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B

y the end of the 20th Century, the changing
concept of the Balkans and their territorial issues came into focus again. In the course of defining a
community or territory, unique, differentiating,
common features and accepted geographical borders
are ascertained. Regarding the hereby examined
Balkans, there are neither an academic consensus,
nor an accordance among the neighbouring countries in terms of bordering, definition, and integrated
regional community. Today’s scientists and politicians regard the Balkans as an originally problematic
space which endangers the safety and stability of the
entire European community. The term ‘the Balkans’
refers to a fragmented, multi-ethnic, multicultural
region but used as a pejorative remark. It is also
referred to as an example to be avoided in other
parts of Europe. The term ‘Balkan’ is a grievous historical heritage burdened with ethnic conflicts and
political failure. This negative image is also affirmed
by the intricate conversion processes (political-economic) of the post-communist era.1

The concept of the Balkans is mostly identified as South-Eastern Europe or it is even narrowed
down. According to a wider representation, the former Yugoslavian states are considered as parts of
the Balkans such as Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia,
Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Slovenia and in
some cases Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, and the
European territories of Turkey. The product of
modern times is a new territorial category namely

‘the West-Balkans’. Formerly it used to represent
the Balkans as state poverty, violence, and backwardness, and this concept has inherited the above
mentioned features.2
In the Balkans, statehood and ethnicity are
deeply connected and derive from the era of national
rebirth in the 19th Century. In the region, ethnic
situations seem to be unbalanced and burdened due
to the recently perpetuated Balkan wars, conflicts,
ethnic and religious problems. As a result the question of minorities has attracted an intense attention.
According to the data of the national census in
2000, the total population of the region’s 54 million is divided into ¾ part of Romanians (19,5 million), Serbians (8,1 million), Bulgarians (6,7 million), and Albanians (5,3 million). As the first chart
demonstrates (Appendix 1), in certain countries of
the region, the ratio of the possibly dominant nations increased up to 87% within the total population (which was 73,1% in 1921). However the ratio
of the minorities decreased to 13%. This process is
related to wartime ethnic cleansing, a large number
of migration, spatial ethnic concentration, and assimilation which is pointing towards ethnic homogenization. Obviously this does not mean that there
are no solid ethnic spaces where minorities dominate the population in numbers (Hungarians in
Vojvodina, Albanians in Macedonia, Turkish around Sumen and Kardjali in Bulgaria).3 The ethnic
compound of the Balkan countries is various as it
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clearly appears on the charts. There are some ethnic
groups which can be found in several Balkan states
as a national minority, but also at the same time
they embody the state-forming national majority in
another country. For example Albanians represent
the minority in Macedonia, Serbia, Montenegro,
Greece but on the other hand the national majority
in Kosovo and Albania. In the course of long historical dramas, the ‘stage’ of the Balkans has been rearranged which led to a special situation in numerous
cases. While one part of an ethnic group forms the
majority of a country, the other part of the same
community suffers from the disadvantages of minority existence in another state (Serbians, Croatians,
Bosnians are all related). It also has been considered
that there have been different minorities excluded
from the state-forming procedures. This includes
the remaining groups of the Osman regime that
determined the flow of the development of the
Balkans for centuries. Similarly to Hungarians, the
Turkish also have their native home far from the
region. Other minorities such as Pomaks and
Torbeks have converted to Islam and kept their religion and their local language. Among the forgotten
minor nations one attracts more attention again.
The Vlachs, or Aromani as many of them call themselves, do not possess an own state but significantly
contribute to the ethnic variety of the Balkans.
To get a complete understanding of the situation, the Hungarian minority also has to be mentioned that got excluded from the new borders of
Hungary after World War I and remained living in
the Balkan region along with those immigrant ethnic groups like Slovakians who settled down in the
Southern part of the Carpathian Basin or in the
Northern brim of the Balkans mostly in the decades
after the Turkish retreat from the area. (The major
part lives in the Province of Vojvodina and a minor
part can be found in Bosnia and Herzegovina.) The
ethnic diversity is slightly shaded by the German
and Jewish minorities who formerly used to play a
determining role in the development of the region.
In terms of minorities, Romanies also have to be
considered as a significant group. According to official data, there are 1.1 million Romanies in the
Balkans, but most of them have assimilated to the
surrounding nations in language, ethnicity, and religion, thus their population might be as high as 3,7
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million4. However some estimations suggest that
their number might be over 4.7 million5.
The above analysed unique connection between statehood and ethnicity is an innermost
issue in the inhabitants’ everyday lives who live in
an ethnically diverse area. This also determines the
political life and pervades the education policy. The
decadal hostility between ethnic groups and the
wounds caused along the centuries keep on returning. This manifests in the denial of minority
rights or in an exaggerated demand of minority
rights as compared with the population/ratio. In
Macedonia, latter can be observed in the Albanian
demands supported by the United States of
America and Western Europe, as the Albanian
minority gained the sufficient rights to be able to
provide the total detachment.
1. THE PROTECTION OF MINORITIES,
MINORITY EDUCATION RIGHTS
Among the minority rights, education related
rights are the most significant. Education appears to
be the assurance of the ethnic perseverance and the
avoidance of assimilation. The use of language, the
native culture and the maintenance of traditions are
insured by the education. Therefore the assurance
of minority education system seems to be the most
important in terms of minority protection. The
legal frames are provided on the European level,
and majority nations control their acceptance and
adaption. Obviously the introduction and ensurance of minority rights are not properly escorted by
the will, intention, and execution of the governing
powers. The laws and documents are in correspondence with the international legal norms. Therefore
the international legal expectations about minority
education rights need deeper analysis.
The European Council appointed those
Eastern countries that wanted to join the European
Union to meet the Copenhagen Criteria in terms
of ethnic rights. In 1993 the Copenhagen Criteria
defined the EU membership requirements considering the following international standards:
According to the European Charter for
Regional and Minority Languages which was adopted by the European Council it has ‘to make avai-
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lable education in the relevant regional or minority
languages; to provide, within education, for the
teaching of the relevant regional or minority languages as an integral part of the curriculum’.
Another article offers the following alternatives:
“[…] to make arrangements to ensure the teaching of the history and the culture which is
reflected by the regional or minority language;
to provide the basic and further training of
the teachers required to implement those of
paragraphs a to g accepted by the Party; to set
up a supervisory body or bodies responsible
for monitoring the measures taken and progress achieved in establishing or developing the
teaching of regional or minority languages
and for drawing up periodic reports of their
findings, which will be made public; with
regard to education and in respect of territories other than those in which the regional or
minority languages are traditionally used, the
Parties undertake, if the number of users of a
regional or minority language justifies it, to
allow, encourage or provide teaching in or of
the regional or minority language at all the
appropriate stages of education”.
European Charter for Regional or
Minority Languages - Article 8

All countries adopting the Charter must
agree to undertake the insurance of minority education. The Framework Convention for the
Protection of National Minorities adopted by the
European Council on 1st February 1995 enlargened the frames defined by tha document.
According to this ‘the Parties shall inter alia provide adequate opportunities for teacher training
and access to textbooks, and facilitate contacts
among students and teachers of different communities’ and in another article ‘the Parties undertake to recognise that every person belonging to a
national minority has the right to learn his or her
minority language. In areas inhabited by persons
belonging to national minorities traditionally or
or in substantial numbers, if there is sufficient
demand, the Parties shall endeavour to ensure, as
far as possible and within the framework of their
education systems, that persons belonging to
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those minorities have adequate opportunities for
being taught the minority language or for receiving instruction in this language. Paragraph 2 of
this article shall be implemented without prejudice to the learning of the official language or the
teaching in this language’6
The Hague Recommendations of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE) make a significant effort to protect
the ethic minorities’ education rights. They approach the issue of education independently from the
general minority protection thus they represent the
highest quality among any other legal documents
referring to minority education.7 It is remarkable
that the Recommendations requires the education
of the state language in minority education. They
also mention the issue of tertiary education which
has to be accessible when the minority demonstrated their need for it and have the eligible number
of applicants. These established institutions can be
available within the existing educational systems or
they can exist independently. The Hague
Recommendations prefer the first alternative but
also claim that the majority state should recognise
them without any discrimination. The state should
not reduce tertiary education on teacher training
either. In terms of curriculum development the
Recommendations point out four basic obligations. First, the curriculum has to include the history, culture, and traditions of the respective minority. Second, the State should encourage the majority to learn the languages of the minorities. Third,
the curriculum related to minorities should be
developed with the active participation of the
representatives of the minorities. Fourth, the State
should facilitate the establishment of centres for
minority language education and development
(The Hague Recommendations).8
At the end of the 1990s, OSCE decisionmaking body surveyed the minority education content European legal documents and drew attention
to the lack of a comprehensive and obligatory
requirement system which could initiate a united
European cooperation seeking the resolution of
practical problems. It is also declared that The
Language Charter is auspicious but definitely not a
satisfactory initiative. The educational references of
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the Framework Convention for the Protection of
National Minorities are considerably superficial
and the Hague Recommendations do not include
obligations. Thus there are no dependable requirements developed for the states burdened by ethnic
problems. As a result, in some of the new member
states of the European Union, majority and minority parties have not found general agreement.
In most of the Balkan states the fundamental
rights of the minorities are declared in the constitution or in minority laws. However only the
everyday experience can demonstrate to what
extent these rules are kept and applied, and whether they are completely supported by the ethnic
majority. (Although it should be remarked that as
the structure of the Balkan states are based on
ethnicity, a comparison based on Western European norms would be extremely difficult.)
Minority education is an especially sensitive
field. Hence the post-Yugoslavian states endeavour
to treat ethnic content problems via education
policy. It is not obvious though, to what extent do
legal facilities contribute to the resolution of ethnic
tensions and conflicts.
2. MINORITY EDUCATION IN REALITY
The educational situation of minorities in the
Balkans may be considered radical. For example
Albanians in Macedonia possess equal rights in
every field of life with the ethnic majority. They
enjoy the rights to learn in their language on every
stage of education. It should be remarked, that
there may be significant differences within one
country in terms of minority education. Those
ethnic groups that ‘do not endanger’ the majority
vindicate their rights in minority education and
proper conditions are provided for them (for
example Serbia). Autochton minorities and immigrant groups undergo different treatment regarding
judgment and legal protection. In the region, the
situation of the Romanies is definitely the most
misfortunate. Romani children are more often segregated and excluded from education.
By this time, every Balkan state has undertaken to ensure the legal background for minority
education. They have begun to apply the ordinances related to minority protection based on
European norms and created legal conditions to
facilitate minority education. Even so, the difference between legal actions and everyday practice is
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remarkable. In several cases, the lack of political
will leads to the avoidance of laws or obligations
are interpreted in a specific way. In some countries
(for example Bosnia-Herzegovina) minority protection is guaranteed only theoretically.
One notable difficulty is the lack of bilingual
teachers. Therefore the establishment and development of tertiary education is an essential requirement in every state (however as a matter of fact, the
degree of a state may not be accredited in another
state within the region). According to international
expectations, tertiary education should not be narrowed down to teacher training. Curriculum and
school material form another crucial point as they
do not considerate the history and culture of minorities, however they avoid hostility. In some regions,
there were wars at the end of the 20th Century due
to ethnic tensions, thus the selection of appropriate
curriculum is necessarily complicated. The translation of school material may represent the perspective of the major society, hence it may be the source
of severe conflicts between the majority and minorities. The materials imported from the native
country do not meet the special requirements of the
minorities and fail to mention them or the adopting
country. Indeed, some books strengthen the hostility and prejudice between majorities and minorities due to the specific historical perspective they contain. Both material alternatives lack the important
mutual dependency of ethnic groups.
The region also undergoes the difficulties of
what resolution method the state seeks for minority integration. According to practice, parents
themselves initiate segregation through insisting on
single ethnic classes, linguistically and culturally
homogeneous environment and teachers from
minority background. This way of separation is
more common in those areas where ethnic minorities do not endanger the political position of the
major society. Bilingual education may provide
resolution for integration which may provide an
active participation in the life of the majority, in
labour and official matters (where both languages
can be used in one class). The realisation of bilingual education is often hindered by the lack of
bilingual teachers as explained above. Some researches claim though that bilingual education may
not necessarily facilitate the interests of minorities
because students might confuse the two languages
which may hamper language learning. Education
in native language plays a prestigious role as it
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enhances the position of a minority language.
Furthermore it also contributes to the maintanance of a language and culture strengthening the ethnic identity from a long term perspective.9 However this resolution does not facilitate integration
despite all the advantages. Ethnic integration and
cooperation, succeeding in the labour market,
accessing higher education all require the confident
knowledge of the state language. According to
experts, the most eligible resolution may contain
an education where students learn the state language as a subject on a regular basis from the
earliest stage of schooling. Nevertheless in some
cases, the quality of language teaching does not
reach the adequate level. For example, in the areas
of Macedonia inhabited mostly by Albanians,
segregation and detachment appear as a result.
Multicultural education applied in Western countries help students get acquainted with each other’s
history and culture. These norms do not characterize the education of the Balkans.
In terms of minority education, one of the
most significant challenges is the segregation and
absence of the Romani children. In every SouthernEuropean country, dropout students include a higher number of Romani children than any other ethnic majorities or minorities. It is also considered as a
common practice to segregate Romani children and
educate them in ‘special needs’ classes.
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Several minority groups of the Balkans live in
economically underdeveloped regions along the borders lacking career opportunities and skills. Without
knowing the state language, they could not access
the secondary and tertiary education which resulted
their unqualification as they could not participate in
higher education in their native languages. Religious
fundamentalism (vahabbism) fascinates more followers among the unskilled people, especially young
people (Sandjak). The development of education
and regions can provide one solution for this difficulty. It may reduce unemployment and skilled
labour force may attract capital.
As a conclusion the following consequence
has been drawn: minority education in the Balkans
is dependent on minority policy. In the Southern
European region, education plays an essential role
in identity preservation and the persuasion of autonomy, therefore it receives increased attention both
from minority leaders and from state leaders. The
present form of minority education in most of the
Balkan countries does not facilitate the resolution
of ethnic tensions. Although legislation and ordinances declare minority rights, they do not reduce
discrimination and prejudice, and the applied practice does not contribute to the integration of minorities.
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Appendix 1: The Ethnic Distribution of the Population in the South-Eastern European States (1921 and 2001)

Source: Kocsis, K., 2005
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