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[SLIDE 1 - TITLE] 

  Language policies carried out by states can be one of the most interesting themes not only for 

linguistics, but also for sociology or political science. Language policy is a term with many 

meanings and it is possible to analyse it in various ways.  

 

[SLIDE 2 - PURPOSE OF PRESENTATION] 

  In this presentation, I would like to engage myself in the language policy to national and 

ethnic minorities in contemporary Poland and, considering the actual language situation in the 

country, propose a new classification of the dialects and minority languages. 

   

[SLIDE 3 - IN THE REIGN OF COMMUNISM]  

  In the reign of communists in Poland from 1945 until 1989 (formally called “the People’s 

Republic of Poland”), the ideology of so-called “moral and political unity of the nation” was 

promoted so strongly, that minorities’ rights were totally ignored or abused. Precisely to say, the 

conception of “minority” did not exist in the times of communism, because the ideology 

implied unity of the “Polish” nation.  

 

[SLIDE 4 - IN THE REIGN OF COMMUNISM] 

  Alfred Majewicz and Tomasz Wicherkiewicz describe minority policies carried out by 

communists and say that some of what they did was of a criminal nature. For example, forced 

deportations of non-Polish people took place after WW2 under the slogan of “repatriation” to 

their own countries. One of the most representative of such political action is the so-called 

operation “Vistula”. 

 

[SLIDE 5 -RADICAL CHANGE IN EUROPE -1990’s-] 

  Public discussions and book publications about issues of minorities became possible in 

1990’s, after the dynamic political change in Eastern Europe. At the same time (in 1992), “The 

European Charter for Regional or Minority Language” was adopted in the Council of Europe. 6 

years after the charter, “the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities” 
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came into effect. In 1990’s, the situation surrounding minorities started to change radically not 

only in Poland, but also in whole Europe. Sven Gustavsson, a Swedish linguist summarizes 

reactions of member states to the charter and convention. 

 

[SLIDE 6 - FUNDAMENTAL CHANGE IN POLAND] 

  Concerning the Polish language policy, a fundamental change took place so much later. In 

2005, “The Act of 6 January 2005 on National and Ethnic Minorities and on the Regional 

Languages” (in this presentation “the Act” for short) came into effect. In the Act following 

minorities are recognized as national or ethnic minorities. 

 

[SLIDE 7 - MINORITIES IN POLAND IN THE “ACT”] 

― national minorities: 

1) Armenians, 2) Byelorussians, 3) Czechs, 4) Germans, 5) Jews, 6) Lithuanians, 7) 

Russians, 8) Slovaks, 9) Ukrainians,  

 

[SLIDE 8 - MINORITIES IN POLAND IN THE “ACT”] 

― ethnic minorities: 

1) the Karaim, 2) the Lemko, 3) the Roma, 4) the Tartar. 

 

 

[SLIDE 9 - MINORITIES IN POLAND IN THE “ACT”] 

  Polish government undertakes that all of these minorities have rights to use their own 

languages in official and private life and to write a personal name according to the spelling rules 

of their languages’ orthography, though transliteration is needed, if their writing depends on 

non-Roman alphabet, for example Cyrillic letters, Hebrew alphabet etc. 

 

[SLIDE 10 - REGIONAL LANGUAGE] 

  One who is interested in the polish language policy should take a look to the definition of a 

“regional language”. The Act says that a regional language is: 

(1) traditionally used within a given territory of a State by nationals of that State, who 

form a group numerically smaller than the rest of the State’s population; and 
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[SLIDE 11 - REGIONAL LANGUAGE] 

(2) different from the official language of that State; it shall not include either dialects 

of the official language of the State or the languages of migrants. 

 

[SLIDE 12 - REGIONAL LANGUAGE]   

  The Polish government, considering the definitions, recognizes the Kashubian (Cassubian) 

language as the sole regional language in Poland. 

 

[SLIDE 13 - PROBLEMS OF THE “ACT”]   

  So far, we took a general view of the polish language policy. One who knows about 

minorities’ rights abuse in communism Poland would be surprised at such a radical change of 

the situation surrounding non-Polish languages. Of course, the Act is one of the greatest 

achievements after the post communism reforms. In my opinion, however, some parts of the Act 

need to be discussed about because of the lack of adequate understanding to the minorities’ 

languages.  

 

[SLIDE 14 - PROBLEMS OF THE “ACT”] 

  (1) The Act presents the names of national and ethnic minorities and allows them to use 

own languages (minority languages), though the Act demands transliteration of 

non-Roman alphabet writing. However, there is no specific definition of a “minority 

language” in the Act. On the other hand, a “regional language” is defined in detail in the 

chapter 4. This problem leads to (2), (3) and (4) to which I will refer later. 

 

[SLIDE 15 - PROBLEMS OF THE “ACT”]  

  (2) According to the Act, users of a regional language (in the case of Poland - Kashubians) 

constitute “a group numerically smaller than the rest of the State’s population”. Needless to say, 

national or ethnic minorities also satisfy the condition. The Act does not explain the difference 

between users of a regional language and that of a minority language. 

 

[SLIDE 16 - PROBLEMS OF THE “ACT”]   

  (3) The Act is not engaged in the so-called “the Silesian speech” in spite of the fact that the 

speech causes various public discussions. In the National Census published by the Central 

Statistical Office of Poland in 2011, we can find an information that about 817 thousand 
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respondents chose the Silesian identification, 362 thousand of which chose it as the sole one, 

that is they declared their ethnicity is Silesian, not Polish. The total number of people with 

Kashubian identification amounts to only 229 thousand.  

 

[SLIDE 17 - PROBLEMS OF THE “ACT”] 

  It is worth to mention that the Kashubian language was traditionally treated as a dialect of 

Polish for a long time, in the same way as the Silesian speech. Today, however, the Kashubian 

“dialect” has been promoted to a “language”, the Silesian speech remains at the former status - 

“dialect”. It could be another issue, whether the Silesian speech could be qualified for a regional 

language or not, but considering the number of “Silesians”, polish language policy must not 

avoid mentioning the status of the Silesian speech.   

 

[SLIDE 18 - PROBLEMS OF THE “ACT”] 

  (4) The Act treats the Lemko as an ethnic minority. Lemko is the name of an 

ethnographic subgroup of the so-called “Ruthenians”. The name is used mainly in Poland 

and they are referred to as the Ruthenians (Rusyny or Rusnaky) in Slovakia. As already 

mentioned, the Act allows every minority to use own language. That means the Act gives 

recognition to the existence of the Lemko language. The affiliation of the language is, 

however, also problematic.  

 

[SLIDE 19 - PROBLEMS OF THE “ACT”] 

  Some researchers say that the speech is one of the Ukrainian dialects and do not name 

the speech “the Lemko language”. Actually, the Lemko speech has many features which 

are common with the Ukrainian. On the other hand, some people, especially the Lemko 

intelligentsia who tries to make it a literary norm, insists on “the Lemko language”.  

 

[SLIDE 20 - PROBLEMS OF THE “ACT”] 

  I agree with Duda (2006) who has an opinion that the borderline between a language and 

a dialect is not so clear-cut, because linguistic evidences (phonetic, morphological, 

syntactic features) sometimes are not so useful to distinguish a speech from another. The 

problem of the Lemko language / speech is, in my opinion, not a linguistic isuue, but a 

political one, as is the case of the Silesian speech. 
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[SLIDE 21 - CONCLUSION] 

  Problems at which we took a look in the former chapter, are too complicated to treat as 

trivial matters. In this chapter, as a conclusion of the whole presentation, I would like to 

propose a new classification of the dialects and languages in today’s Poland. 

 

Group A 

non-Polish languages 

Group B 

Polish and dialects 

Group C 

controversial languages/dialects 

Armenian  Polish standard language Kashubian 

Byelorussian Lesser Polish dialect Silesian dialect 

Czech Greater Polish dialect Lemkovian 

German Mazovian dialect  

Hebrew  *Silesian dialect  

Karaim  
 

*Kashubian  
 

*Lemkovian 
  

Lithuanian  
  

Russian   

Romani   

Slovakian 
  

Tartar   

Ukrainian  
 

 

  Taking into account of former studies, official documents and problems which I have 

mentioned in this presentation, I classify all of the languages and dialects into 3 groups, A, 

B and C.   

 

[SLIDE 22 - CONCLUSION] 

  I will explain reasons of the classification. In group A fall non-Polish languages, in 

another term, languages of the national and ethnic minorities and regional language. In 

group A, I present the names of the Karaim and Tartar as non-Polish languages, because 

the Act regards each of these two groups as ethnic minority. However, the actual situation 

of some languages is not clear. According to the National Census in 2011, a number with 
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Tartar or Karaim identification amounts to respectively 2 thousand and 3 hundred. At this 

moment I can not say anything about the Tartar and Karaim, but in my personal opinion it 

is difficult to mention that these two languages are actively used in contemporary Poland.  

  To return to our main subject, the Kashubian and Lemkovian matters are at present 

controversial, as already mentioned. Because of the reason, I present the names with an 

asterisk mark and group them into C.  

 

[SLIDE 23 - CONCLUSION] 

The standard Polish and its dialectal variations are found in group B. Each of the Polish 

dialect, except for the Silesian dialect, can be recognized as a regional variation of the 

standard (literary) Polish with no doubts.  

 

[SLIDE 24 - CONCLUSION] 

  All controversial languages we can find in group C. My classification is based on the 

proposal of Dixon who distinguish between the political and linguistical conception.  

 

[SLIDE 25 - CONCLUSION] 

  From the point of traditional linguistics and dialectology, it would be possible to call 

each language of the group C as a dialect (Kashubian and Silesian belongs to Polish, 

Lemkovian ― to Ukrainian). If we think of social and political functions of a language, 

however, the languages in group C can not be simply regarded as a dialect, because they 

have a symbolical function for the users to distinguish themselves from major group 

(Kashubians and Silesians from Poles, Lemkovians ― from Ukrainians), that is each of 

the languages in group C has a function as a language distinctive marker. 


