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Linguistic bordering as migration control – the unrecognized citizenship of immigrant 

speakers of national minority languages 

In the past years, immigration and immigrant integration have become increasingly debated 

and politicized issues around Europe. Border controls have become stricter and increasingly 

extend their tentacles also within countries, with the aim to determine who gets the right to 

stay through a variety of measures commonly called civic integration (Joppke 2007, 

Bloemraad 2010, Kostakopoulou 2014). Requirements of demonstrating skills in a certain 

language have become a key component in deciding who gets to enjoy full citizenship rights, 

who gets residency, social allowances or even the right for family reunification. With few 

exceptions, policies evaluating skills in language and civic knowledge are wide spread across 

Europe. While they in practice prevent certain groups from getting citizenship (Jensen 2018) 

and prevent others from entering a country, they also communicate something important 

about the contents and inclusiveness of European nation-building projects. Formulations on 

which language(s) and which set of values count as desirable by being required from a 

deserving migrant to become a full citizen, reveal what defines the “core” of the nation, 

regardless of the actual linguistic situation in the country. Since the establishment of nation-

states, similar ideologies have been directed also to groups commonly referred to as national 

minorities. 

While Europe used to be highly plurilingual, nationalism has led to the creation of 

monolingual units within territorially separated “imagined communities” (Anderson 2006). 

Minority languages that have survived under such circumstances, and that are still spoken in 

Europe, generally hold either a certain degree of territorial autonomy where the minority 

language is used within public institutions, have constitutional recognition as official 

language, or have such large concentrations of speakers that the language is maintained 

despite the lack of protective measures. Such minority languages exist in all EU-countries, 

which thereby means that any immigrant entering any EU-country arrives to a multinational 

state with presence of traditional minorities. In order to get protection, a language has to be 

classified as traditional, leading to many languages, above all those perceived as immigrant 

languages, being excluded from minority policies. The sometimes vague divides between 

“new” and “old” minorities that lack clear criteria (Sasse 2005) are used for determining 

which languages get recognition on international level. Languages with a long enough 

presence to qualify as “national” range from Gaelic in the UK to Sámi in Sweden, Yiddish in 

Romania and German in Italy. While the presence of national minority groups challenges the 



2 

 

idea of a monolingual, mononational state where newly arrived immigrants are to integrate in 

the dominant language, each minority also has a specific situation and concerns, that also 

influences what immigrants are confronted with linguistically upon immigration.  

In federal or autonomous territories commonly referred to as substate nations, such as in 

Catalonia, the Basque country, South Tyrol, Flanders and the Åland Islands, the dominating 

languages that on national level are minoritized can be said to have a clear instrumental 

function (Robichaud & De Schutter 2012) since they have such a strong position locally. The 

nationally minoritized language is used in schools, by public authorities, in media and in other 

public forums. The function of learning a minority language is then to a certain degree similar 

to that of learning a nationally dominant majority language. Compared to contexts where a 

minority language is spoken by few persons, is geographically more scattered, or has low 

status, substate territories can then be said to stand out. Such substates generally follow the 

linguistic territoriality principle (Van Parijs 2011) where one language is spoken on a certain 

territory, and newcomers are expected to learn that language. Even if a language is the main 

language of the territory, many choose to learn the majority language in parallel to the 

minority language or are pressured to learn it since skills in the majority language is required 

for acquiring citizenship.  

Bordering as a practice of othering and ordering (Van Houtum & Van Naerssen 2002) comes 

into expression through language requirements in integration and citizenship policies. 

Linguistic requirements for citizenship can be called a practice of linguistic bordering, as it 

entails migration control practiced through requiring language skills, and must be given 

particular attention in relation to minority-linguistic contexts. While the often-unquestioned 

premise of requiring knowledge in one dominant, national language should be challenged in 

all (mono- or multilingual) states, particular attention should be directed to substate contexts 

where the minority language has a clear instrumental function. The practice of linguistic 

bordering may have large significance for individuals in any linguistic contexts, but in 

territorial substates such practices take an additional dimension. The central state may 

implement a language requirement for citizenship in the nationally dominant language, while 

any integration support on local level may be in the minority language. Substate nations may 

lack power over citizenship policies, yet have all linguistic policy, including immigrant 

integration policy, in the minority language. As such, there is a discrepancy between the lived 

reality of immigrants complying with the sociolinguistic context of the place of residency, 

while national-level citizenship policies have different aims and requirements. Citizenship is a 



3 

 

clear practice of bordering, through which inclusion and exclusion is practiced. A person that 

lacks citizenship risks being subject for violent bordering practices such as deportation and a 

ban of re-entering the country of residency and in extension the European Union, even after 

having lived there for a number of years, having a work and social ties to the place. Other, 

seemingly less extreme consequences of not having citizenship range from the well known 

voting rights in national elections to the ineligibility to exercise certain professions. Countries 

that require linguistic knowledge in the dominant language for issuing citizenship then make 

people who do not speak the dominant language vulnerable for exclusion, increases their 

deportability (De Genova 2002), and thereby the risk for a forcible removal from the country 

of residence. The choice of which language shall produce that exclusion is not neutral, but an 

active choice of government policy, as Kymlicka and Patten have established. 

“Although the state can avoid interfering with the language choices people make away from public institutions—

it can respect a set of tolerance-oriented rights—there is no way to avoid taking a stand on a series of other 

language policy issues. Public services have to be offered in some language(s) or other, and the same is true of 

public education.” (Kymlicka and Patten 2003: 9) 

We then have a situation where persons enter a territory where a language is spoken that is not 

nationally dominant, or simply a social, work or family context where a national minority 

language is used. Demonstrating knowledge in the minority language is nevertheless rarely 

sufficient for acquiring citizenship. The migratory routes and decisions of persons entering 

Europe may vary considerably, as may also the knowledge about a country’s linguistic 

situation that someone holds upon migrating.  Some may be conscious of the sociolinguistic 

situation of the locality, while others have as an aim to enter the European Union, only to find 

themselves in a location where multiple languages or another language than they expected is 

spoken. Even when learning the minority language is an active choice, its non-recognition can 

be seen as a discouragement to live in only the minority language, without acquiring 

knowledge in the majority language. On the other hand, in the rare cases where knowledge in 

a minority language qualifies for the linguistic requirement for naturalization, such as in 

Finland where immigrants can demonstrate knowledge in Finnish or Swedish for acquiring 

citizenship, the motivation to learning the minority language may considerably increase.  

To conclude, I have by bringing attention to the concept of linguistic bordering in relation to 

national minority languages aimed to raise an angle that connects immigration and national 

minorities to the very material bordering practices that ultimately are at stake when 

conditioning citizenship. The deportability of a person is in some contexts increased as a 
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direct effect of linguistic bordering. Such connections need to be further explored in both 

research and policy, by challenging the taken-for-granted idea that demonstrating knowledge 

in a certain language should be required in order to safeguard a person from border precarity, 

including in multilingual contexts where there may be less opportunities to acquire knowledge 

in the dominant language. By bringing up the challenge of local and national linguistic 

discrepancies, I do not claim that we should add national minority languages to the language 

requirements, or that any language requirements are just, rather this text aims to question a 

practice that may have an additional range of unjust consequences for those affected residing 

in multilingual countries. 
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