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Carinthia (German: Kärnten; Slovenian: Koroška), a federated state in the 

south of Austria, has been home to Germanic and Slavic tribes since the 

sixth century. Slovenes became recognized as a national minority in the 

independent state known since then as ‘Austria’ after the multinational 

Austro-Hungarian Empire was dissolved into smaller states following the 

First World War. While most Slovenes found themselves in the new 

Kingdom of Yugoslavia, shared with Croats and Serbs, a northern group of 

Slovenes remained in the new (and much smaller) independent Austria, 

with an overwhelming German majority1), separated by new state borders. 

Yugoslavs’ attempts to connect the remaining Slavs beyond the Austrian 

border to the new Southern Slavic state led to the 1918 Abwehrkampf 

(English: resistance struggle), a small armed uprising by German speaking 

Austrians in Carinthia. The territorial attribution of the bilingual, southern 

Carinthian region remained unclear until the Treaty of Saint-Germain in 

1919, which allowed a democratic plebiscite. In the south of Carinthia, 

where around 70% of the inhabitants spoke Slovene, more than 60% of 

voters opted to remain in Austria. In return, Austria promised generous 

rights to the Slovenes, most of which were not fulfilled after the elections.  

According to official figures, the Slovenian population in Carinthia 

decreased from more than 75,000 in the year 1900 to 12,500 in 2001; 

consequently, their proportions fell from 25% to 2% of the regional 

population. The actual number of Carinthian Slovenes is and always was 

 
1  Until the break-up of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, German speaking Austrians 

were commonly referred to as ‘Germans’, as nationality was closely tied to 
language, whereas ‘Austrian’ was reserved for the citizenship of the 
multinational state (see Bauer, 1907). In terms of identity, Austrians clearly 
distinguished themselves from Germans in Germany (as the state compound 
unified by Prussia). Although German is the national language in today’s Austria 
and Germany (as well as in parts of Switzerland), there are clear dialectological 
differentiations. 



Daniel Wutti 

disputed, as Carinthian Slovenes never accepted any census numbers. Non-

governmental sources showed that between 50,000 and 60,000 individuals 

in that region still had Slovene language skills at the turn of the millennium 

(Reiterer, 2000). The rights of recognized minorities in Austria were first 

guaranteed by Austria in the Constitution 1867. The Peace Treaty of Saint-

Germain (section 62) and Austria’s State Treaty of 1955 (section 7) identify 

the Carinthian Slovenes and the Burgenland Croats as national minorities.2 

In 1976, the Act on Ethnic Groups (German: Volksgruppengesetz) laid the 

foundation for official minority institutions, founded and supervised by the 

Austrian government. In the 1990s, six minority groups were official 

recognized as ‘autochthonous ethnic minorities’ (German: Volksgruppen) in 

Austria: the Carinthian Slovenes, Burgenland Croats, the Czechs and 

Slovaks in Vienna, Hungarians in Burgenland and in Vienna and 

Roma/Sinti in Burgenland.  

The Carinthian Slovenes were, in their struggle for bilingual signage, 

bilingual education and bilingual media, the most visible minority of last 

century in Austria. Despite this, the Slovenian minority suffered decades of 

cultural insecurity, including discrimination, assimilation and political 

exclusion by the German majority. The Carinthian Slovenes responded to 

this pressure by continuing to foster their cultural heritage within the 

confines of their community and, at the same time, by strengthening the 

boundaries of that community with regard to the national majority. Given 

new circumstances, this national minority is – more than 70 years after the 

end of National Socialism and more than 40 years after an anti-Slovenian 

campaign removing bilingual place and name signs – confronted with the 

challenge of achieving a new and more inclusive form of cultural 

security. It appears that young people will necessarily play an important role 

in this process.  

This contribution consists of four sections …  
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2  The Austrian State Treaty was signed in 1955, after ten years of political 

supervision by the Allied forces, and returned state independence to Austria. 
Section 7 organizes the rights of the Slovene minority in Carinthia and the Croat 
minority in Burgenland. These include bilingual education, bilingual signage, 
and the recognition of Slovene and Croat as official languages in certain regions. 


