part of some of the majority
members have emerged recently in Sonderjylland/Nord-
schleswig against the background of formalised Danish-
German cross-border cooperation. They were, however, not
directed against the German minority, which is fully recog-
nised as having the same economic framework for its activities
as the majority. Furthermore, it is subsidised from the Federal
Republic. The minority’s legal rights seem to be fulfilled, and
the minority does not deviate from the majority in relation to
demands of an economic nature.

The decreasing importance of national concepts, the invisi-
bility of the German minority, and the lack of specific minor-
ity-defined demands might be the reasons why the majority’s
attitude towards the German population in the region is one of
indifference. ‘If they think they are German, let them do so,
but I don’t understand why,’ was an answer to the question
about the importance of the minority in spring 1998. In its
simple terms, it represents an attitude of surprised disinterest
that seems to be widespread. This is not so much an expres-
sion of ignorance about the origins of the minority, but rather
adisbelief that one part of the population can keep insisting on
its distinct national identity at a time when national feelings no
longer seem to be of the same importance as they were a few
decades ago.

On the whole, the conditions the minority finds for main-
taining its national and transethnic identity are considered
ideal. According to Byram (1986), it is, however, less clear
whether the minority would continue to exist without financial
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subsidies from the neighbouring country: ‘Without financial
subsidy, the minority could not exist as it does. Indeed without
financial subsidy, the minority might not exist at all. Yet the
members of the minority would not cease to exist; they would
have to reinterpret their identity in different economic cir-
cumstances.’ (Byram, 1986: 113).
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