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THE ALPE-ADRIA AS A MULTINATIONAL REGION 

Silvo Devetak 

Introduction 

The creation of the Alpe-Adria Working Community almost exactly ten years ago 
confirmed the revitalization of European regionalism. The first forms of regional co-oper­
ation in the area were developed by three territories: Friuli-Venezia Giulia, Slovenia, and 
Carinthia. All three had been the most enthusiastic supporters of the founding of this 
Community, but the treaty for its foundation would have remained a dead letter if the desire 
for co-operation had not been rooted in the vital interests of the people of the whole of the 
present Alpe-Adria territory, which stretches from Lombardy to Gyor-Sopron, from Croa­
tia to Bavaria. The creation of this regional entity was however also influenced by political 
interests: namely , for co-operation and ensuring peace and stability in this strategically 
sensitive region of Europe, transversed as it is by the 'global border line' that divides two 
world political-military systems, and which includes teritorially neutral Austria and non­
aligned Yugoslavia. I 

Culture and Civilization: the Area's Greatest Treasure 

A geographical location without people is not Life; and people without culture amount 
to no more than biological masses of contemporary consumer societies which have lost the 
humanity of their mission. 2 The Alpe-Adria area is one of the most diverse parts of Europe 
from a cultural and civilizational viewpoint. 

Through the course of history there have developed a number of forces acting to promote 
both unity and disunity among the ethnic and cultural groups in this region: these forces, 
which are still active today , have served to mutually enrich the cultures and also to erect 
long-lasting fences between them. Moreover, culture must be defined in a wide sense, to 
include not just the arts and literature of a specific nation or national minority , but also its 
ways of thinking , traditions , ethical principles , ways oflife, and so on. 3 Seen in this light, 
a culture represents an internally ramified value-system which, by virtue of its difference 
from other cultures, is normally by its nature externally in a 'defensive position' as 
opposed to other value systems. The problem of overcoming these divisions is one of the 
global needs of today, given the strong tendencies not only for universality but also for 
uniformity. Unity in diversity is a maxim which demands a minute analysis of the social 
and cultural-political context. 

In the Alpe-Adria area this problem opens up sensitive political questions, above all with 
respect to the posi tion and human rights of national or ethnic minorities. The intrinsic 
dimensions of this problem are related to whether an individual country admits that it is 
a multi-national society, and-if it does admit this-how, within this kind of society , 
cultural and other policies are carried out that are supposed to guarantee the various ethnic 
and cultural subjects within it their basic freedoms, their rights, and their equality both as 
individuals and as groups. Most of the problems in this regard are embraced by the phrase: 
relations between the 'majority' and the 'minority.'4 Externally, the relations between 
different value-systems (as depicted by the term culture) are revealed in the degree of 
mutual understanding, familiarity and civilizational cross-fertilization across state borders 
between individual cultures; here the relations between ethnic or national minorities and 

27 

- - . . . _. . '. .- • 
• •• • 

• • • • 



28 SIL VO DEVETAK 

the nations where they are in a majority (i.e., the countries that are usually termed 'mother 
nations') are especially sensitive. s 

This interweaving of 'external' conditions has been portrayed, using Deutscher's triad 
system, by Nakanishi;6 we can adapt the portrayal to the Alpe-Adria Working Community 
as on Diagram I. Here it may be seen that we meet with five 'majority' cultures and thirteen 
minority ethnic groups in the Alpe-Adria area. As noted, the relations between these 
'majority' and 'minority' cultures (between A3 and B) demonstrate all the complexities of 
today's multi-national societies in Europe. 

The national/ethnic minorities live in ten of the fourteen regions which compose the 
Alpe-Adria Working Group. Some of these regions have extensive constitutional-juridical 
competence for dealing with minority questions (e.g., South Tyrol, Croatia, Slovenia); 
others share this competence with a central (federal) government (e.g., Friuli-Venezia 
Giulia); those in a third group have little juridical competence but considerable political 
scope (e.g., Carinthia, Styria); and the fourth group is composed of those regions which 
are more or less dependent on the decisions of a central government (e.g., the two 
Hungarian regions). There are also differences in the extent to which the minorities 
participate in decision-making processes with respect to their rights and obligations. In this 
regard, there exists a wide spectrum of combinations of minority (B) and territory in which 
the minorities live (A2). 7 

The minority question is an important integral element in bilateral relations between 
states in which the minorities live (AI) and the states in which the nations with the same 
ethnic origin ('mother nations') live as a majority (CI). Some of the states with component 
regions participating in Alpe-Adria have made inter-state treaties of a political character 
to govern these questions, thus Austria-Italy8 and Yugoslavia-Italy;9 in the case of relations 
between other countries, these questions are governed by other political agreements, thus 
Yugoslavia-Hungary. 10 Further, agreements on cultural and technical cooperation have an 
important function in developing contacts for the benefit of minorities; II and the openness 
of the borders (a necessary condition for the general development of minorities) is bene­
ficially affected by contracts concerning the cross-frontier traffic of people and goods. 12 
Mutual reconciliation and understanding may also increase contacts between countries or 
republics in which minorities live (A2) and the equivalent administrative units of the 
'mother nationality' (C2).13 

The all-round cooperation of the national/ethnic minority with the nationality ofthe same 
ethnic origin (in the 'mother state') is an important precondition for its unhindered cultural 
and linguistic development. (At the same time, this is a sensitive political question if it 
develops within insufficiently democratic states, or if the minority attempts, by these 
means, to identify more with the 'mother state' than with the state in which it lives and 
to which it belongs politically. 14) Although this kind of cooperation is being developed, 
to a greater or lesser extent, in all the countries which compose Alpe-Adria, there are 
completely different situations with regard to the constitutional-juridical bases for this 
cooperation. Whereas both of the minorities in Slovenia (the Italian and the Hungarian 
ones) have constitutional rights to develop cooperation with the 'mother nationality', and 
whereas Italian law has (so to speak) brought the rights of the German minority in South 
Tyrol into line with their citizens' rights, especially in the cultural field, the institutional­
ized cooperation of the other Italian minorities, and those of the Austrian minorities with 
their 'mother nations' is in many ways dependent on the competent administrative organs, 
e.g., in the field of education; and the institutionalized cooperation of minorities in 
Hungary with their ' mother states' depends on the political will of the government. An 
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DIAGRAM I: THE OF 'EXTERnAL' conolTlons 

A1. stale in which .inorilies live: 
Auslria 
Italy 
Yugoslavia 
Hungary 

• 

A2. terri lory in which minorilies live: 
8urgenland, Carinlhia, Styria 
Friuli-Yenezia-Giulia, South Tyrol, Yenelo 
Slovenia, Croalia 

, 
B: 

Gye'r-Sopron, Vas 
A3. cull ural lIajorily 

Auslrian-German 
Ilalian 
Slovene, Croalian 
Hungarian 

nalional I elhnic lIinority 
81. Cillbri (Venelo) 
82. Czechs (Croatia) 
83. Friulians (FVGl 
84. Croals (Vas; 8urgenland) 
85. Ilalians (Slovenia, Croatia) 
86. Ladins (S. Tyrol, FYG) 
87. Hungarians 

(Slovenia, Croatia, 8urgenland) 
88. Ger.ans (S. Tyrol, FVG) 
89. Gypsies 

(Slovenia, Croatia, Vas, GS) 
810. Rusyns (Croatia) 
811. Sapadini (Veneto) 
812. Slovaks (Croalia) 
813. Slovenes 

(FVG, Carinthia, Slyria, Vas) 

FYG = Friulia-Venezia Giulia; GS = Gyor-Sopron 

• 

c: 

• 

C1. Slate of 'molher' nalionality 
Auslria 
Italy 
Yugoslavia 
Hungary 

C2. Republic of 'molher' nationality 
Croatia 
Slovenia 

C3. Culture of '",olher' nationalily 
Auslro-Gerllan 
llalian 
Croatian 
Slovene 
Hungarian 

C4. Other factors 
NATO, Warsaw Pacl 
Council of Europe 
EEC, EFTA, COMECON 
non-aligned .ovellenl 
non-governmental organizations 

(FUEN, AIDLCM, &cJ 
olher political slales 
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objective analysis of this cooperation would demonstrate that a specific political mistrust 
of the contact between minorities and their 'mother states' exists in all of the countries 
concerned, and is expressed in the greater or lesser complications that occur in the 
development of concrete forms of cooperation. 15 Nevertheless , despite the difficulties, 
extensive cooperation in these respects has been developed, in all the countries concerned, 
in educational and cultural fields: exchanges of textbooks and other school accessories, 
seminars for students and for teachers, school excursions , contacts between schools, 
language courses, the reciprocative recognition (at least in principle) of diplomas, comple­
mentary scholarships for students, and so on. 16 A unique example of association between 
a 'mother state' and ethnic minorities abroad is the so-called united Slovene cultural 
space, a concept developed in the seventies: its essence lies in the development of mutual 
cooperation between the Slovene nation and the Slovene minorities in Austria, Hungary 
and Italy, through 'open borders;' this is a constitutional obligation of the Slovene Republic 
and of the educational, cultural and other organizations of Slovenia. 17 

I shall not present here an analysis of the influence of global international political 
interests on inter-ethnic relations in the Alpe-Adria area, although they are undoubtedly 
a factor in this region: note that only the territories of Croatia, Slovenia and Styria come 
between the front ranks of NATO and Warsaw Pact forces. With respect to factor C4, 
mention should also be made of the fact that the four great powers formally guarantee the 
implementation of the Austrian State Treaty, i.e., including Article 7 which specifies the 
rights of the Croatian and Slovene minorities in Austria. Also, Austria raised the question 
of the Austrian minority in South Tyrol at the United Nations General Assembly. 19 
Complaints from members of minorities in Alpe-Adria countries have already been dealt 
with by the European Court of Human Rights;20 cooperation between the appropriate 
organs of the Council of Europe (C4) and the interested countries of Alpe-Adria (A 1, A2) 
or representatives of national or ethnic minorities (B) have also been manifested in recent 
years, in the preparation of documents on minority and regional languages. 20 In the struggle 
for the affirmation of their rights under the Austrian State Treaty, the Slovene minority in 
Austria has developed contacts with the embassies of the great powers in Vienna, and with 
international organizations of a non-governmental character, e. g., AIDLCM and FUEN. 21 

Sensitive Issues 

A simple enumeration of the various forms of association between subjects in the 
Alpe-Adria area, as illustrated above, demonstrates the complicated conditions for the 
development of cooperation and for the increase of understanding and friendship in this 
part of Europe. 

In other words, there are many differences among the nations and nationalities in the 
Alpe-Adria countries, differences which their common Christian-civilizational heritage has 
in no way eradicated. The existing gulfs between cultural value-systems were further 
widened by political conflicts caused by German, Italian and Hungarian imperialist and 
irredentist aspirations against the Slovene world. The collective life in these countries 
under the Austro-Hungarian Empire did not essentially strengthen links between the 
cultures, and thus does not represent a continuity on the basis of which we could today build 
our future. 22 

The systematic prejudices which are still part of ethnic relations reflect the deep chasms 
which still divide the nationalities. 23 Prejudices are also an essential part of the differen­
tiation mechanism created by ethnic nationalism, which finds particular expression in 
attitudes to nationalities or ethnic minorities. Ethnic nationalism tries to represent itself as 
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a 'defense' for individual cultural value-systems and for the social and economic interests 
of nationalities. 24 Ethnic nationalism among minorities, in our opinion, is 'internally' 
reinforced by their cultural and other links with the national collectivity. As an entirely 
natural reaction to assimilation and other pressures, ethnic nationalism is an essential 
precondition for the preservation of the identity of the minority (the Slovene minorities in 
Italy, Austria and Hungary being typical cases). Although, according to this view, it acts 
as a kind of ethnic glue, ethnic nationalism becomes a hindrance to the general develop­
ment of the minority unless it finds a means of bridging the chasm created by the ethnic 
identification of us and them. This can only be achieved by opening the minority outwards, 
especially towards the 'national mother nation' and the culture of the 'national majority.' 

In Yugoslavia, social relations are based on the concept of multicultural or multinational 
societies with a federal political system,25 while in the concept of a 'national state' (which 
is the general system elsewhere in the Alpe-Adria region) there is little room for the actual 
equality of nationalities or ethnic minorities , in the sense of developing their status as a 
political cultural subject. Whereas the nation state, which originated as a result of the 
demand for 'one nation , one state' in the nineteenth century, was then a progressive means 
for uniting nationalities, it is today becoming an ever greater obstruction to the liberal 
association of cultures, nations and national/ethnic minorities. 26 But, as throughout the 
world generally, in the Alpe-Adria region too the nation state is showing no signs of dying 
out; and, sooner or later, it becomes a 'reality' beyond which the development of cooper­
ation is impossible. In the present circumstances there are various inhibiting measures in 
place at state frontiers which may act as a serious obstruction to contacts between peoples 
and culturesY Different ideas influence the disunity of political collectivities, and detract 
from their effective power and their capacity for revitalization, especially that of cultural 
movements. In the pluralistic societies of the Alpe-Adria countries this disunity appears 
as a party-political classification of minority members; in single-party systems the disunity 
is hidden beneath a veneer of apparent 'unity of ideas and politics. ' 

Conclusion and Outlook 

The work of the organizations within the Alpe-Adria can only gradually and to a limited 
extent contribute to the elimination of historic and contemporary stereotypic representa­
tions of 'others' - which, as noted above, are most frequently based on prejudices. The 
representatives of regional or republican administrations cooperate in the Alpe-Adria 
Committee for Culture (one of its seven working bodies) and, under this committee's 
sponsorship, direct contacts are developing among interested cultural, scientific, research 
and other organizations; and collective cultural, educational and similar arrangements are 
also made. One of the important linking arrangements are the so-called 'cultural identity 
cards,' which allow their owners entrance to the majority of cultural establishments and 
performances in the Alpe-Adria countries. 28 

A special Alpe-Adria working group will prepare a publication in which will be issued 
reports from the relevant governments on the situation and the rights of the national and 
ethnic minorities which live in their area. 29 It is already known that these reports will not 
be able to satisfy the minority members: it would be expecting too much for a joint 
publication to bridge the misunderstandings and conflicts which genuinely exist in the 
individual Alpe-Adria countries. But we must also not underestimate the fact that this is 
the first attempt in history to contribute collaboratively to a better understanding of 
minority problems. The working group has proposed that the Institut za narodnostna 
vprasanja in Ljubljana should organize a scientific Alpe-Adria conference, to coincide with 
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the publication of the above-mentioned reports; this could then develop into a forum for 
the regular discussion of these problems. The Institut and the Gorki State Library in 
Budapest have contributed to joint research aimed at the increase of knowledge about 
minority problems; the results were recently published. 30 

The complicated situations described above that occur in the mutual relationships 
between nations and cultures in the Alpe-Adria area can now only be bridged effectively 
with new incentives: the sponsors of these incentives will be not only the administrative 
structures, but above all the various groups that manifest the individual cultures, in this 
geographic area. Cooperation should not be limited to occasional contacts only; it should 
entail the ever increasing fruitful development of, and mutual interchange between, the 
cultures and nationalities which live in the Alpe-Adria countries. Only in this way will it 
be possible to create the embryonic form of a collective set of the cultural values that exist 
in this region of Europe. 

Campaigns waged hitherto for increasing reciprocal understanding of the cultures 
through translations and other means have only produced minor results. 31 We could count 
on the fingers of one hand , for example, the individuals who might be considered links 
between Slovene culture and the cultures of neighbouring nations. 32 In the Alpe-Adria 
countries we hear of cultural events in New York or Paris more often than those of our 
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neighbors. An important connecting role is played by members of minorities, but their 
scope is limited. 'Education for Mutual Coexistence' would have to begin with the basics: 
the inclusion in school programmes of appropriate course content to increase knowledge 
of neighboring states, and also, in schools or by some other way, of courses in the 
'minority' neighboring languages. 33 The list of possible suggestions is very long and would 
have to be continually supplemented. 

In the future it will also be necessary to direct cultural activities toward linking the 
countries of Alpe-Adria as a group, externally, in particular with Eastern Europe and with 
the Balkan cultural space, so that this regional collectivity may achieve a wider European 
cultural mission by linking the civilizational values of Catholicism, Orthodox Christianity, 
and Islam; and by making a link between Socialism and Capitalism. 

In conclusion let me emphasize that it would be completely unrealistic to expect that the 
unity of the countries of the Alpe-Adria could develop on the basis of a negation of existing 
political, ideological and cultural structures. It is also true that we must not allow ourselves 
to be satisfied with the current state of affairs, and that it is necessary to continually search 
for new ways of resolving conflicts and establishing new approaches for cooperation 
between nations and national minorities; it is in this cooperation that culture has an 
incalculable role. 

Institut za narodnostna vprasanja, Ljubljana. 
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POVZETEK 

ALPE-JADRAN KOT VECETNICNO OBMOCJE 

Ustanovitev Delovne skupnosti Alpe-Jadran pred desetimi leti je potrdila revitalizacijo evropskega 
regionalizma. Danes ta skupnost obsega 14 def.el oziroma socialisticnih republik Avstrije, ZR 
Nemcije, Madzarske , Italije in Jugoslavije. To je edina evropska regionalna skupnost, ki vkljucuje 
tudi regije vzhodnoevropskih drZav. V tern geografskem obmocju se sreeujejo dezele z razlicnimi 
politicnimi sistemi in mednarodno-politicnimi polozaji (Clanici NATO pakta, Clanica Varsavskega 
pakta, nevtralna Avstrija in neuvrscena Jugoslavija). Delovna skupnost Alpe-Jadran je sticisce petih 
evropskih kultur oziroma jezikovnih skupnosti ter trinajstih manjsinskih kultur oziroma enajstih 
manjsinskih jezikov. 
Avtor analhira najprej razlicne zvrsti odnosov, ki obstajajo med politicnimi, etnicnimi in medna­
rodnimi dejavniki v tern geografskem obmocju. Posebo pozornost v razpravi posveea medetnicnim 

• •• • • • • 
• , • • 

• '., • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • '.:'. " "~ .............. , 



THE ALPE-ADRIA AS A MULTINATIONAL REGION 35 

odnosom v tem prostoru. Ustavlja se tudi ob ugotovitvi, da obstajajo med narodi in narodnimi 
manjsinami, ki zivijo v del.elah Alpe-Jadrana, mnoge razlike, ki jih tudi skupna krScanska civiliza­
cijska dedisCina ni opravila. Potem ko obravnava rezultate dejavnosti delovnih teles skupnosti 
Alpe-Jadran, zakljucuje, da je nujno nenehoma iskati novih poti za resevanje konjliktov in za 
razvijanje novih pristopov k sodelovanju med narodi in narodnimi manjsinami, pri cemer bo ravno 
kultura imela pomembno vlogo. 
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