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REGIONAL LANGUAGES AND POLITICAL OPPORTUNITIES
THE CASE OF THE FRISIAN LANGUAGE

O. Introduction

Since the late Eighties, the political process of European integration has been one of the
factors substantially increasing political interest in the existence of the national and
regional autochtonous languages of Western-European countries.' As Corbey said, it is
one of the paradoxes of European integration that each step in the process strengthens
national orientatioIL2 Political interest in the existence of regional languages has been
further enhanced by the fall of the East-European bloc and the rise within its borders of
a number of new independent states with one or even more language-minorities.

Both developments have their impact on the political climate in which states
develop their policy on regional languages. As a matter of fact this involves changes
external to the national language policy-system, which, however, have their impact on
the structure of political opportunities.' The last is a theoretical concept which refers in
general to the receptivity or vulnerability of the political system to organised protest by
any given challenging group. When the political leverage available to a particular
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challenger is enhanced by broad political, economic, or demographic processes beyon,
the control of polity members, this is a matter of bottom-up variations in the structure 0

political opportunities. Improved political opportunities may also result from top-dow
efforts at political sponsorship by elite gronps' The concept of the structure of politic1
opportunities seems to be very snitable to analysing the relationship between th
majority in a state and a social, racial, cultural or language minority. A structure c
political opportunities is not a rigid and definite phenomenon, but is more or less ope
to specific groups at different times and at different places, as Iipsky stated nearly thirt
years ago.' In this way political opportunities can be enhanced by broad politic1
processes such as the European integration process, just as the very structure of
political system may encourage or discourage the representation of interests. In the la
case the rules of the game dictate the logic of politics6

•

In the framework of this paper I explain the position of the provincial level withi
the governmental system of the Netherlands, so as to make clear what the relevance is (
the central and the provincial level in the domain of culture and language, and tt
relationship between them. Then I focus on the structure of political opportunities :
displayed in the electoral system exercised and as realised in the representation (
Fryslan in the Dutch parliament, especially the Second Chamber or Lower House. I wi
also pay some attention to the role of Frisian cabinet ministers.

Regional representation in the national parliament is not the sole manifestation'
the structure of political opportunities. Other manifestations are, for example, tl
existence of advisory committees, institotionalized consultation, lobbying and the W1
mayors are appointed in the Netherlands. But in the context of this paper I restri
myself to parliamentary representation, assuming that attention to advisory structor
institotionalized consultation or the selection of mayors will not substantially alter n
findings.

For that reason, the key question discussed in this paper is how regionallangual
interests are being treated within the national policy system. This treatment depends (
the efforts of the persons and institotions concerned, just as it does on politic
opportunities and changes external to the related policy system. That leads to tl
following research questions. How does the structure of political opportunities effect tl
political relationship between majority and minority, do Frisian members of Parliame
use· the political opportunities they are offered and what external developments ,
indeed effect policy-making in the domain of regional languages?

To answer these questions I restrict myself in this paper to the case of the Frisi
language minority in the Netherlands.

I'll begin my analysis with a short introduction to the Frisian language minority I

describing the socio-lingnistic situation of the Netherlands, especially for Frysl
(English: Friesland), one of the twelve Dutch provinces.' Then I go to the politic
structure of the Netherlands as realised in the domain of culture and language. '
answer my first research question, I'll pay attention to the representation of Fryslan
the Second Chamber. It is generally believed that Members of Parliament are
important group of politicians.8



A short introduction to the Frisian language miuority

To answer my second question I'll pay attention to Frisian language issues in the
parliament and the role of the Members of Parliament in connection with that

sut'jec:t. To answer my third question about external developments, I analyse the main
delJatl~s .to conclude what external changes may have promoted the receptivity or
Vtilneratlility of the political systlem to Frisian language issues.

I'll wind up with some conclusions on the subject.

299Regional Languages and Political Opportunities

Netherlands currently has about 15.6 million iuhabitants.' Dutch is in general the
offici'll language of the Dutch state in its communication with its inhabitants, as
stilDul.ate:din the Act of May, 4, 1995. Frisian is the only indigenous regional or minority
mIl.gu:~g" of the Netherlands. Frisian has been recognised since the Fifties as an official
"UJ.gu.~g" in education and judicial matters. Today Frisian is in use in domains snch as

administration, the courts, education, the church and the media, but all to limited
Along with the two official languages, a number of immigrant minority

1ar,gu.ag'es are spoken by people from the former Dntch colonies, labour immigrants
Mediterranean countries, Chinese, political refugees and immigrants from

cOlmtties with a socia-economic status, comparable to that of the Netherlands. Io In 1991
Roelandt et al., estimated that abont 2.2 million people in the Netherlands do not have

citizenship andlor the Netherlands as conntry ofbirth and/or a Dutch parentll

The Dutch Province of Frysliin has a 5,740 km' land area where about 615,000
pec,ple live - about 4% of the Dutch population. On the basis of the latest available data,

1994, it can be assumed that about 74% of the iuhabitants are able to speak
94% understand Frisian, 65% can read Frisian and 17% can writle it. 12

COmI)ar(~d with data of 1967 and 1980 we may speak of a relatively stable situation as
as these percentages are concerned. [3 The relative amount of those able to speak

rnlSloU! has declined somewhat, but the ability to writle Frisian has increased from 11%
1967 to 17% in 1994. Perhaps better education is playing some role, although daily

practice in the domain of the Frisian language cannot be proven to be
eXlra(lrdinarily good. In their school years, pupils don't receive get more than 3% of the

"'-'o.um schoolhours Frisian lessons for the groups 3 up to and including 8 of the
primaJ':'j schools in Frysliin. Moreover about 10% of the 572 primary schools in Frysliin

exemptled from the requirement of providing Frisian lessons. [4 The status of the
t'JJlsi,m language has steadily improved since World War II, not only because it has
!',<UJ,JIOU official recognition or because it is being used in new domains, but also due to

cultural achievements in the fields of literature, music and theatre.
Frysliin is a bilingual community, but that doesn't mean that the two languages,

and Frisian, have an equal position in Dutch society, or are used to the same
IOAV""'. Nelde has pointed out, for that matter, that nowhere does a real symmetrical
bilinl;ualisJm exist.Is As a matter of fact the language situation of Frysliin can be
de~;cnibed as multiliugual. Frysliin, in its autochtonous situation, shows us Frisian,

Frisian dialects, Dutch, and various Dutch dialects, and also the above
me:nhone:dimmigrant languages.
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---------------~-----~"'

To speak of a symmetric language situation insofar as Dutch and Frisian are
concerned wonld be a negation of reality. In domains snch as non-agricnltural economy"
church, hospitals and the arts and sciences, the position of the Frisian language can still.
be improved.16 But in edncation and as an official language, the position of the Frisiilt!,
language has certainly improved since the late Seventies. In the domain of the mass,
media there has been an enormous growth of non-Frisian and non-Dutch broadcasting
progrannnes since the Eighties, but we have also seen the establishment of Frisian
speaking regional television and an increase of Frisian-speaking regional radio to abont
80 hours a week.17 Two regional papers are published nowadays in the Province of
Fryslan, but the content is mainly in Dutch: the Leeuwarder Courant withia daily
circulation of about 111,000 and the Friesch Dagblad with 22,000." According to a
1980 study nearly 5% of the articles in these papers are in Frisian. I

' There are nearly 30
local papers as well, but none are in the Frisian language. Frisians also lack such media
as Frisian-language woman's magazines and children's magazines, and a popnlar
yellow-press?"

2. The political structure

To understand the political structure of the Netherlands and, with it, the relevance of
both the provincial government and the national level in Dutch polity, it is necessary to
know that Dutch polity has been highly centralized and unitarian since 1798. The
citizens of the Netherlands are governed by a central government based in The Hague
and are represented by 150 members of the Second Chamber (Lower House) and 75
members of the First Chamber (Upper House) of the Dutch parliament, also in The
Hague. The distance between The Hague and the Frisian capital Ljouwert is about 190
kilometres, or a train journey of well over 2.5 hours. Ljouwert (Dutch: Leeuwarden) is
the capital of the Province of Fryslan and the seat of the Provincial Council.

Real power carmot be found in the countryside, but should be looked for in the cities
in the western part of the country - the conurbation called the Randstad: in Rotterdam,
in Amsterdam, and in The Hague. Rotterdam represents the economic power of the
country, Amsterdam the financial and cultural power and The Hague is the centre of
political decision-making. The national newspapers, relevant for the raising of national
public opinion, are published in Amsterdam and Rotterdam.

In the capitals of the 12 Dutch provinces, of which the Province of Fryslan is one, a
provincial conncil governs, but only with limited institutional competence. As a matter
of fact, the provincial councils are mainly the intermediaries between provincial
interests and the central government, and the further co-ordinators of the different
economical, municipal and other interests of the province.

In the domains of education, economy, infrastructure and even health and welfare
policy, the provinces are mainly dependent on the central level. And in the domains
where the provinces are free and autonomous to decide, what they do depends on their
financial possibilities, which in turn are also determined by the central government. The
relevance of the provinces in Dutch polity can be illustrated by comparing their tax
collection revenues to those of the municipalities and the central government: the 12
provinces raised an amount (in millions of Dfl.) 1,149 million guilders in 1997. The



nearly 600 municipalities raised 8,276 million and the central government 160, 828
rnillion21

The relative weakness of the provinces in general is caused not only by the existing
political and institutional arrangements, but, of course, also by the size of their
populations and their contribution to the national economy. As already said, the
Province of Frysliln nowadays constitutes about 4 % of the total Dutch popnlation. A
percentage which has only decreased over the course of time.22 Besides, the Province of
Frysliln, just as the other northern provinces of Drenthe and Groningen, deviates
negatively from the rest of the Netherlands as to economical activity and level of
employment?3

In the domain of culture the provinces are free to develop their own relatively
independent policies. In general the twelve provinces spent DfI. 31.60 per inhabitant in
the cultural domain in 1996.24 The Province of Frysliln spent DfI. 46.99 in the same year
and in the same domain. Of course there is a relationship between the number of
inhabitants and the extent of spending. The Province of Zeeland, one of the two smallest
provinces in the country with its 368,000 inhabitants, spent the largest amount in the
domain of culture, viz. DfI. 57.57 per inhabitant. In the domain of language and
literature the twelve provinces spent DfI. 3,400,000 in 1996. The Province of Frysliln
spent as much as DfI. 2,571,000, or as mnch as 75% of that amount. As many as six
provinces, mostly in the western and central part of the country, spend nothing on
language and literature.

To demonstrate the relative importance of the national level I can add that in
national government spending the domain of education is allocated an 18% share of
total spending, while spending in the cultural domain is 1.14% of the total and literature
and some language matters come out at a niggardly 0.04%.25

In the case of language policy the province is on one hand the primary political
authority responsible for the Frisian language, but on the other hand dependent on
national policy in great where the Frisian language is concerned. The national
government is responsible for legislative measures and frnancing in the domain of
Frisian language and culture. Thi~ implies that representation of the province in national
institutions is highly relevant.
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3. The Frisian representation in the governmental centre

In 1917 the Netherlands replaced its constituency voting system with a system of
proportional representation. The nomination of parliament candidates is a responsibility
of the various political parties. A regional distribution of candidates is not any issue for
the majority of the political parties.26 The Partij van de Arbeid can nowadays be seen as
a typical party of the western conurbation called the Randstad , with only nine of 45
members of the Second Chamber not coming from the Randstad27 The Christen
Democratisch Appel is on the other hand the political party with a majority of Members
of Parliament coming from the region: 19 out of 29. One of the current 19 members
resides in Frysliln.
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The sole regional party of the Netherlands, the Fryske Nasjonale Partij (FNP) hal;
had representation in the provincial council since 1966.28 But this regional language
party that can be seen as the political wing of the Frisian Movement is only represented
in the Frisian provincial council and a number of municipal councils. Until now it has
never tried to gain a seat in the national parliament.

Today teu parties are represented in the Frisian provincial council and during the
last legislative period even 13 parties were represented in the Second Chamber of
parliament. Apart from that, the four largest parties occupy 127 out of the available 150
seats. The May 1998 parliamentary election has meanwhile reduced the number of
parties represented in the Second Chamber to nine.

The central goverument consists nowadays of 14 departments, 15 ministers and 14
ministers of state. For the fIrst time in history, as many as three ministers are residents
of Frys1iln.29 Since 1986 the Cabinet has appointed one of its members as a co-ordinator
of Frisian affairs. The Frisian-born minister of state Mrs. D. IT. W. de Graaff-Nauta was
the fust minister (of state) to hold that position. She was succeeded by Mr. J.
Kohnstarnm (1994), who was followed by Mr. G. de Vries (1998).

Without any impact from the above-mentioned centralised and unitarian character
of the Dutch state and the relatively weak and subordinate position of the Province of
Frysliln, the number of Frisian representatives in the Dutch Lower House that conld be
expected in relation to the number of voters is on average six.3D The four main cities of
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht, where 13.5% of the Dutch population
live, would occupy 20 seats on average." But reality is somewhat different. Looking
over the last sixty years, the following fIgures can be noted:

Members of the Second Chamber and their geographical origin

1936 1954 1956 32 1960 1972 1980 1990

1

IT

1

42

3

42

4

70

3

64

6

42

4

38

7

43

1994

2

50

1998

2

51 33

Row I: Frisian Members of the Second Chamber;
Row IT: Main Cities-Members of the Second Chamber.

These fIgures show the overrepresentation of the four main Dutch cities and confirm the
observation that the Province of Frysliln is rather underrepresented in the Dutch centre
of political power.34 As a matter of fact especially Amsterdam and The Hague are over
represented in Dutch parliament. The two peaks in Frisian representation in 1972 and
1990 are exceptions, which seem rather to confirm the rule. The real number of Frisian
Members of Parliament is of course partly due to the availability and qnality of
candidates.35 I was quite surprised by the fact that the northern Province of Groningen
had 46 candidates in the election of 1998, while nowadays having 10% fewer
inhabitants than FrysHin, while Frysliln had not more than 26 candidates on the list. That
surprise made me look at the representation of Groningen in the Second Chamber
throughout the years.
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Groningen-Members ofthe Second Chamber

303

1936

5

1954

2

1956

3

1960

3

1972

4

1980

5

1990

6

1994

7

1998

7 36

The figures are clear. Groningen scores an average of 4.63 since the Fifties, higher than
the 3.87 Frisian average.'7 Does this mean that Frisians are lesser politically active than
the inhabitants of other provinces? Or does it mean that FrysHin is in a more marginal
position in relation to the political centre of the conntry, not rejecting Merton's
hypothesis on the correlation between a dominant regional identity and the breadth of
perspective?38 To answer these questions further research is needed.

The Dutch electoral system does not have any special provisions for representation
of the Frisian language minority.39 In such a case the number of Frisian parliamentarians
could have been greater. Moreover it is noteworthy that if the Netherlands had
maintained its constituency voting system, Frysliin could have had six Members of
Parliament, in stead of th~ average of 3.87 since the Fifties, assuming those members,
unlike in fonner days, are indeed residing in Frys1iin.

In conclusion I can say that the structure of political opportunities in the
Netherlands is not favourable to the promotion of Frisian language interests. As a matter
of fact there is no special provision to promote Frisian interests in the national political
centre, whereas parliamentary representation scores even below the numbers which can
be expected in relation to the number of citizens. It is not realistic to speak about a
barrier to representation but, conversely, it is realistic to think about measures to
improve the structure of political opportunities in the case of the Frisian language. One
of these opportunities can be fonnd in institutionalising a direct relationship between
language group and government - as can be fonnd along with other provisions, for
example in Schleswig-Holstein.
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4. Frisian members of Parliament and Frisian language issues

Aside from the number of Frisian members of Parliament, it is of interest to see how the'
Frisian members are using the structure of political opportunities regarding Frisimr'
language matters. After all, the presence of Members of Parliament resident in Fryslilh·
does not matter, if these members do not participate in the debate about Frisian language
affairs. The same can be said, after all, about a quantitative approach of
parliamentarians, at the same time neglecting a more qualitative approach, which sh<;ml(l
pay attention to the influence of individual Members of Parliament. As a matter of fact
one influential Member of Parliament can realise even more than many backbenchers at
the same time.

Between the plenary debates about the position of the Frisian language in primary
education, on October 27, 1954, and about the use of the Frisian language in judicial
matters on November 4, 1955, a general election was hold. Moreover, the number of
seats in the Second Chamber increased from 100 to 150. The Frisian 'delegatiou'
increased from three to four members. J. de Ruiter, A. Vondeling and C. van der Zaal
got the company that year of the Frisian journalist and poet F. Schurer. But uot
withstanding the interests and special role in the history of the Frisian Movement of the
latter, Schurer should not speak on the Frisian language and culture as a member of the
Second Chamber.

In the debates of 1954 and 1956, resulting in the Act of May 20, 1955, on amending
article 3 of the School Act of 1920 and the Act of May 11, 1956, about some rules
concerning the use of the Frisian language in judicial matters, 9 members took part in
1954, 5 members in 1956. In the first debate, well-known Dutch parliamentarians such
as A. B. Roosjen and G. Wagenaar made contributions, as did the Frisian member of the
House, J. de Ruiter of It Hearrenfean. In the last debate of those years the four Frisian
members of Parliament are conspicuous by their absence.

The debate of September 14, 1972 bears no resemblance to the debate situation of
the Fifties. With the exception of the representative of DS '70, a right-wing socialist
party of that period, ouly Frisian Members of Parliament took part in the debate about
the Report on Frisian Language Policy. Of the six Frisians in parliament four members
took part in the debate, their questions answered by, among others, Culture Minister P.
J. Engels who, by the way, resided in Frysliin:o The motion, unanimously accepted by
the Chamber at the end of the debate, to invite the goverrnnent to take measures to
promote the Frisian language, was signed by eight Members of Parliament, among them
five Frisian members. This remains the most Frisian happening the Dutch Second
Chamber has ever wituessed. Even in the Nineties, when the number of Frisian
Members of Parliament is even greater than in the early Seventies, a joint effort by the
Frisian members did not take place in the plenary debate, though the provincial
goverrnnent has strengthened its ties with the Frisian representatives.

In the Nineties three plenary debates about typical Frisian language issues took
place. These were the debate of September 14, 1994 about rules on the use of Frisian in
the administration, the debate of March 15, 1995 about an amendment to the Act of
May, 11, 1956 and the debate on the European Charter for regional or Minority
Languages. The proceedings concerning on a new article in the Dutch Constitution on
the promotion of the Dutch language can also be mentioned. The Chamber spoke in
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three debates on fue last, ultimately unsuccessful, initiative of two Members of
Parliament: April, 9, 10 and 16, 1997. It goes wifuout saying fuat fue contribution of
Frisian Members of Parliament in fuat period could only be small, as fueir number was
reduced to two. Wifu fue exception of fue debate of September 14, 1994, one of fue two
Frisian Members of Parliament took part in fuose debates on language.

The emphasis on Frisian Members of Parliament distracts attention from
representatives who, alfuough living outside of Frysliin, were born in fue province, and
from non-Frisian Members of Parliament specifically in charge of Frisian affairs. J.
Reitsma (CDA) represents a current example of a Frisian-speaking Member of
Parliament who lives in fue province of Flevoland. He has regularly shown interest in
Frisian concerns.4! And J. Th. Hoekema (D'66) is at present an illustration of fue latter
category.42 Though living in fue non-Frisian city of Leiden, his party asked him to look
after Frisian interests. The Member of Parliament of fue same party, G.Ybema, one of
fue Frisian Members of Parliament between 1990 and 1998, is charged wifu financial
and economical affairs and did not participate in debates about language and cnlture in
fuose years.

Looking at fuese plenary debates in fue Dutch Second Chamber of parliament about
the (Frisian) language in fue course of nearly fifty years, fue relevance of Frisian
Members of Parliament is more or less confirmed. In fue debates on Frisian language
affairs, Frisian delegates are indeed participating. To participate is not fue same as to
influence. Only furfuer investigations can bring light in fue qnestion after fue impact of
fue Frisian participation.

5. The Frisian language as a parliamentarian issue in changing tim~s

To analyse whefuer policy-making wifu regard to fue Frisian language is being
influenced by changes external to fue related policy system, I'll examine fue main
incidents in which fue Frisian language was fue subject of parliamentarian debate.

The first legal arrangement to protect fue Frisian langnage was made in 1937:3 but
wifuout mentioning fue language itself ont of fear of stimulating Frisian nationalism.44

In fuat year fue School Act of 1920 was extended wifu a provision offering fue
opportunity to teach in a very restricted sense a living regional language during fue
periods for lessons in Dutch.

It would take until fue early Fifties before new developments could be noted. The
Second World War paralysed developments, but also gave birfu to a new elan for fue
Frisian Movement, fuat became manifest immediately after fue end of World War IT
wifu fue presentation of a number of reports on desired developments in Frisian
matters.45 One of fue greater issues was fue wish for more decentralisation of
government. In fue report by P. Wijbenga fue Department of Education reflects oue of
t.l-te greatest decentralisation-issues.46 Wijbenga points to fue respousibility for fue
curriculum, and its connection to regional characteristics. Wijbenga's report was
followed by anofuer official report, written by a provincial committee. That report did
not reach far in its demands for decentralisation.47 Nevertheless it is fue first official
report to evaluate fue official use of Frisian positively. But matters did not end wifu
reports. Among Frisian intellectuals a feeling of discontent grew up concerning judicial
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practice in FrysHin in response to judgements of the court in some Frisian language"
cases. One thing and another led to what, for recent Frisian history, were some
remarkable disturbances in Ljouwert, on November 16, 1951. All these developments
ended up in two policy measures. In the first place the Act of May 20, 1955, that
extended the School Act with a provision that allows use of Frisian as a medium of
instruction in the lower grades and teaching Frisian as a subject throughout primary
school in Frysliin. In the second place the Act of May, 11, 1956 arranges some
provisions in the domain of judiciallllJltters. Article 2 of that law says that in all cases in
which somebody is speaking, being questioned or is obliged to speak during a court
session being held in Frysliin, one is allowed to speak Frisian. Irrespective of the place
in the Netherlands one is even entitled to take the oath in Frisian.

It would take until the end of the Sixties before the Council ofthe Frisian Movement
articulated new wishes and demands in the field of language and culture. Its letter of
March 10, 1968 addressed to the central government, was followed by a statement of
the provincial government to the central government and asked to share responsibility in
Frisian matters. In line with customary Dutch practice, the central government
established a Committee on Frisian language-policy, consisting of seven officials of
various departments, that published its report on May, 28, 1970. The final result of the
report of the committee, known as the Van Ornmen-Committee, is the official
recognition of a joint responsibility of central and provincial government as to the
Frisian language. That responsibility was made manifest in an annual sum on the
national budget for Frisian language and cultural aims.48 On occasion of the presentation
of the Van Ommen report the Lower House accepted unanimously a motion inviting the
government: "to create further possibilities for the Frisian language by legislating in the
field of education and providing (financial) support to strengthen the Frisian
institutions". That motion was brought iu by a Frisian Member of Parliament and signed
by eight Members of Parliament, among them five of the then six Frisian Members of
Parliament.49 A direct result of that motion is the amendment of the School Act in 1974;
since 1980 Frisian is an approved medium of instruction in all grades of primary
education and an obligatory school subject throughout primary education. The Van
Ornmen Committee was also concerned with the position of the Frisian language in
judicial matters. The judgement of the Committee on that subject can be seen as rather
conservative. According to the Committee the unity of state, equality of rights and legal
security make the written use of the Frisian language in judicial matters undesirable.50

But that is not the end of the issue. Already in 1975 the Council of the Frisian
Movement put the subject back on the provincial policy agenda. This was the beginning
of a fairly long lasting process with different committees, conflicting positions between
provincial and governmental members on the issue of translation of Frisian written
provincial documents, and a number of small difficulties, culminating in an impasse,
which was not overcome before 1989, the beginning of a new period in the relationship
between the Province of Frysliin and the central government in the field of the Frisian
language.



July 4, 1989 can be seen as a historic day. That day the Minister of State of HOrl1~

Affairs, Mrs. De Graaff-Nauta, representing also the Ministers of Education, Culture
and Justice, and since 1986 in charge of Frisian affairs in the cabinet, and H. Wiegel,the
Commissioner of the Queen in Fryslan, representiog the provincial council, signed at
Ljouwert the first covenant, an adrninistrative agreement on the Frisian language.51 The
agreement takes into consideration measnres in the domain of administrative anthorities,
educatiou and theatre and states the points of agreement about further consultation on e.
g. the media and judicial matters. The arrangement with regard to the Frisian language
in administrative matters sets rules for the use of the Dutch or Frisian language in six
different articles. But that arrangement is not adequate, as the Administrative Disputes
Division of the Council of State soon made clear. Without a legal arrangement it would
be impossible to take the right measures. That arrangement was realised in the above
mentioned Act of May 4, 1995 by amending the general adrninistrative law with some
rules on the use of the language by and in contact with administrative authorities. The
general rule is the use of Dutch,52 but that article is followed by six articles regulating
the use of Frisian in Fryslan. Its clear that the impact of the law will in the fIrst place
depend on the language-consciousness and language-capacities of the citizens of the
Province of Fryslan.

Next to the coming into force of the Act of May 4, 1995, and the amendment of the
Act of May 11, 1956, the Act of January 26, 1996 approving the European Charter for
Regional or Minority Languages should be mentioned. In the case of Frisian the Dutch
govermnent has signed 46 policy measures, mentioned in part ill of the Charter. Next to
the recognition of the Frisian language the Low Saxon spoken in the northern and
eastern parts of the Netherlands, the Limburger dialect, Yiddish and the Gipsy language
are included in Part 11 of the Charter. Even though the impact of the Charter may be
restricted in the case ofthe Frisian, it has caused new political attention to the relevance
of regional languages.

The periodic reporting about the situation of the regional languages, prescribed by
the Charter, will provoke reiterative political attention to the subject. This can be seen as
an advantage compared to the existing practice, which the parliamentary journalist
Wiese described in 1980 as just a folkloristic phenomeua in parliamentary The Hague."
And he adds to his observation that the Frisians themselves, and even the FNP, have not
been successful in altering that situation by making a political issue out of the Frisian
case. He also points out that the activities of Frisian speaking members of parliament are
restricted to a few sentences in the Frisian language only at the beginning of the ending
of a non-committal speech about the value of Frisian culture, though there isn't any
prohibition to use of the Frisian language in parliament." Even when a Member of
Parliament living in Fryslan becomes a minister of culture, nothing changes.

To conclude, I distiognish three periods of increased attention to the Frisian case in
The Hague. The first one is the period immediately after World War 11, where the
Frisian Movement and the Provincial Council saw new possibilities and tried to make
use of a general feeling of wantiog to do things better. The second is the period of the
late Sixties and the early Seventies. This period was marked by rapidly growing
prosperity and increasing public expenditures. From the provincial side there was a
successful effort to make the central government responsible along with the provincial
govermnent for the Frisian language and culture. The third period, the Nineties, can be
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typified by the increasing influence of European developments and therewith tl1
increased concern about tl1e future of tl1e Dutch language. In the slipstream of tlii
concern a new political interest in tl1e Frisian language can be noted. It is not fait i
conclude that national attention to the Frisian language depends entirely on change
external to the related policy"system, but that making use of those changes in tl1
political climate, or tl1e receptivity or vulnerability of the political system, seems to Q
necessary to realise regional goals and aims.

6. Conclusion

How regional language interests are being promoted within tl1e national policy system i
tl1e central question of this paper, concentrated on Frisian language interests in tl1
Netherlands. That central question is elaborated, with tl1e help of the theoretical conct\F
of the structure of political opportunities, iu three new questions: how does tl1e Structur
of political opportunities effect the political relationship between majority and minorit)
do Frisian Members of Parliament use tl1e created political opportunities and finall:
what external developments do indeed effect policy making in the domain of regiom
languages?

The first question focuses as a matter of fact on the institutional rules of the game
while the second question asks atteution for the question of whether Frisian Members 0

Parliament are indeed making use of the created receptivity or vulnerability of th
political system. The third question focuses on changes external to the nationallanguag,
policy system.

I find that, considering the number of inhabitants of FrysHin in relation to th
number for the Netherlands, the Frisian population is continuously under-represented iJ
the country's centre of political power. Even smaller provinces such as Fryslan ar,
better represented. That reality is not a question of rules or even barriers in the nationa
election system, but rather a matter of Frisian political passivity. Moreover th,
Netherlands does not have any provision for the representation of the Frisian languag'
minority. The introduction of a constituency voting system or mixed regional
proportional representation could in any case improve the extent of FrisiaJ
representation in Dutch parliament. At the same time I realise that the reintroduction 0

a constituency voting system, after it was replaced by a system of proportiona
representation in 1917, does not have any chance of success today.

In conclusion I can say that the position of Frysliln in general, and in particular th,
Frisian language, is weak in relation to the political power of the centre. In other words
the relatively weak position of the Province of Frysliln is not strengthened by a stron!
relationship with the central government as a result of strong representation of Fryslfu
in the Parliament.

Looking at the plenary debates in the Second Chamber about the Frisian language iJ
the years since 1950, I note that the relevance of Frisian Members of Parliament is mon
or less confirmed. In the three distingnished debates on the Frisian language of th,
Fifties, the Seventies and the Nineties, Frisian delegates participated indeed an,
therewith made use of the political opportunities created. The debate of September 14



Notes

1972 represents the pinnacle of participation of Frisian Members of Parliament. As
already said, it was the most Frisian happening the Second Chamber has eVer witnessed.

The three periods of increased Lower House attention to Frisian language matters
are marked by a relevant impact of non-Frisian circumstances: a general feeling of
improvement after World War IT, increasing public expenditures during the late Sixties
and European developments in the Nineties. As a matter of fact, the Frisian. language
has taken advantage of a number of bottom-up changes in the structure of political
opportunities. Moreover, during the last-mentioned period one of the members of the
Dutch cabinet was in charge of Frisian affairs for the frrst time. This institutionalization
of attention can be seen as a top-down effort at political sponsorship. It underscores the
importance of agencies as a part of the political system which are already sympathetic to
the minority.

To conclude this paper: the political structure of opportunities as realised in the
national electoral system could be improved, but, even more relevant, the Frisians could
improve the way they make use of the existing opportunities of the political structure, as
realised in the Dutch electoral system.
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