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Introduction 

Minority groups in the People’s Republic of Poland were not a topic of discussion in the social or 

political spheres during the communist regime because the authorities back then propounded and 

enforced a “socialist single nation-state.” It was an unspoken but obvious fact that “nation” meant 

only “Polish” nation, and topics about minorities (citizens of non-Polish origins) were subjected 

to censorship (Duda 2006: 109; Rokoszowa 1989: 19–20). In fact, there were some notable 

academic works on the matter of ethnic minorities (e.g. Miodunka ed. 1987) during the 

communist regime, but such topics could never be articulated in the public sphere. However, this 

situation changed after the democratization of Poland by 1989. It was not only a change of a 

political system but also an embrace of the freedom of speech. However, the legal arrangements 

by the Polish state to protect minorities started much later. The Council of Europe (henceforth, 

CoE) established the “Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities” in 1995, 

which Poland later ratified in 2000. Additionally, the 1992 “European Charter for Regional and 

Minority Languages” (henceforth, European Charter) was finally ratified by Poland in 2009. 

Regarding civic laws, it was not until 2005 that non-Polish languages were mentioned in a Polish 

legislative document. In this presentation, the “Minority Act” will be referred to as the first legal 

document on the protection of minorities in Poland. Despite its monumental role in history, the 

following problems remain: (1) there are two terms concerning language in the Minority Act: 

“regional language” and “minority language.” The distinction drawn between these two concepts 

seems unnecessary; (2) the Minority Act categorizes the Kashubian language as a regional 

language, not as a minority language, although the speakers of this language are generally 

regarded as a minority. In addition, the term “Kashubian” itself is not listed as one of the ethnic 

minorities in the Minority Act.  

  Most countries in Europe have formulated policies on minorities and their languages based on 

the two treaties of the CoE. However, these treaties only constitute political frameworks, and 

specific legislation on minority groups largely depends on each country. Thus, the legally binding 
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power of the CoE is relatively weaker than that of the European Union (Vacca 2011: 347). 

Because of this, legislation on the protection of minorities reflects the political attitude of the 

country concerned: in other words, the country’s intent or purpose.  

 

1. General Information: The Minority Act (2005) and the Kashubian Language 

The Minority Act, formally “the Act of January 6th, 2005 on National and Ethnic Minorities and 

on the Regional Languages,” defines the concept “minority” and specifies them by listing their 

proper names (Minority Act: Article 2): 

 

National minorities: 1) Byelorussians 2) Czechs 3) Lithuanians 4) Germans 5) Armenians 6) 

Russians 7) Slovaks 8) Ukrainians 9) Jews 

 

Ethnic minorities: 1) the Karaim 2) the Lemko; 3) the Roma; 4) the Tartar 

 

The Minority Act differentiates national minority from ethnic minority on the basis of the group’s 

identification with a state outside Poland. Both types of minorities (national and ethnic) have the 

right to use their own language (minority language) in public places.1 Therefore, if article 2 of 

the Minority Act is taken literally, it can be assumed that there are 13 “minority languages” in 

Poland, because of the 13 minority groups listed. Yet, the actual language situation is not that 

simple.2 In addition, the Minority Act defines another important term, regional language, which 

differs from minority language. Only the Kashubian language is regarded as a regional language 

in the Minority Act. Article 19 states: 

 
1 According to Article 10 of the Minority Act, minority residents constituting no less than 20% of the 
total number of residents within a municipality can be officially registered by the state. This registration 
falls under the “Official Register of Municipalities.” The number of minority residents is determined on 
the basis of the current national census figures. In registered municipalities, the language of such 
minorities is classified as a “supporting language” (Pol. język pomocniczy). For example, a supporting 
language can be used in conjunction with the primary language, in this case Polish, to indicate the official 
names of places, physiographical objects, and streets. At present (August 2018), there are 33 registered 
municipalities in Poland, of which 22 municipalities (all of them found in Opole voivodeship) have 
German registered as a supporting language. 
2 This is because some national / ethnic minorities are linguistically assimilated. According to the report 
of Wicherkiewicz (2006: 657), only three speakers of the Karaim language remain, all elderly. As for 
Tartar, it has not been spoken in the territory of Poland for at least 300 years. Both Karaims and Tartars 
identify themselves by religion or folkloristic features, not by language. Armenians and Jews are also 
almost completely assimilated linguistically (Tambor 2008: 50). Despite this fact, these languages are 
reported as being used in present-day Poland. Article 3 might lead to misinterpretation, if information 
about the language situation is not provided. 
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1. […] “a regional language” shall mean a language that is: (1) traditionally used within a 

given territory of the State by nationals of that State, who form a group numerically 

smaller than the rest of the State’s population; and (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.  

2. The Kashubian language shall be a regional language within the meaning of the Act. 

[…].3 

 

Kashubian is a local vernacular spoken by indigenous residents on the coast of the Baltic Sea, 

the so-called Pomerania region. The linguistic classification of Kashubian as a language of its 

own or as a Polish dialect has varied since the second half of the 19th century (See also chapter 

3). It should be noted that a “regional language” is defined differently from a “minority language.”  

According to the national census carried out in 2011, the number of people who declared their 

Kashubian “identity” (Pol. identyfikacja) amounted to 229,000, which is the second largest 

number among non-Polish identities.4  

 

2. What is a “regional language” in the Minority Act? 

As shown in the previous chapter, the concept of “regional language” is defined differently from 

the concept of “minority language.” In this chapter, the definition of regional language is analyzed, 

and is compared to that of the European Charter of the CoE. First, let us look again at the definition 

in the Article 19 of the Minority Act. 

 

1. For the purposes of this Act and in accordance with the European Charter for 

Regional or Minority Languages […] “a regional language” shall mean a language 

that 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 

(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.  

2. The Kashubian language shall be a regional language within the meaning of the Act. 

 
3 Emphasized by me 
4 Other results of declared “identity” are shown as follows: Polish (36,999,000: 96.0%); Silesian 
(817,000: 2.1%); German (129,000: 0.3%); Ukrainian (49,000: 0.1%). 
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[…].5 

 

On the other hand, Article 1 of the European Charter, the primary source document of the Minority 

Act, defines “regional and minority language” as: 

 

(a)  “Regional or minority languages” refer to languages that are: 

i. 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 

ii. different from the official language(s) of that State; it does not include either 

dialects of the official language(s) of the State or the languages of migrants.6 

 

As seen in Article 1, the European Charter does not distinguish between a “regional” language 

and a “minority” language; rather, the two terms are connected by the conjunction “or,” which 

means that they can be used interchangeably. In other provisions of the European Charter, the two 

concepts—regional language and minority language—always appear in the same form. However, 

despite the fact that the document itself is based on the European Charter, the Polish Minority Act 

defines them as two separate concepts. This distinction seems to be unique to the Polish Minority 

Act. 

  Thus, Poland’s reasons for differentiating between the two concepts should be examined. 

Indeed, this differentiation between minority language and regional language is logically 

unnatural and unnecessary. There are two specific reasons for this: 

1. The Minority Act states that the users of a regional language are “a group numerically 

smaller than the rest of the State’s population.” The same criterion can also be used to 

define “minorities.” For example, most members of “officially” recognized minorities 

in the Minority Act (e.g. German minority, Ukrainian minority etc.) are also Polish 

citizens who constitute “a group numerically smaller than the rest of the State’s 

population.” Clearly, there is no difference between “minorities” and users of a regional 

language.  

2. With regard to languages, the terms “regional” language and “minority” language are 

also differently defined. A regional language is, as stated above, defined linguistically 

 
5 Emphasized by me 
6 Emphasized by me. 
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(“a regional language shall mean a language that is…”). On the other hand, a minority 

language is defined on the basis of a human-group (“A minority language is a language 

of a minority group”). In other words, “minority language” is defined on the basis of the 

language of the people constituting a minority group. A regional language, meanwhile, 

is not connected to any one specific human-group. Its users are anonymous (“a group 

of citizens”).  

3. Article 19 of the Minority Act indicates that the Kashubian language is a regional 

language in Poland. In fact, there are no other named languages in the Minority Act 

apart from Kashubian.  

 

In summary, the Minority Act’s distinction of a regional language and a minority language does 

not correspond to the CoE’s definition, and lacks any legal necessity (cf. point 1 above). In 

addition, only Kashubian is differently defined (cf. point 2 above) and belongs to the category 

which seems unnecessary – regional language (cf. point 3 above). Thus, it can be surmised that 

the category “regional language” itself was intentionally made for Kashubian language.  

 

3. Why is only the Kashubian language defined as a “regional” language? 

As pointed out in the previous chapter, the definition for regional language and the legal 

classification of the Kashubian language as a regional language are not logically consistent. From 

a historical viewpoint, the categorization of Kashubian as a language is not so clear-cut. Many 

Polish linguists, such as Jan Nieczysław Baudouin de Courtenay (1845–1929), Karol Dejna 

(1911–2004), Stanisław Urbańczyk (1909–2001) etc., have said that Kashubian is a Polish 

“dialect.”7 However, many other 19th century scholars hold contrary views (Kashubian is apart 

from Polish). Scholars such as Florian Ceynowa (1817–1881)—one of the pioneers of linguistic 

studies on Kashubian (Sadakane, 2016: 56–59)8—and Stefan Ramułt (1859–1913)—the author 

of the first comprehensive dictionary of Kashubian—strongly argued that Kashubian is one of the 

Slavonic “languages” (Ramułt 1893: 10).  

This conundrum about the linguistic classification of the Kashubian language persists. Recently, 

especially after the year 2000, the Kashubian “language” has become more prominent among 

 
7 Cf. Бодуэн де Куртенэ (1897), Stieber (1965), Dejna (1973), Urbańczyk (1976). 
8 It is often pointed out that Ceynowa himself had an aim to create a linguistic norm of the Kashubian 
“language” to protest against Germanization in the Kashubian region (Treder ed. 2006: 37). The patriotic 
thought of Ceynowa was definitely influenced by the so-called “Spring of Nations.” 
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Polish linguists. For example, the on-line compendium of dialectology edited by Halina Karaś 

treats Kashubian as an independent language, not as a dialect (Karaś ed. 2010). The Russian 

linguist Aleksandr Dulichenko, by using his original concept of “micro-language” (Rus. 

микроязык), counts Kashubian as one of the Slavonic micro-languages (Дуличенко 2006; 2009). 

On the other hand, some of the contemporary linguistic works, such as Przybylska (2003), treat 

Kashubian as a dialect. On the website of PWN, academic publisher Artur Czesak mentions that 

the so-called Kashubian problem remains, criticizing that the Minority Act has failed to resolve 

the various issues about the Kashubians and their language since the 19th century (Czesak 2007).  

In short, the classification of Kashubians and their language has remained shaky since the 2nd 

half of the 19th century until today. In other words, the relationship between the Poles (majority) 

and the Kashubians has been a topic of discussion for over 100 years. Meanwhile, the relationship 

between Poles and other “official” minorities, such as Ukrainians, Germans, the Lemko etc., has 

been relatively clear-cut. It is obvious that these groups mentioned above are “different” from the 

Poles. In the case of the Kashubians, however, their historical relationship with the Poles is not 

as clear-cut. Therefore, from the viewpoint of the Polish majority, the Kashubians as a group 

should be treated differently from other, “obvious” distinctive minorities.  

 

4. Conclusion 

The points articulated so far in this presentation can be summarized as follows: 

 

1. The European Charter of the CoE, which is the primary legislative source document of the 

Minority Act of Poland, does not distinguish “minority language” from “regional language.” 

Thus, the distinction established in the Minority Act is peculiar to Poland. In addition, as 

mentioned in the chapter 2, the category of regional language itself is illogical and unnatural. 

Thus, it should be concluded that the category of “regional language” was purposefully 

established for the Kashubians. 

2. The term “Kashubian language” appears in the Minority Act. However, the name of the 

ethnic group (Kashubians) does not appear in the Minority Act. This means that the Minority 

Act does not regard the Kashubians as a minority group, although Kashubians seem to be 

treated as a minority within the social context.  

 

The two points above indicate that the Minority Act of Poland intentionally differentiates two 

concepts: “minority language” and “regional language.” This intentional distinction can be 
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explained from a historical viewpoint, as discussed in chapter 3. That is, the long-standing, 

obscure relationship between Kashubians and Poles that has been a topic of discussion till date, 

unlike other “official” minorities. In any case, the Minority Act does not trace the actual 

circumstances that surround minorities and their languages in Poland. Actually, the historical 

viewpoint is reflected in the document itself. Of course, the treatment of other official or non-

official minorities, such as the Silesians, can be compared with the Kashubians. However, within 

the scope of this presentation, it is concluded that the unnecessary distinction of “minority 

language” and “regional language” was because of the fact that the attitude of the majority (the 

Poles) toward the Kashubians was different from that toward other “official minorities.” 
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