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MINORITY LANGUAGE
RIGHTS IN SOME

MULTILINGUAL STATES

BY: K. KULARATNAM

Article 2 of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights proclaims :

« Bveryone is entitled to all the rights and
freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without
distinction, of any kind, such as race, colour,

sex, language, religion, political or other

opinion, national or

Iﬁeaoe and prosperity founded
on ¢ peace between languages”
is a well-established fact in
most multilingual countries
today, as this is an essential
pre-requisite and sine-qua-non
for economic and social de-
velopment and national pro-
gress. Linguistic chauvinism,
religious fanaticism, etc., have
no place in the modern world.
Some examples of countries
which have solved their lan-
guage problems satisfactorily
are cited below, in alphabe-
tical order :

Belgtum :

Belgium has an area less
ilhen half that of (Oovlan and

social origin, property,
birth or other status”..

-------

a population about equal. The
people are derived from two
divergent stocks: Flemings
and Walloons, ¢ but their long
and peaceful co-existence side
by side is one of the wonders
of history . The Fleming is
fundamentally Germanic and
the Walloon is Celt. The
Flemings still speak Flemish
and the great majority of
the Wallons speak French,
though in the Ardennes, there
are Walloons who  speak
Romance (true Walloon). The
Flemings know only their own
language and are strangers in
a Walloon district. Racially,
the Fleming is far nearer the
Dutchman and his language

+tnn i aimilan

%)



i

The political constitution
of Belgium has, therefore, had
to be adapted to the DUAL
character of the people and
this is intimately reflected in
the administrative system.
Belgium is divided into nine
West Flanders, Hainaut
provinces : East  Flanders,
Brabant, Antwerp, Namur,
Liege, Limbourg, part) and
Luxzembourg (part!. Every
provinece is in its way a
STATE. Local autonomy
reigns supreme.

The vast majority of
Belgians are Roman Catholics ;
however, there is no recog-
nised « State religion,
the Constitution makers of
1830 having ¢ impressed on
their posterity the soundness
of a dictum of one of their
members >’ that ¢ There is no
more connection between the
State and Religion than bet-
ween the State and Geometry”.
Of the two State Universities,
Ghent and Liege, Ghent was
converted into Flemish Uni-
versity in 1930.

The Flemings live in
North Belgium and the Wal-
loons  (French-speaking) in
the South and so, Brussels
city is called ‘“a Walloons
island in a Flemish sea’.

BOTH Flemish and French

enjoy equal status as the
official languages of the
country.
CANADA:

The present Dominion of
Canada was established as a
Federation of all the then
occupied provinces of that
country in 1867”. At that
time many British Canadians
felt that the French Canadi-
ans should be dragooned into
Britishers by foreing English
on them; that Catholicism
(religion of the majority of
French Canadians) if not
actually suppressed, should be
ignored and that the French
language should be rigorous-
ly excluded from all public
proceedings. .

Since then, Canada’s men-
tal horizons have widened
and their has been a steady
return to sanity in politics
as in all other matters.
And Canada has grown as
a nation of TWO CULTURES,
English and French, with the
centre of her French tradi-
tions in its traditional home-
land, viz: the Province of
Quebec, which also houses
the largest city of Canada,

Montreal with about 1.8
million people  Out of a

total population of about 16
millions in Canada, about 4.7



millions live in Quebec, and
82 per cent of Quebec’s
population is French-speaking.
In addition, there are about
another one million French-
speaking people in other parts
of Canada.

English and French have,
both, been

Canada’s official languages,
and both are used in the
Federal Parliament, in the

Courts and in documents.

There is absolute equality
among the religions. 43 p. c.
of the population are
Roman Catholics, 21 p. e.
adhere to the United Protes-
tant Church, 15 p.c. are
Anglicans etce © A  former
Prime Minister, Louis = St.
Laurent, was a French-seaking
Catholic. Even Queen Eliza-
beth, when she addressed the
Canadian Parliament a'" few
years ago, had to deliver her
speech in French also. The ten
provinces of the Federation have
each a  separate parliament
and administration. In Quebec,
two Universities, Laval Uni-
versity and the University
of Montreal use French as
the medium of instruction
and the others are bilingual,

as also the Univesity of
Ottawa (in the Federal
Capital).

18

established as

¢ The English-speaking
and French-speaking people
are now pulling together pretty

well in politics, and have
each the welfare, according
to their different lights, of

the country at heart; yet
they have little in common
as individuals and scarcely
mix at all in private life.

- This is of less consequence,

as with certain exceptions
they occupy different parts
of the country. The Roman
Church does not favour mixed
(in ‘religion) marriages and as
the two peoples have diffe-
rent traditions and ideas,
there is nothing to break
these down”. Nevertheless
Canada is not merely main-
taining, but  strengthening
her solidarity as a  nation,
guided by the dictum, \*“Unity
in diversity is superior to
Unity in Uniformity”, and
has evolved a basis for the
peaceful co-existence of natio-
nalism with parochial senti-
ment.

In Oct. 1964, when the
Federal/Provincial Constitutio-
nal Conference unanimously
agreed on a formula to re-
patriate the Constitution, pro-
vision was even made for the
French text of the amending
formula to be included in the



Bill to be submitted to the
Parliament of the United
Kingdom, thus making the
texts in both languages offi-
cial for the new Constitution,

CZECHOSLOVAKIA

The name of this country
itself was artificially coined
to embody the equality of the
two linguistic groups inhabit-
ing it, regardless of their
numerical proportions, viz:
the Czechs and the Slovaks.
The equality of status for
both languages is carried ad
infinitum, sometimes even to
absurd limits, because every
thing that is published in the
Czech language has to appear
in Slovak also. Thus infinite
pains are taken to ensure
¢ communal ” harmony and
good-will, through absolute
parity for the two peoples
of the country. When the
national anthem has to be
sung or played, it takes
double the time, because there
are two separate anthems
(not mere translations of one),

viz: “Where is my home ”
(Czech) and ¢ Lightning
flashes over the Tatra
(Slovak).

Czechoslovakia has about
double the area of Ceylon,
with a population of about
15 millions, of which about

‘represent the national

ten are in the Czech lands
and five in the Slovak lands.
But actually, only about 9

million are Czechs and 4
million  Slovaks, the rest
being. other minorities like
Hungarians, Germans and
Poles.

Within the Ozechoslovak
Republic, Article VIIT of the
Constitution  makes special
provisions for the Slovak
nation as follows :

(a) The State power in
Slovakia shall be vested in
and executed by the Slovak
National Organs, which shall
indi-
viduality of the Slovak nation.

(b) The Slovak National
Organs shall ensure the equa-
lity of the Czechs and Slo-
vaks in the spirit of th-
Peoples’ Democracy. All Ore
gans of the Republic shall
endeavour, in co-operation
with Slovak National Organs,

. to ensure that equally favou-

rable conditions be created
for the economic, cultural
and social life for both nations’.

In Charles University,
Prague, founded 1348, both
Czech and Slovak are used,
while in Brno University, it
is mostly Czech and in Com-
menius University, Bratislava,
it is mainlv Slovak.



" Finland:

Finland has two national
official languages : the majority
of the population speaks
Finnish, a language which
~ does not belong to the “Indo-
European family, but is re-
lated to Estonion and more-

remotely Hungarian. The
other national language is
Swedish, which is spoken

along the southern coast along

the Gulf of Finland, in the
S. W. Islands, in the whole
island and on the

western shores along Gulf of
Bothnia. Most of the larger
towns in these areas have,
however, Finnish - speaking
majorities. According to the
1953 Census, the Swedish-
speaking population comprised
nearly - 350,000 persons, or
about 8.6 p.c. of the total
population of Finland of well
over 4 millions.

Soon after Finland achie-
ved independence in 1917, new
legislation was enacted re-
garding language. The Constitu-
tion of 1919 contains the
following provisions :

?

“Finnish and Swedish
shall be the national language
of the Republic”.

“The right of all Finnish
citizens to wuse their mother
tongue, whether Finnish or
Swedish, in court and in
dealing with administrative
authorities,, and to obtain
from them documents in these
languages, shall be guaranteed
by law; the rights of the
Finnish-speaking and Swedish-
speaking populations of the
country shall be safe-guarded
by the State upon an identical
basis.”’ :

“The State shall provide
for the intellectual and eco-
nomic needs of the Finnish-
speaking and the Swedish-
speaking populations upon a
similar basis.”” « Laws, de-
crees and bills submitted by
the Government to Parlia-
ment, and replies, recommen-
dations and other documents
addressed by Parliament to
the Government shall be
drawn up in both Finnish
and Swedish”.

(continued )
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