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One aspect of diversity concerns the very size of countries in the Baltic Sea Region. 
Population-wise there are large countries like Poland and small ones like Estonia and Latvia, 
and one may ask whether the prospects for majority and minority cultures are different in 
large and small countries. Relatively speaking, there are ethnically homogeneous countries 
like Denmark (since most of the population consists of ethnic Danes who speak Danish) 
and heterogeneous ones like Latvia and Belarus with large minority groups. The diversity of 
the region can only be understood if one sees today’s situation from a historical perspective. 
There are at least two reasons for this. First, the population mix of the area is the result of 
processes and events in the past. Secondly, history is used, and often abused, by majority and 
minority groups to defend certain standpoints when struggling to improve their social and 
cultural conditions. There is a battle about the past. Often the question is: who lived first in 
an area and thus who has the right to live in the area? We recognise this question from the 
celebrations of Columbus in 1992 and the current issue of American Indians’ rights to their 
forefathers’ land in the United States. Did Columbus discover America? Or did the native 
Americans, the Indians, “discover the discoverers”? This leads to legal and moral questions. 
Do the Europeans and their descendants have a stronger claim on the land than the Indians 
do? In some cases even religion may be used to defend the right to land: a standpoint used 
by some Israelis today is that God once gave the land to Israel and therefore this land cannot 
be given away to the Palestinians.

There are similar controversies in the Baltic Sea Region. In northern Scandinavia, for 
example, there is a tug-of-war concerning land rights between the Saami, which may be 
labelled an indigenous population, and the majority populations in Norway and Sweden. The 
majority population is often represented by the state. Does the state have the legal or moral 
right to build dams and construct hydroelectric plants on the rivers if vital pasture lands are 
destroyed, where the Saami by tradition keep their reindeers?

There are other parallels. The population turnover in the former Soviet Union has led 
to questions about the right of “immigrants” to stay and live and to buy land and acquire 
citizenship outside their home republics. Do descendants of Estonians have more right to live 
in Estonia and Latvia than Russian immigrants and their children? When does an immigrant 
stop being an immigrant? These issues have been hot stuff in the debates about citizenship 
in the Baltic republics, and the question of the immigrants’ status is also burning in other 
immigration countries, for example Germany, Sweden and Denmark. 

In order to understand the region’s specific cultural, linguistic and ethnic character, it is 
also necessary to note its peripheral position in relation to central and southern Europe. The 
Baltic Sea Region received much of its culture and ideas from the south, all via different routes 
through Europe. The region thus became a meeting place, and to a certain extent a melting 
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pot, of diverse linguistic, religious, and cultural impulses. Some of the cities in the region bear 
witness to this like Viborg/Viipuri, Königsberg/Kaliningrad, Riga, and Vilnius. The region 
has always been a recipient of cultural influences. During the last decades there has been a 
tendency to even greater diversity, caused mainly by immigration from Asia, Africa and Latin 
America to Germany and the Scandinavian countries.

In today’s shrinking world, communication and transportation tend to be quicker and 
more efficient, and people can move more easily and change their place of residence, as long as 
borders are open. Population mobility is a distinctive feature of the Baltic Sea region. During 
the last 150 years population exchange has occurred largely with places far away. Millions of 
people went overseas during the latter part of the 19th and the early part of the 20th century, 
primarily to the United States but also to Canada, South America and Australia.

Industrialisation, which meant a break-up of traditional production patterns, led to the 
growth of large cities and caused the adoption of new lifestyles. Soviet economic and popu-
lation policy forced many to move. There are calculations that seven million Soviet citizens 
passed in and out of Estonia from 1946 to 1988. Intolerance and persecution also caused 
mobility outwards from the region. 

In the western part of the Baltic Sea Region especially population movements have mainly 
fluctuated with business cycles. Migration issues are crucial in those parts of Europe that are 
integrated in the European Union (EU); the population pressure from the Third World is 
obvious and sometimes seen as a threat to stability. On the other hand, free movement of 
labour between the member countries is one of the main principles.

A most important question is: how will people live and act together in the neighbourhood, 
workplace, school, city and in society at large, when they come from different backgrounds, 
speak different languages and belong to various churches? Is cultural diversity a conflict factor? 
Are there prospects for peace in the area, given the bad record of the region: anti-Semitism, 
prosecution, deportations, world wars, and totalitarian regimes? In other words, can enemies 
become friends? There are, indeed, signs of hope. Historically speaking, Danes and Swedes 
were arch enemies – a Danish historian has counted 137 years of war between Denmark and 
Sweden – but patterns have changed. If hate has not shifted to love, it has at least transformed 
into respect and cooperation. Given the increased cultural diversity of the region, you may 
ask if there are models for rational and peaceful coexistence? Can the Baltic Sea Region learn 
a lesson from other parts of the world, for example Canada or the United States, countries 
whose entire history is made up of the forging of people with different backgrounds? Not 
least Canada’s multicultural policy seems to be a source of inspiration for some countries in 
the Baltic Sea Region. 

1. Culture and ethnicity: terminology

There are several terms for characterising societies of diverse cultures. A multiethnic soci-
ety contains several ethnic groups, whether they exist under similar or different conditions. 
Multiethnic is hence a descriptive term. The term multicultural is vaguer and can either be 
used to describe a society or in a normative sense: a multicultural society is one where diverse 
groups co-exist, and the society as such encourages groups and individuals to preserve and 
develop their distinctive features. While multi-ethnic refers more narrowly to ethnic aspects, 
multicultural refers to a broader spectrum of cultures.
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Since the Baltic Sea Region 
is multi-ethnic, the majority-
minority relations are crucial. 
A little terminological exercise 
is necessary, not least because 
terms and words differ between 
the languages in the region. 
Here we try to follow as closely 
as possible a terminology that 
seems to be fairly standardised 
in the English language. Ethnic 
group is a key term. The mem-
bers of an ethnic group refer 
to common origin, history, 
language or religion. Ethnic 
groups are not constant; they 
can appear and disappear, grow and diminish. An interesting example from outside the region 
is the great increase of American Indians in the latest U.S. population censuses, which can-
not be explained by demographic factors. This is because social and economic factors explain 
why it has become fashionable to label oneself as American Indian. To turn to our region, the 
authorities in Latvia have recently found an unexpected increase in the number of Latvians 
in the country; the best explanation to this phenomenon is that some people, who, during 
the Soviet period registered as Russians (in order to get access to jobs or positions or to avoid 
harassment), now register as (and most probably also identify as) Latvians. The German ele-
ment in Poland is another example. After the unification of East and West Germany in 1990, 
people in Poland who identify themselves as Germans have increased. Part of the explanation 
is that the Poles have changed their minority policy and that relations between Germany and 
Poland have improved. The real motives behind this change of identity could of course be 
discussed.

Ethnic groups are based on collective identities as opposed to personal identity. Identity is 
a complex term. An individual’s identity can be mixed. If we relate individuals to territory, 
which is of interest here, a person can identify with a city (Aarhus), a region (Jutland), a coun-
try (Denmark) and a larger area (Scandinavia, perhaps Europe), all at the same time. In a cer-
tain context he can act as a Jute (from Jutland), in another context as a Dane or Scandinavian. 
A person’s identity can change during his life course. Polish Jews who fled from Poland in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s and ended up in Sweden arrived with a strong Polish identity, 
but after some years in Sweden they rather identified as Jews, while their Polishness was less 
pronounced than before the migration.

The members of an ethnic group refer to a common basis of values and cultural traits. In 
order to build and maintain this basis, the group protects its cultural heritage. This means 
promoting the history of one’s own group, recalling the life and deeds of its heroes, raising 
monuments and creating symbols, paying attention to the language, and keeping up tradi-
tions. Researchers tend to talk about invented traditions when a culture of tradition has been 
developed.

The aim of the ethnic group is to protect its culture and its position in society. If the goal 
is to establish a state, we talk of a nation. A nation is a group of people who identifies with a 
state, whether this state exists, has existed in the past or could possibly exist in the future. The 
relation between nation and state is important. It could be asked which emerged first, the 
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nation or the state. If we look around in Europe we find that the answers differ. The Baltic 
Sea Region also displays a variety of combinations of nation and state. Sweden is an old state, 
established during the Middle Ages, long before the people in this area had any strong feel-
ing of togetherness. The creation of a Swedish nation was a long process, protracted through 
several centuries and perhaps not yet concluded; by the end of the 19th century there was a 
definite congruence between state and nation. The states of Denmark and Russia also existed 
before Danish and Russian nations were formed. In other cases, there was a nation before the 
state was established. Finland, Estonia and Latvia are states that were created as a result of 
national movements: the nations pre-dated the states. The Soviet Union was a federal mul-
tinational state with a very complicated pattern of republics and nations (peoples), some of 
which had their own republics (Russians, the Russian federal republic; Estonians, the republic 
of Estonia), while others had not (Jews, Germans). The nationality principle was accepted, but 
the aim was to create a Soviet supernation(ality). However, homo sovieticus never materialised. 
Also, the goal was to construct a Soviet cultural unity, mainly with Russian ingredients, while 
much of the local and ethnic culture that was allowed had more of a folkloristic character.

The process of nation-building has been less complicated in Western Europe than in 
Eastern Europe, where the ethnic patterns have been more complex.

2.  The force of ethnicity  
Charles Westin

In the current restructuring of Eastern Europe since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the issue 
of ethnicity has grown increasingly important. It affects the Baltic region, particularly when it 
comes to relations between Russians on the one hand and Balts, Ukrainians and Belarusians 
on the other, in the three Baltic states, Ukraine and Belarus. These nations, which gained 
independence in 1991, refer to their distinctiveness in terms of language, history, culture and 
ethnicity. So, one question of importance that needs to be considered is what we mean by 
ethnicity, or ethnic identity.

No established definition of ethnicity seems to exist that is universally accepted. This is due 
to the fact that ethnicity is a complex phenomenon, which involves several factors or criteria. 
Thus, certain criteria may be highly relevant for one particular group, whereas other criteria 
mainly apply for another group. In a very general sense, ethnicity refers to people’s sense of 
belonging to a group, in particular to a group that is self-reproductive. This means that mar-
riages as a rule take place within the group (endogamy). In some cases it is an explicit require-
ment. Consequently, members of an ethnic group usually have, or at least believe they have, 
similar phenotypical characteristics. Common language, culture, religion, beliefs and territory 
are other criteria that apply in varying degrees.

The term ethnicity has its etymological origin in the Greek work ethnos meaning people. 
Ethnicity is an umbrella concept referring to ‘ethnic phenomena’ such as identities, categories, 
groups, collectives, relations etc. ‘Ethnic identity’ refers to the specific quality characteristic 
of a people’s perception of itself as a people. It may be defined as a collective, individually 
experienced, emotionally significant, cognitively meaningful and, as a rule, identity acknowl-
edged or attributed by others. The term ‘ethnic category’ does not have the connotations of an 
individual’s self-awareness as belonging to a specific group or a specific people. It is more of 
an external classification.
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One might put it that ethnicity is the collective identity common to an ethnic group. In 
English there is no noun to denote the category of people about whom the adjective ethnic 
may be applied. The term ‘ethnic group’ is often used, but the term ‘group’ has the disadvantage 
of underestimating numerical size. Groups are often conceived of as less extensive than col-
lectives. Neither is ‘ethnic collective’ satisfactory as it misses the sense of belonging and com-
mitment that are seen to characterise people’s ethnic awareness and solidarity. An important 
distinction is between ethnicity as a self-conception and self-attribution on the one hand and 
ethnicity as an attribution imposed on an individual or group by external observers.

The concept of ethnicity was brought to the centre of the social sciences in three dif-
ferent ways. First of all it was introduced through social anthropological studies of non- 
European cultures. Some anthropologists used it to replace the concept of tribe. Fredrik 
Barth (1969) pointed out that ethnicity manifests itself in boundary regions between differ-
ent peoples. He also stressed that boundaries between ethnic groups are permeable. Ethnic 
identity becomes salient in encounters, which explains why boundary regions have always 
been significant when ethnicities are enacted.

A second approach to ethnicity has been through studies of societies of immigration. In 
contacts between majority populations and (recent) migrant groups, ethnicities are acted out 
and contrasted. The famous Chicago School of urban studies in the 1920s and 1930s played a 
major role in developing means to analyse urban conditions and migrant minorities. Inspired 
by the American Civil Rights movement in the 1960s, many Americans started to take an 
interest in their own ethnic roots. This movement was referred to as the new ethnicity. The 
sociologist Nathan Glaser (1963) argued that the American melting-pot had in fact not erased 
people’s sense of their ethnic origins, but rather that many Americans in certain circumstances 
were prepared to reactivate dormant ethnic identities and loyalties.

The third field of studies in which ethnicity has been of central concern is in the context 
of political mobilisation, nation building, nationalism and nation-state formation. Ethnic 
sentiments were expressed in 19th century national romanticism in the arts and literature. 
However, ethnic solidarity was also exploited for political purposes for the subjugation of 
minorities. In its most destructive forms it could ultimately lead to genocide. The sociologist 
Anthony D. Smith (1986) represents a school of thought that identifies the roots of the mod-
ern nation state in the ethnic phenomenon. Ernest Gellner (1983) presents a very different 
view on the origins of the nation and the forces behind nation state formation, linking it to 
industrialisation, mass education and modernity, not to ethnicity. 

Ethnic identity is about belonging to an in-group. Most ethnic groups view themselves as 
special in some way, in some cases as having some historic mission or as guardians of a sacred 
tradition, as the rightful occupants of a specific territory or as a chosen people and, in some 
instances, as representing the only really genuine human beings. Although not always explic-
itly stated, other groups may be regarded as morally or culturally inferior. For example, the 
Roma people (Gypsies) refer to themselves as “Rom”, which in their language literally means 
human being. Non-Gypsies are referred to as “Gadje”, that is to say, people who are not clean, 
people who are polluted. A parallel distinction exists among the Jews, and the ancient Greek 
distinction between Hellenes and Barbarians is also an instance of the same idea.

One universal criterion of ethnic identity is almost always mentioned when people are 
required to define what is special about their sense of ethnicity. This is the conception of a 
common origin, which is a belief that is seldom based on veridical historical facts. Usually it 
is a mythological construction. The vital point is that people believe that members of their 
ethnic group descend from common ancestors. 
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Territory is an important criterion in many definitions of ethnicity. Not all ethnic groups, 
however, place importance on territory. Common culture is another criterion. Religion is 
often quoted as a central criterion, as well as a common language. Religion is a broad catego-
ry that normally encompasses many different ethnic groups. Thus it can serve as a necessary 
but not sufficient criterion of a specific ethnicity. For example, Polishness is strongly associ-
ated with Catholicism. This does not mean that all Catholics are Poles, but it does mean 
that Polishness is hard to reconcile with religions other than Catholicism, say, Shintoism 
and Taoism.

Many ethnic groups speak a specific language that they regard as their own. But we 
also find numerous cases where different ethnic groups share a common language. In some 
instances, languages that are regarded as separate tongues from a national and political point 
of view, should rather be classified as different dialects from a linguistic point of view. When 
differences are important politically, markers of distinctiveness will be attributed great sig-
nificance. Some ethnic groups have world languages as their tongue, but speak it in a distinct 
dialect. Pronunciation and dialect thus serve as markers of ethnicity and provide information 
about native versus non-native speakers. A criterion of significance is external recognition, 
that is to say, that other groups recognise and acknowledge the ethnic identity of a given 
group.

Several if not all of these criteria need to be met if we are to speak of an ethnic group:
• Common territory
• Common culture
• Common religion
• Common (often exclusive) language
• External recognition
• Belief in a common origin
Why is ethnicity such a powerful social force? The answer is more or less apparent in the 

combination of several of the criteria listed above. Each individual criterion represents in 
itself the foundation of all-encompassing and lasting collective identities. Ethnicity is about 
the aggregated effect. Yet a different answer is given in the literature on ethnicity. Ethnicity 
is a unique phenomenon in that no other collective identity appears to have the capacity to 
elicit such a powerful and unconditional sense of solidarity. Sociobiologists explain this force 
of ethnicity as a result of mankind’s innate disposition to further the survival of ‘kin’ (in an 
extended metaphoric sense). It goes without saying that this is a highly controversial position. 
An alternative interpretation points to the fact that ethnicity is closely linked with a person’s 
first language. Learning one’s first language in early childhood lays the foundation of a unique 
emotional and cognitive sense of community with other speakers of that language. According 
to this theory, ethnic identity is an extension of linguistic identity with all its emotional con-
notations acquired in early socialisation. Spoken language thus serves as a salient marker of 
ethnic belonging, since certain distinctive features of pronunciation cannot be acquired by 
those who learn the language after childhood.

Both these views regard ethnicity as a primordial force that is inherent to man. This view of 
ethnicity is defended – on different grounds – by sociobiologists, psychologists and linguists. 
An entirely different constructivist, situationist or instrumentalist view on ethnicity is proposed 
by many social anthropologists, sociologists and political scientists. Ethnicity, they say, is not 
an individual trait but a mode of categorisation that is brought out in situations where various 
parties interact and negotiate. People may emphasise their ethnicity or hold it back. Ethnic 
markers may be used to either emphasise or conceal identities, depending on the situation 
at hand. Whatever they do in this respect, they do so for specific reasons and with particular 
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objectives in mind. According to this view, ethnicity may be used in a broader context as an 
instrument for political mobilisation. 

The term ‘ethnic cleansing’ was coined in conjunction with the war in Bosnia. The 
Bosnian tragedy was about how Serbian nationalists who controlled political and military 
power set out to transform a complex multicultural community into an ethnically one-
dimensional society where people were classified according to mutually exclusive categori-
sations. Ethnic friction exists in the states of the eastern Baltic region. This is particularly 
evident in Russia in its conflict with separatist Chechnya. But certain tension is also evident 
between Russian minorities in Latvia and Estonia and the majority populations in these 
states. Nobody in the Baltic region wants to witness the tragic consequences of an ethnic-
ity out of control as has been the case in Bosnia, Kosovo, Chechnya and other parts of the 
Caucasus. 

3. Majorities and minorities

The terms majority and minority refer primarily to numerical relations. A population group 
that consists of more than half of the population in a state is a majority; a minority is less than 
half. Since, according to the last census of 1989, Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians made 
up more than 50% in their respective republics they are by definition majority populations. 
Before this date they were regarded as minorities in the Soviet Union, although they were, of 
course, numerically superior in smaller units (socialist republics). You can therefore say that 
they have transformed from minority to majority populations. The term minority also has 
another connotation: it refers to disadvantaged groups, whether they are economic, political or 
have limited access to the services of society, for example, education. (In western terminology 
we also speak of handicapped, homosexuals, etc. as “minorities”.)

Demography is very important; with this we mean the size of the population groups. How 
many are they? What is their age structure and sex composition? Some population groups 
reproduce faster than others do. A lower marrying age and a higher marriage rate can simply 
lead to more children per family, on average, and hence an increase of population. When there 
is a constant trend you may even call it “demographic behaviour”. The German population 
pyramid clearly illustrates how war and large-scale migration can affect the age and sex struc-
ture of an entire people in the long run. The great population losses, especially among males, 
during the First and the Second World War, transmit themselves to later generations. The 
titles of two of Heinrich Böll’s early novels, Wo warst Du, Adam? (1951) och Haus ohne Hüter 
(1954) illustrate this problem. The fathers and the potential fathers were killed or had been 
absent. Population groups can increase and decrease in number, and this can also affect the 
relative numerical balance between majorities and minorities. All this means that one group 
can outnumber another group in the long run. Minorities or majorities that feel threatened 
one way or another, are very observant on these phenomena. In the former Soviet Union dif-
ferent nationalities had very different demographic patterns. Islamic nationalities had a much 
faster growth than non-Islamic ones. 

In many cases it is very difficult to obtain relevant statistics about minorities and ethnic 
groups. For example, numbers of the Saami population in northern Scandinavia vary. In 
Sweden there is no official statistical figure on the Saami population. The Swedish Saami have 
repeatedly asked the authorities for a special census regarding the Saami, but the answer has 
been negative, one reason being that it is hard to find useful criteria of who is a Saami. Thus, 

Majority and Minority Cultures
The challenges of  diversity 381



in the official literature, the numbers of Saami vary. Normally, representatives of an ethnic 
group present higher figures than the government or representatives of a majority group. But 
this is not always the case. In order to show that a minority is a threat or a potential threat, the 
number may rise. In Sweden in the 1930s, a period of insidious anti-Semitism, exaggerated 
numbers of Jews circulated among the majority population.

Numerical figures are important. Many groups want to show their strength. This is natu-
ral and in many cases reflects a power struggle. Estonians have made a great effort to count 
the population and especially the many losses that they suffered during the Stalin era when 
deportation to Russia took a heavy toll.

Homogenous societies are only found in small isolated areas, such as islands. Multicultural 
societies are the norm around the world. In Europe, the Baltic Sea Region is one of the more 
diverse, and stands comparison together with the Balkans and the Caucasus.

4. Classification of minorities 

Minorities vary in character and are considered as such on many different grounds. There 
is no ideal way of classifying them and there is much overlapping. Present international 
conventions on the protection of minority rights are fairly vague on this point and gener-
ally give the undersigned states much leeway to decide which groups should be considered 
minorities. It is important to stress that minorities stem from different historic processes, and 
some are the result of the fusion and dissolution of states. Others are minorities because of 
historic migratory processes, some of which have been very complex and drawn-out in time. 
Finland’s Swedish-speakers are hard to classify. Parts of today’s Finland were “colonised” by 
Swedes in the Middle Ages in a combination of crusades, settling, trade and military expan-
sion. Gradually Finland was integrated in the Swedish state and the existence of Swedish-
speakers in Finland is a result of the Swedish cultural and linguistic penetration of Finland. 
Numerically, Swedish-speakers are a minority but in political terms they do not consider 
themselves as such. Finland is a country with two official languages. The two language groups 
must be set against the Finnish brand of nationalism, which also led some Swedish-speakers 
to shift to Finnish for political reasons. Finland’s Swedish-speaking population resists con-
ventional labelling. Some groups are called historic minorities, which implies that they have 
been in the area for a long time. Jewish parts of European populations, always in a numerical 
minority, have existed in most countries for a long time, and are therefore normally labelled 
as historical minorities. 

Most Germans in Estonia and Latvia, normally called German Balts, had a long history 
in the area and could best be called a dominant historic minority, since they had an upper 
hand after the expansion of the Teutonic order and the Hansa. Socially, Germans were a 
dominant minority even after the Russians had taken control in the early 1700s. The German 
Balts decreased in number from the late 1800s and were enticed to Germany after the 1939 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Russians in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania moved in at a slow pace 
in the 1800s. After incorporation into the Soviet Union in 1940, the political, military and 
industrial sectors were russified and workers, military personnel, and administrative personnel 
were recruited from other parts of the USSR. The demise of the USSR in 1991 left a large 
Russian-speaking population in the area. The Russians in these countries can be called a mixed 
historic and colonising minority.
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Territorial minorities inhabit 
a well-defined area, and in 
many cases they can refer to 
a presence far back in his-
tory thousands of years ago. 
Territorial minorities, who 
are regarded as the earliest 
inhabitants in an area, by 
themselves or by others, 
are called indigenous or 
autochthonous. The Saami, 
a Finno-Ugric people in 
Northern Scandinavia and 
Russia, are recognised by 
the United Nations as indig-
enous. The Slavonic Sorbs live in the Länder of Sachsen and Brandenburg. The Sorbs number 
about 70,000. Most of them are bilingual in Sorbian and German or monolingual in German. 
The Kashubians live in Pomerania, with their centre in Gdańsk and are also best classified as 
a territorial minority. According to some estimations there are between 150,000 and 200,000 
Kashubian-speakers. This illustrates the discussion above that it is sometimes very difficult to 
tell how large an ethnic group is or how many people speak a certain language. Great differences 
in figures indicate that criteria differ, that those who release figures have political objectives or 
that identity problems are involved. Several Finno-Ugric peoples exist today only as remnants 
of larger populations. The Livonians, or Livians, in Latvia number only about 100 individuals. 
The Votes and Veps also remain in small numbers. Ingrians and Finns in the St Petersburg area 
number several thousands. The Karelians, who live in both Finland and Karelia, make up a 10% 
minority in the Russian republic Karelia. The Germanic Frisians live on the Dutch and German 
Frisian Islands in the North Sea and on neighbouring shores.

Border minorities are created when borders are drawn or changed as a result of military force or 
political agreements. They are normally long-time inhabitants of an area. Although they are 
neighbours to the majority culture from which they originated, they may not identify with 
it, and they speak their own version of the language. The existence of large numbers of Danes 
south of the Danish-German border, and many Germans north of that border, is largely a result 
of war, border revisions, a referendum in 1920 and international agreements. The Torne Valley 
Finns became a minority in northern Sweden after the division of Sweden and Finland in 
1809. This Finnish-speaking group lived under a restrictive Swedish minority policy up to the 
early 20th century. Poles are found in several areas outside present-day Poland. The borders of 
Poland have changed more dramatically than those of any other country in the Region. After 
World War II large areas of eastern Poland were transferred to the Soviet republics of Ukraine, 
Belarus and Lithuania. Several hundred years earlier the Lithuanian-Polish commonwealth 
included these regions. Germans in areas bordering Germany are found in Silesia/Schlesien/
Âlàsk in southern Poland, and Denmark among other areas.

Non-territorial minorities have a migratory background. Escaping prosecution, they have settled 
in a larger region covering several countries. They preserve their language, culture and religion 
and often live apart from the majority culture, although individuals might be assimilated. The 
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nation in contemporary Latvia. Photo: Alfred F. Majewicz 



Baltic Sea Region was the home of the Jews for centuries. From the Middle Ages up to the 
beginning of this century, 90% of world Jewry lived in a region comprising eastern Poland, 
Western Ukraine, Belarus, and Lithuania. Today only a small part of the once numerous 
Jewish population remains in the area. Many were killed in the Holocaust, others emigrated, 
mostly to the United States and to Israel, and still others were assimilated in the majority 
cultures. 

Roma or Gypsies (in Germany called Sinti und Roma) have been present in the Baltic Sea 
Region for centuries, although most Gypsies live elsewhere. They speak Romani, an ancient 
Indo-European language, and uphold their own cultural traditions. Earlier they led a partly 
nomadic life, but are today more often settled. They are present almost all over Europe and 
their lack of status and lack of organisational strength make them Europe’s most threatened 
territorial minority. It is characteristic that their role as victims of the Nazi genocide has 
attracted very little attention from scholars and politicians. They simply have lacked spokes-
men for their case. 

Labour migrants are recruited to an area often as labour or expertise. They typically aim at integra-
tion into the new society, although sometimes traditions from original cultures are conserved 
for generations. Labour migration has occurred for centuries. Massive labour immigration into 

the western part of the Region 
occurred in the 1960s and early 
1970s.

The largest group of immi-
grant labour in Sweden was the 
Finns, followed by Yugoslavs and 
Greeks, but many more nation-
alities were represented. On the 
whole the inter-Nordic migra-
tion dominated. In Germany 
the Turks, Yugoslavs, Italians and 
Greeks constitute a majority of 
labour migrants. Today Turks 
and Kurds number about two 
millions in Germany. 

Labour migration was exten-
sive within the former Soviet 
Union. The industrialisation of 
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania 
led to the massive immigration of 
workers, particularly from Russia, 
Belarus and Ukraine. Poland did 
not experience a similar influx of 
workers, although more recently 
Russian labour immigration is 
notable.

It is sometimes difficult 
to distinguish between labour 
migrants and refugees who are 
escaping prosecution, terror or 
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1. Territorial minorities 2. Border minorities

4. Labour migrants3. Non-territorial minorities

Map 33. Classification of minorities. Ill.: BUP archive



other life-threatening living conditions to settle in a new country, often with the hope of 
returning home soon. They try to keep their culture. There have always been refugees although 
their numbers increase during wars. International conventions define when an individual is to 
be considered a refugee and thus to be granted asylum.

Large refugee groups from the Second World War were Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians, 
and Jews. As the only country to stay out of the war, Sweden received all of these groups, but 
played for many only the role of a transit country. Norwegians, Danes and Finns also fled 
to Sweden. Large numbers of Germans living elsewhere, in particular East Prussia, fled to 
Germany at the end of the war. 

During the 1970s conflicts and prosecution in countries in Africa, Asia and South America 
resulted in a heavy influx of refugees. Ethiopia, Sudan, Vietnam, Chile, Argentina, Kurdistan, 
Iran, and Iraq were some of the areas from which people fled to Western Europe. Since 1992 
the war in former Yugoslavia has forced tens of thousands of Bosnians, Croatians, and Albanians 
to come the Region.

5. Majorities and minorities: historical perspectives

Minorities have existed in most societies in most stages of history. Individuals and groups have 
deviated from the greater part of the population, whether the difference has been racial, linguis-
tic, ethnic, national, or cultural. (One must beware that a modern political terminology is not 
always applicable for older historical periods.) Thus, linguistic deviation had little significance 
in Europe in the Middle Ages, while religious dissidents had limited leeway. Hussites (named so 
after their leader, the Czech reformer Jan Hus) in Bohemia and Lollards in England in the begin-
ning of the fifteenth century were isolated and humiliated. Jews were a visible minority, and anti- 
Semitism was a recurrent phenomenon. 

The Reformation created a new religious situation. Protestants became minorities in some 
societies, while Catholics were disliked in others. In France, 400,000 Huguenots were driven 
away by the Catholic establishment in 1685 after more than a century’s wavering of co-exis-
tence experiments. From the period of Enlightenment the problem of religious minorities was 
less salient in Western Europe. 

The current minority problems in Europe are mainly a result of the national movement 
in the nineteenth century. The then leading principle of “one people – one language – one 
state” did not leave much room for minorities. Borders were altered to make the territories of 
nations and states congruent, e.g. in Italy and Germany. In other countries, minorities like 
Occitans and Bretons in France were asked, stimulated or forced to assimilate culturally and 
linguistically. In northern Norway and northern Sweden military and security aspects, fear 
of Russia and uncertainty of Russia’s territorial policy, added to the ungenerous treatment of 
Finnish-speakers around the turn of the century in 1900. 

The nationalistic principle culminated after the First World War when the self-determi-
nation of peoples was manifested in President Wilson’s fourteen points and the organising 
principle of the Paris peace conference after the war. Large dynastic, polytechnic states – the 
Romanov, the Habsburg and the Ottoman – were dissolved but new minority problems were 
unavoidable in the successor states.
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Denmark 2000. Pop 5.3 mil Norway 2000. Pop 4.5 mil Sweden 2000. Pop 8.9 mil

Germany 2000. Pop 82.8 mil Finland 2000. Pop 5.2 mil Karelia 1989

Estonia 2000. Pop 1.4 mil Latvia 2000. Pop 2.4 mil Lithuania 2000. Pop 3.6 mil

Kaliningrad 1995. Pop 0.513 mil Belarus 2001. Pop 10.4 mil Ukraine 2000. Pop 48.8 mil

Figure 108. Population composition of the Baltic Region. Official figures from Poland and the St Petersburg district area 
are missing
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6. Collective strategies of minorities 

Minorities (and its individual members) can choose between different strategies:
1.  Isolation. The current situation of Gypsies in most European countries is a result of forced 

and voluntary isolation. 
2.  Accommodation was the main strategy of Jews in Western Europe from around 1800. Also, 

without losing their identity, the Kashubians have accommodated themselves to the domi-
nant German and Polish cultures. 

3.  Autonomism. The Åland Islands and the Faeroe Islands, an outlying part of Denmark in the 
Atlantic, are examples of a successful search for autonomy. In English terminology “home 
rule” would be a fitting term for these areas.

4.  Separatism aims further than autonomy; some researchers use the term micro-nationalism to 
characterise far-reaching ambitions in these respects by smaller areas or population groups, 
for example, Basques and Corsicans, who aspire to an almost independent status for their 
territories. 

5.  Irredentism means seeking unification with a neighbouring territory controlled by members 
of the same ethnic group. One could refer to the interplay between Germany and German-
speaking groups in surrounding countries in the inter-war years. 

6.  Emigration. One way out for persecuted groups is to leave the country. One example of 
this “exit” behaviour is the religious dissidents in England in the seventeenth century who 
settled in North America. Jews made up the overwhelming majority of those emigrants who 
left Russia during the decades before the First World War. This was also the choice among 
the East European Jews during different periods, for example, during the 1970s, 1980s and 
1990s, when Israel was an important migration target. 
There are also “dominant minorities.” For centuries Germans in Estonia and Latvia were 

a privileged group, but one must warn against seeing the interplay between the Germans and 
the rest of the population in modern national terms. 

Figure 109. Roma buskers 
in Warsaw. Photo: Alfred F. 
Majewicz
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