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Abstract: In this chapter, I explore issues of language diversity loss from 
an ecological perspective of interconnectedness between speakers and the 
environment. To this end, I focus on ethnic minorities living in the so-
called margins of Europe who, similarly to indigenous peoples worldwide, 
have been and continue to be disproportionately exposed to conditions of 
environmental destruction and thus to forms of environmental injustice. 
I argue that human intervention in the environment of ethnic minorities 
for the purpose of economic development, e.g. mining activities, not only 
disrupts local ecosystems and ways of life through degradation and pollution 
but also exerts negative effects on the cultural diversity of the affected 
areas, including their vulnerable minority languages, making it harder for 
minorities to survive as distinct socio-cultural entities. To illustrate the 
harmful repercussions of mining on the natural and linguistic environment, I 
present the challenges faced by a number of minority communities and their 
endangered languages in Europe, including the Sorbs in Lusatia (eastern 
Germany), the Vlachs in the Timok Valley (eastern Serbia) and the Sámi 
in northern Sweden. I emphasise that the voice of ethnolinguistic minority 
groups seems to be largely excluded from the debate on environmental 
change, as the modernisation and nationalisation imperatives of modern 
states have prevailed over the need to protect linguistic, cultural and 
biological diversity. In conclusion, I raise the question of how the struggles 
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of ethnic minorities for the preservation of their endangered languages 
should be incorporated into the perspective of linguists in the context of 
sustainability, diversity and minority rights, and I reflect on the persistent 
risks to which the diverse ecocultural heritage in Europe continues to be 
exposed, despite the discourses on the green transition.

Keywords: endangered languages, environmental degradation, ecocultural 
heritage, ethnic minorities, mining, Sorbs in Germany, Vlachs in Serbia, 
Sámi in Sweden, environmental linguistics

1. Introduction: interconnected phenomena in the European 
context

Issues of language endangerment among minority communities in 
the European continent have attracted increasing attention from linguists 
and other specialists in the last twenty years. However, the environmental 
challenges these communities face have not been sufficiently studied, and 
too little is known about the European context of the struggles of minorities 
and indigenous minorities to preserve their environments, which appear to 
be disproportionately threatened by the exploitation of natural resources, 
including high-impact mining activities. Although the linguistic and 
ecological dimensions may appear to be separate domains of community life, 
there is a clear link between these two because the well-being of linguistic 
diversity cannot be separated from the well-being of biodiversity (Wilder, 
Monti & Nabhan 2016, Edmonds 2021, Couée 2024). As previously noted, 
linguistics as a discipline has done little to protect the subject matter it studies 
(Mühlhäusler 2003a). If language loss is not a natural process but largely 
a result of deliberate human action (ibid.), linguists and other specialists 
working with communities speaking endangered languages should reflect 
on the processes leading to such disruptive consequences in language use 
and what can be done to prevent them.

Following a relational/ecological approach that aims to overcome 
the separation and dichotomy between the study of the biological life of 
human organisms in their environment and the cultural life of their minds 
in society (Bateson 1972, Ingold 2000), a genuinely ecological linguistics 
should examine the conditions that enable long-term sustenance of linguistic 
diversity, identify the factors that are detrimental to the maintenance of the 
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specific “ecology of language” (Haugen 1972), and seek to understand how 
these can be averted (Mühlhäusler 2003a). Thus, the ecological approach 
to language takes into account “the complex network of relationships that 
exists between the environment, languages and their speakers” (Wendel 
2005: 51), with “environment” referring not only to the social (including the 
linguistic), but also the physical environment (Skutnabb-Kangas & Harmon 
2017).

In this chapter, I focus on three “traditional” minorities1 speaking an 
endangered language living on the so-called margins of Europe, referred to 
as peripheral milieus, characterised by their remoteness and exclusion from 
the central, dominant culture. I demonstrate that the disruptions to their 
material ecology due to extractivism are diverse and multi-layered, stemming 
from complex socio-economic, political, cultural and environmental factors. 
I argue that exploitation of their lands by metal extraction through mining 
has made (and still makes) these minority groups victims of forms of internal 
colonialism (Lafont 1971), affecting peripheral regions whose territories, 
configured as sources of raw materials, are used to promote an economic 
growth model based on industrialisation.2 This is particularly true of the 
Sorbian minority (Ther 2006) as well as the Sámi (Van de Grift 2015) but could 
also be applied to the contemporary case of the Vlach minority in Serbia. All 
three minorities, indeed, were (and to some extent still are) characterised by 
a particular use of their land and other natural resources, which form the 
basis for the preservation of their distinct culture, a characteristic feature of 
“indigenous people” (Grote 2006: 443). With regard to the cases considered 
in this chapter, I argue that various dimensions of marginalisation in the 
dominant national imaginary set the stage for the deliberate “sacrifice” of 

1	 I employ the term traditional minorities (Malloy 2013) to refer to “national and linguistic 
minorities defined by the territory where they live because they are long-established in 
and rather fixed to that territory which they see as their homeland” (ibid.), numerically 
smaller than the majority group in a given country, who have specific linguistic, ethnic 
or religious characteristics different from the predominant ones in their state context 
(see OHCHR 2010). Although only the Sámi are officially recognised as “indigenous” 
(see Grote 2006), some of the traditional minorities might also fit the description of 
indigenous peoples in the International Labor Organization Convention 169, for 
example the Sorbs, who are instead defined as an “autochthonous minority” in Germany.

2	 Buettner (2018) connects such forms of exploitation to “civilising missions” that 
occur “among ethnic minorities scored as ‘primitive’ and ‘backward’ candidates for 
‘improvement’ or assimilation”.
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ecoculturally diverse landscapes in the pursuit of mining expansion. Among 
the factors leading to processes of marginalisation affecting the vitality of 
ethnic minorities’ ecocultural identity (Milstein & Castro-Sotomayor 2020), 
viewed as the interrelation between the environmental and sociocultural 
understandings of self, I identify the fact of their speaking a language from 
a different language family, their “peripherality” in the borderlands of their 
respective countries, and the element of “wilderness” and “backwardness” as 
opposed to the civilised majority culture. I maintain that these elements are 
part of a “deterritorialising” discourse (Kuletz 1998) that aims to legitimise 
the processes of “wastelanding” (Brynne Voyles 2015), that is, the deliberate 
destruction of the cultural landscapes (Jacobs 2021) of minorities through 
environmental degradation. In this perspective, I argue that both the 
environment and minorities were effectively excluded by modernisation 
and nationalisation imperatives and suggest that the linguistic, social, 
cultural and ecological aspects associated with the lives of minorities must 
be subsumed into a single approach. 

Contrary to the premises of environmental justice, which state that 
no racial, ethnic, or socioeconomic group should bear a disproportionate 
share of the negative environmental impacts of industrial or other 
polluting enterprises (Beretta 2013), forms of environmental injustice or 
“environmental racism” (a term initially coined for the US context) also exist 
in Europe (Steger 2007). In this chapter, I connect forms of linguistic exclusion 
(and thus injustice) with forms of man-made environmental degradation 
involving members of ethnic minorities and argue that a connection exists 
between the deliberate sacrifice of some territories and the presence of 
minorities. Landscapes of extraction and pollution are conceptualized as 
minority spaces “excluded from or ignored by the regulatory protection of 
the state” (Brynne Voyles 2015: 9), rendered pollutable through discourses 
of race and difference which turn them into wastelands (ibid.). The lack 
of importance given to minority cultures allows states to neglect the 
preservation of their internal (eco)cultural diversity and to suppress heritage 
considered irrelevant, marginal or “dissonant” (Kisić 2016).

Many minority communities across the world still face patterns of 
ecocultural destruction that directly threaten their vulnerable languages. 
That is not only true of communities that live in remote places, e.g. in 
Amazonia, or the indigenous peoples of Australia, but also in the European 
continent: in the heart of Europe (Lusatia), in south-eastern Europe (Timok 
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Valley), or in northern Europe (in Swedish Lapland), to mention the three 
cases covered in this chapter. There are similar examples in Turkey, e.g. the 
Alevi Kurds, who speak the endangered Kurdish language Zaza (Zazaki) and 
are fighting to save the Munzur Valley in the Dersim region, or the Caucasus, 
e.g. the Svans of Georgia, who could be displaced by the Nenskra dam, and 
elsewhere. All those cases involve small communities that have a close 
relationship with their environment and traditional ecological knowledge 
(Houde 2007). The latter is defined as a cumulative body of knowledge, 
practices and beliefs about the relationship of living beings (including 
humans) to each other and to their environment that have evolved through 
adaptive processes and are passed down through generations by cultural 
transmission (Berkes 2012: 7). Although the topic of traditional ecological 
knowledge on the European continent has been the focus of many studies 
in recent years (Molnár & Babai 2021), it seems that the current threat from 
both environmental and language degradation in the wider European region 
has not yet been sufficiently explored by specialists in endangered languages, 
even though the connection between the erosion of traditional ecological 
knowledge and language decline has been clearly recognised (Wilder, Monti 
& Nabhan 2016). 

This chapter is structured as follows: in Section 2, I focus on the 
disciplinary approaches that seek a link between environmental factors 
(including environmental degradation) and the use of endangered 
languages. In doing so, I also highlight the academic fields that approach 
such questions from an interdisciplinary perspective and problematise the 
role of linguistics in the current crisis of loss of biocultural diversity. In 
Section 3, I consider the case of the Sorbian community in Lusatia, Germany, 
which has been affected by the expansion of lignite mining over the last 100 
years, highlighting the toll this community has had to pay in terms of the 
destruction of material heritage and erosion of the minority language. The 
following section looks at the case of the Vlach minority in eastern Serbia 
in the context of copper mining, including recent developments since the 
takeover of the company by the Chinese multinational Zijin, and points 
to the ongoing processes of language endangerment exacerbated by the 
continuing pattern of displacement. Section 5 addresses the case of the Sámi 
community in Sweden and reflects on the impact of mining on the traditional 
livelihoods of the local indigenous minority of these two communities. In 
the final section, I describe the processes that lead to the sacrifice of areas 
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inhabited by ethnic minorities and further explore the interdependence 
between place and culture in minority communities that have a special 
relationship with their land. 

This chapter presents the preliminary findings of my new postdoctoral 
research and takes a multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approach, 
combining the perspectives of anthropology, minority rights studies, 
biocultural diversity studies and linguistics. It is based on a qualitative analysis 
of local literature and local reports, selected according to the principle of 
letting members of minority groups have their say in matters affecting them 
and on ethnographic fieldwork (with Sorbian and Vlach communities)3. In 
the case of these two minorities, semi-structured interviews with around 
a dozen members of mining-affected communities were conducted in 
different phases in the spring and fall of 2024 in Lusatia and eastern Serbia.

2. Patterns of ecocultural destruction

Although the contexts the Sorbian, Vlach and Sámi communities 
belong to are politically, geographically and culturally very different, what 
these minorities have in common is that they have experienced a long history 
of prejudice, discrimination and stigmatisation of their cultural heritage, 
especially their language. For a long time, the cultures and languages of 
these ethnic minorities were depreciated by the majority communities and 
national policies, and members of these minority groups were subjected to 
forms of assimilation, cultural homogenisation and racism. As it has been 
argued, the process of language endangerment “typically begins with political 
or social discrimination against a language or its speakers” (Harrison 2007: 
8). Indeed, very often, minority and indigenous groups “are constructed as 
resourceless, ignorant, backward. (…) [T]heir cultures, their knowledges 
and their languages are stigmatised. The (urban) speakers of bigger, 
dominant languages are (…) presented as preferable, more civilised, worth 
of emulating” (Skutnabb-Kangas & Harrison 2017: 19). Such stigmatisation 
constitutes thus a precondition for the sacrifice of minority territories and 
ecologies, which take the shape of the specific ideology of “wastelanding” in 
the majority society (Brynne Voyles 2015). This concept is intertwined with 
3	 The people interviewed during the ethnographic fieldwork have accepted to have their 

names revealed in this text.
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that of environmental racism, which postulates that patterns of discrimination 
exist in the distribution of environmental risks and benefits (Steger 2007: 
13). The processes of the environmental degradation of territories inhabited 
by minorities traditionally connected with their land undermine the 
traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) acquired by them over centuries 
through direct contact with their natural landscapes. Nevertheless, it is also 
traditional knowledge, traditional practices and values that are in most cases 
“regarded as backward and outdated in public mindscape in Europe”, so that 
“colonial mentality (incl. dominance of top-down actions) still often prevails 
among decision makers” (Molnár et al. 2023: 4).  

When discussing minority communities depending on their 
natural environments and its resources, it is appropriate to ask whether 
the destruction of their ecology has a potentially greater impact on the 
possibility of preserving their cultural identity and languages than in the 
case of majority communities. I here hypothesise that these three minority 
groups, all of which live on the so-called margins/borderlands of nation-
states, having no land of their own or no neighbour to identify with 
(although the Vlach case is specific and contradictory in this regard), have 
developed specific forms of identification with their territories, which are 
constructed as (eco)“cultural landscapes” (Jacobs 2021). It has been argued 
that indigenous minority groups who have lived in a particular territory 
for centuries have a privileged relationship with their landscape (Xanthaki 
2019). This special relationship to territory is, in many cases, indicative of a 
situation in which minority groups identify with their land, particularly in 
the case of non-kin-state minorities (Heintze 2008: 49), such as the Sorbs, 
the Vlachs4 and the Sámi.

Considering this, ​the destruction of minorities’ environmental heritage 
has different implications for them than for majority groups, because non-
kin-state minorities rely on territory as a form of “cultural security” (Jacobs 
2021) and identification. Moreover, the impact of environmental degradation 
on the traditional ecological knowledge that some members of these 
communities still carry inevitably has an impact on the minority language 
(Wilder, Monti & Nabhan 2016). Indeed, TEK is embedded in the language, 
especially considering the width of vocabulary to describe elements of the 
natural landscapes including flora and fauna among these communities. In 
4	 This is only partly true in the Vlach case because of the different identity orientations 

within the community, one of which identifies with neighbouring Romania.
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relation to these complex and delicate levels of interdependence, I believe 
that a truly ecocultural approach (Milstein & Castro-Sotomayor 2020) is 
necessary. In this respect, I use the term “ecocultural heritage” to emphasise 
the importance of the traditional knowledge and skills that local communities 
have acquired over the centuries by adapting to their environment (Cocks 
2006), including the use and management of natural resources, which “play a 
crucial role in the daily lives and community identity of local people” (Zhao 
et al. 2024). I prefer to use this term instead of the term “biocultural” because 
the latter was already used in the 1970s to define a branch of biological 
anthropology (Franco 2022), even when I refer to the studies on biocultural 
diversity (Maffi & Woodley 2010). From an ecocultural perspective, studying 
language processes with ecological awareness means considering languages 
as embedded in the material life of their speakers, including their natural 
environment, and vice versa, i.e. examining how concepts and practices 
relating to the natural environment are encoded in the language (Maffy 
& Woodeley 2010, Benner, Nielsen & Lertzman 2021). In this context, the 
problematic role of linguistics in relation to the conditions of endangerment 
of languages in environmentally threatened situations must be emphasised. 

The field of the ecology of language, founded by Einar Haugen (1972) 
in the 1970s, viewed the “ecological” component in systemic terms, exploring 
in a relational way how a particular language relates to other (potentially 
dominant) languages. Ecolinguistics, which emerged some decades ago 
from the ecology of language and which has developed at least three different 
branches, mainly uses the metaphorical value of ecology to refer to the 
relationship between language and its environment (Henzelmann 2024) and 
to the ways language and discourse influence the environment and ecology 
(see Barabash, Brusenskaya & Kulikova 2023, Catellani & Errecart 2024). 
Although ecolinguistics always includes ecological ideas (Stibbe 2015), 
very few authors (e.g. Tove Skutnabb-Kangas and Peter Mühlhäusler) have 
addressed the issue of language ecology in relation to the physical, natural 
environment of language. Nevertheless, there is also a new, promising field 
of environmental linguistics that presupposes a “re-attachment of language 
to nature” (Harrison 2019), focused on local perspectives connecting land 
with language “no longer subordinate to more linguist-centric concerns 
such as universals of grammar or abstract theoretical constructs” (Harrison 
2023: 128).  It acknowledges the reciprocal relationship between cultural 
and ecological diversity, acknowledging linguistic diversity as the key to 
“safeguarding biodiversity and a balanced human relationship with nature” 
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(Harrison 2023). With regards to this, modern linguistics alone, being 
“based on the non-ecological view that its object of investigation can be 
studied in isolation from all other phenomena” (Mühlhäusler 2003b), 
does not have the theories to address these issues. What is needed is an 
interdisciplinary collaboration among social scientists and potentially 
environmental scholars. Linguistics’ role in understanding biodiversity 
conservation and sustainability could only be legitimised like this: since 
languages are not entities surrounded by an environment but integrated 
into it, relationally connected to their ecology, it is counterproductive to rely 
on linguistic approaches that ignore or deny this (Mühlhäusler 2020). As 
already noted, linguistics plays an important role in understanding climate 
change, biodiversity, conservation and sustainability. Most of what people 
know about plants, animals, the weather and various natural phenomena is 
not found in scientific databases or scientific publications, but in minority 
languages, which often face extinction (Harrison 2023). For indigenous 
peoples, language and nature indeed were never separated (Harrison 2019). 
Therefore, this discipline must avoid the colonial dynamic of treating 
languages only as a source of data because to do so is to objectify them 
and decontextualize them from the ecological conditions that enable their 
transmission and survival.   

In addition to the field of environmental linguistics, the role of the 
natural environment in the preservation of endangered languages of 
minorities and indigenous communities worldwide (and vice versa), has 
been approached comprehensively and relationally in studies on biocultural 
diversity (see Maffi & Woodley 2010, Maffi 2018). This field, which advocates 
an inextricable link between cultural and biological diversity (Maffi 2001), 
aims to analyse the nature of these relations between all kinds of diversity at 
various levels, from the local to the global. It also seeks to identify the threats 
that biocultural diversity is facing, their foreseeable consequences, and the 
actions needed to counter these trends and help restore, protect, and foster 
the diversity of life (Skutnabb-Kangas, Maffi & Harmon 2003: 10).  

3. The Sorbs of Lusatia and the impact of lignite mining

In the region of Lusatia in eastern Germany, the expansion of lignite 
mining began around hundred years ago and continues to this day, affecting 
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the minority rights of the Sorbian communities. Lusatia, which borders 
Poland and the Czech Republic, is now divided between the federal states of 
Brandenburg (Lower Lusatia) and Saxony (Upper Lusatia). The Sorbs, also 
known as Wends, have lived in the territory of present-day Germany since 
600 AD. For the Sorbian minority, which was for centuries considered the 
westernmost “bastion of Slavdom”, the proximity to the border meant both 
proximity to Slavic-speaking people in the east and an “ethnic” border in 
the west, where Germans form the majority. Today, many Sorbs consider 
themselves as indigenous people, a view supported by the new Sorbian 
Parliament (Serbski Sejm), which has significant implications for the right to 
territory, land and resources (United Nations 2007). However, this minority 
group is only classified as “autochthonous” in Germany. There is no ethnic 
census in Germany, which makes it difficult to determine how many people 
identify as Sorbs, with suggested estimates of around 60,000 (Brežan & 
Nowak 2016: 11). Both the Lower Sorbian and Upper Sorbian language 
varieties are under threat: in 1910 there were about 111,000 speakers of 
these two language varieties, but today there are around 30,000, although 
no official sources that include both varieties are available. Upper Sorbian 
seems to be in a better position, possibly because of the reduced impact of 
lignite mining activities in Upper Lusatia.

Modern Sorbian history was marked by patterns of exclusion and 
attempts at assimilation. Germanisation efforts since the Bismarck era have 
had a negative impact on the language, self-image and cultural identity of 
this minority group. The Germanisation of the Sorbs took place primarily 
through a switch to German as the language of instruction and religious 
service in the 19th century: for instance, Sorbian was not included as a 
written language in school lessons (Norberg 1996). Later, under National 
Socialism, Sorbian cultural institutions were closed, and attempts were 
made to Germanise this minority by allowing them to declare themselves 
as “Slavicised” Germans who wanted to return to their supposedly German 
roots (Laschewski, Jacobs & Nowak 2021: 27). Unsurprisingly, most Sorbs 
changed their identity to German to escape persecution. In the GDR, the 
Saxon State Parliament passed a law protecting the rights of the Sorbian 
population in 1948 per the instructions of the Soviets, and the state of 
Brandenburg followed suit in 1950. During this period, elements of the 
Sorbian cultural heritage, including their language, were promoted in a rather 
folkloristic way, which represented a new stage of assimilation called “silent 
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Germanisation” (Dippman 1973) and reflected the developing ideology of 
socialism, according to which any national (or nationality) question had to 
be subordinated to the social question. The GDR era was also characterised 
by a large-scale expansion of lignite mining (Jacobs 2021).

Before the establishment of an industry based on the monocultural 
exploitation of the natural resource of lignite a hundred years ago, the 
Sorbs were rooted in the rural culture of their villages. As for the impact 
on the environment, since 1924, large areas have been destroyed by the 
extractive industry (including clearing terrain for power plants), resulting 
in the pollution of surface waters and groundwater and the deterioration 
of air quality, with numerous consequences, especially for the Spreewald, 
the channels of the Spree, the home of traditional Sorbian culture. The loss 
of material heritage and natural landscape and the resulting displacements 
and resettlements have severely affected the traditional socio-economic life 
of Sorbian communities (Laschewski, Jacobs & Nowak 2021). In addition, 
the influx of people from other parts of Germany who came to work in the 
mines reinforced prejudices against “backward” Sorbian villagers (Hose 
& Keller 2002: 67). This view of the Sorbs was based on the distinction 
between “culture” and “nature”, which resulted from an an unintegrated 
and anti-ecological understanding of culture. Such a distinction involved a 
dichotomy between “cultured nations” (corresponding to a more developed 
and desirable way of life) and “uncultured nations” (associated with “other”, 
backward people). In Sorbian culture, this fracture between “modern/
traditional or industrial/rural or high/folk culture is framed negatively, 
resulting in the Sorbian/Wendish language and culture being characterized 
as non-progressive and outdated” (Laschewski, Jacobs & Nowak 2021: 14). 

In Lusatia, the expansion of lignite mining led to the physical 
destruction of 137 villages in the last century (Archiv Verschwundener Orte 
2010). This affected all levels of Sorbian life, with the destruction of roads, 
houses, forests, gardens and cemeteries, i.e. every single aspect of material 
life. After 1989, the lignite mining industry did not stop, notwithstanding 
the rights granted to this community, such as the right of Sorbian people to 
their homeland according to the Saxony Sorbs’ Act and the state constitution, 
section 2.3: “the Sorbs and each Sorbian have the right to protection, 
preservation and care of their ancestral homeland and their identity”. Even 
today, one village, Mühlrose, is being destroyed to facilitate the expansion 
of the Nochten power plant. In the last hundred years, an estimated 29,000 
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people have been displaced from their villages (Berkner & Kulturstiftung 
Hohenmölsen 2022: 35). In the GDR, this happened without planning: 
people were sent to the cities in large blocks, while after 1989, the principle 
was to keep the community together through compact resettlements. Due 
to the socio-cultural and ecological upheavals in Lusatia, the eradication of 
the Sorbian language was unstoppable, especially in areas where brown coal 
mining was prevalent. As far as the vitality of the language is concerned, 
the situation in Upper Lusatia is somewhat better for a number of reasons. 
Although there is no concrete data on this, it appears that the villages that 
have remained Catholic and been spared from lignite mining have had a 
better chance to preserve their linguistic heritage. In Bautzen, the most 
important Sorbian centre in Upper Lusatia, Sorbian language is highly 
visible in the linguistic landscapes, enjoying better protection than in lower 
Lusatia, where its presence is much less noticeable (including in Cottbus, the 
main Sorbian centre in the State of Brandenburg).

So, what is the connection between language loss and environmental 
degradation? Why does the destruction of the environment go hand in 
hand with the eradication of language and local culture? As one of my 
informants recently told me (interview with Edith Penk), the destruction 
of Sorbian landscapes, including forests, undermines the space of the 
traditional imaginary, ecological knowledge, fairy tales, rituals, and 
traditional livelihoods, such as the possibility of sustainably gathering 
berries, mushrooms and plants for traditional purposes.5 There is no 
context: Sorbian culture, which is a rural culture, used to be rooted in this 
environment. Hence, if the context is annihilated, the consequences are felt 
on a linguistic and cultural level (not to mention mental health effects). 
Communities can be compactly relocated to new places, for instance, to 
Neu-Mühlrose, a district of Schleife which started being built in 2020 about 
seven kilometers away from “old” Mühlrose, whose inhabitants became 
affected by the expansion of opencast mines already during the GDR and 
are now (2024) facing the “final destruction” of the village. However, the 
relationship to the woodlands, old paths and landscapes is no longer there. 
That is something that cannot be created artificially. The oak tree in Neu-
Mühlrose is a vivid example of this and a metaphor for the maimed essence 
5	 Furthermore, what gets lost is not only Sorbian ethnonyms for plants, but the phytonymy 

deriving from Slavic/German language contact that have enriched the phytonymic 
systems through borrowings (see Kolosova 2011).
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of the new landscapes: it was uprooted during the destruction of the old 
Weißwasser primaeval forest (which covered 97.45 hectares) in 2015 to 
enable the enlargement of the Nochten power plant and transformed into 
a sculpture that stands in the middle of the new district to remind the 
population of their original landscape. Taken out of its context, however, 
the tree (or what is left of it) does not fulfil its original function and appears 
more as a symbol of violence than of a connection to the (lost) landscape 
and homeland, acting as a sad reminder of the ecocultural consequences of 
mining. According to the mining company Leag, instead, the “Tree of Life” 
(this is the name of this artistic work) refers to the Sorbian roots of Mühlrose 
and is intended as a symbol of happiness and well-being at the new location 
(MDR Sachsen 2024).

“Is progress still progress if it destroys?” asked the well-known Sorbian 
writer Jurij Koch, who wrote in 1992 about the awareness of the guardians of 
the Sorbian language, such as former teachers of this minority language, of 
the impending problem of linguistic and cultural erosion: 

“He also knows the psyche of the people who have to deal with 
two languages every day, while their own, the original one, is in 
danger of disappearing like the field names when the new roads 
are built. (…) The roads and access routes have been increasing 
for a thousand years, and the Sorbs-Wends are rightly worried 
that they could lose the last piece of their national identity in the 
not-too-distant future” (Koch 1992, my translation).

Even today, the German-speaking majority population is barely 
informed about the Sorbian language, culture and history at school, with 
lessons “conveying a unilateral history that completely neglects Sorbian 
history in Eastern Germany, especially the assimilation process since the 
so-called Ostsiedlung in the High Middle Ages” (Serbski Sejm 2021). This 
neglect of Sorbian culture and history means that the existence of the Sorbian 
language in Saxony and Brandenburg is hardly accepted even by the local 
German-speaking population of these states (ibid.). This is also why many 
members of this minority often avoid speaking their language in German-
dominated environments (Mitschke 2023: 141).

Although some Sorbs refer to themselves as indigenous (Jurij Koch 
defines them as Ureinwohner in Koch 1992), their status as such has yet to be 
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clarified (Jacobs 2021: 202) and is not recognised by the German government 
(Serbski Sejm 2021). The Sorbian parliament, or Serbski Sejm, a new Sorbian 
political actor (founded in 2018) that maintains links with the Sorbian 
communities in Northern Europe, condemns the lack of institutionalised 
means for preventing the destruction and exploitation of the traditional 
Sorbian homeland by mining (Serbski Sejm 2021). Hagen Domaška, an 
activist of the Serbski Sejm, affirms: 

“The Sorbs are the indigenous people of Lusatia. Lignite mining 
has destroyed 130 of our villages, our rivers have been poisoned 
and dried up, our meadows and fields have been turned into 
‘waste’, our culture has been displaced. We have never been asked 
whether we agree with this. Lignite mining must be stopped 
immediately” (BUND 2023, my translation). 

Interestingly, this identification with the concept of an indigenous 
minority (which, as explained, has a different implication compared to being 
a simple “national minority”) is also shared and espoused by a part of the 
Vlach minority in Serbia (OCSE 2008) to affirm the privileged relationship 
with their land and a prestigious legitimacy in the face of discrimination, 
as well as by the Sámi people, who are the only minority recognised as 
indigenous in Europe.

4. The Vlach community in Eastern Serbia: past and present threats

The Timok Valley in Eastern Serbia has been affected by the extraction 
of copper and gold ore for over a century. The Vlach minority, a community 
that speaks an endangered archaic Daco-Romanian language variety 
(Sorescu-Marinković, Mirić & Ćirković 2020: 75), has inhabited this area 
since at least the 18th/19th centuries. Once again, it is difficult to determine the 
number of people who identify as members of this ethnic group, as there are 
many discrepancies between census data and reality, a fact directly verified 
during ethnographic fieldwork in the area. Within this community, there are 
different self-presentations and orientations, some of which maintain links 
with Romania, while others claim an “independent” local Romance identity 
dating back to Roman times (Sorescu-Marinković & Huțanu 2023). As far 
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as their language is concerned, it should be noted that, according to census 
data, the number of speakers has fallen from over 120,000 to just over 20,000 
in sixty years. Furthermore, the traditional Vlach culture, like the Sorbian 
culture, was most severely affected by industrialisation in socialist Yugoslavia 
in the period after World War II. Attempts at assimilation have been made 
since the second half of the 19th century and consisted of Serbianisation 
within the Orthodox Church, without the possibility of holding the liturgy 
in Romanian or in the Vlach language (Kahl & Pascaru 2020), as well as 
the Slavicisation of surnames. Linguistic discrimination persisted at the 
institutional state level until the end of Yugoslavia. The Vlach language 
was not included in education and members of this community were not 
encouraged to speak it in public, a stigma that had the effect of interrupting 
the transmission of the language to younger generations. The changes in 
the economic way of life meant, among other things, that the vocabulary of 
pastoralism quickly disappeared, in parallel with the erosion of traditional 
ways of life such as livestock farming (Durlić 2011).

Vlach language and culture have been subjected to devaluation for 
many years (Gacović 2019: 21), and members of this community were often 
seen as “primitive and backward people” (Gacović 2019: 354–355). This 
happened, for example, in the Yugoslav army, where many Vlachs were 
ridiculed and mistreated because of their alleged backwardness and their 
weak command of the Serbian language (ibid.). Patterns of marginalisation 
were also present in the judiciary, gendarmerie and media; in general, there 
was a certain denigration of the Vlachs by people from Serbian cities and 
villages. As a result, members of the Vlach community pursued a kind of 
survival strategy in language use, which depended on the particularities of 
their language area. For example, the school was perceived as a boundary 
between private and public social spaces, where it was appropriate to switch 
to the official language. Therefore, people stopped speaking Vlach as soon 
as they approached that building (Durlić 2011: 21). The Vlach scholar Paun 
Es Durlić reports in his memoirs that on the journey from Belgrade to the 
Timok Valley, 

“not a single Vlach word could be heard, neither at the station nor 
on the crowded bus, and if it was spoken, then only in a whisper. 
Such a situation lasted until Kučevo. When the bus entered the 
Neresnica Plain, the driver (…) looked in the mirror, and when 
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he realised that there were no new faces among the passengers, 
he turned off the radio, put a cassette with the latest Vlach hit 
in the cassette compartment and turned up the volume to the 
max! At the same second, the passengers relaxed, adjusted their 
seats and ‘switched’ from Serbian to Vlach as if by command! 
So Kučevo, or something in it, became the border (…) for the 
Vlachs on their way to their lands in eastern Serbia!” (Durlić, 
2011: 21–22, my translation). 
	
This archaic, regional variant of Romanian was until recently associated 

with feelings of shame when spoken in public. This is the reason why some 
even stopped speaking Vlach at home with their parents and “no longer even 
speak Vlach to their cattle” (Durlić 2011: 30). In many cases, members of the 
Vlach minority follow the principle of “ethnic mimicry” in mixed situations, 
with many Vlachs unsurprisingly choosing not to self-identify as Vlachs 
in the official census. In the 2022 census, only 21,013 people identified as 
Vlachs. The Vlach language was introduced as an elective subject in schools 
as late as 2014/2015 and has been an official language in Serbia since 2022. 
As far as the patterns of environmental degradation in the Vlach areas 
are concerned, the industrialisation processes since the establishment of 
the first mining company in Bor in 1903 had a significant impact on the 
change in employment of the villagers. The inhabitants increasingly shifted 
from traditional livestock breeding and agriculture to road construction 
and industrial infrastructure required for the development of mining and 
metallurgy (Stojmenović 2024). The destructive effects of mining on the 
environment were the trigger for the famous Vlach revolt (Sr. Vlaška buna) 
of 1935, in which the villagers protested against the loss of their crops and the 
pollution of their soil by heavy metals from mining (Stojmenović 2024: 35). 
In this way, the works of the mining company were halted for one month, 
and the villagers made history, since the Vlaška buna is considered the first 
environmental uprising in Europe.

Between 1951 and 1988, when the mine was operated by the communist 
state, extremely high concentrations of sulphur dioxide were present in 
the air, originating from the sulphuric acid required for the mining and 
processing of copper (Bogdanović et al. 2013). This was released not only 
into the air but also into the soil and water (ibid.). In demographic terms, it 
can be said that the period from 1948–2011 saw a steadily decreasing trend 
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in the villages around Bor (Medić 2022: 33). Since the Chinese multinational 
Zijin acquired a majority stake in the Serbian mining company in 2018, 
the rapid expansion of mining has led to new disruptions in the lives of 
local communities, in an area characterised by high levels of biodiversity 
(Janaćković et al. 2022, Janišová et al. 2024). There are no regulations 
regarding environmental impact and pollution, so residents are exposed 
to underground water pollution, dust, noise and all kinds of disturbances 
and damage to the vegetation, houses and mountains in their ecocultural 
landscapes. This case of environmental injustice is intersectionally connected 
(Thomas 2022) to linguistic injustice, since environmental degradation also 
has consequences on the possibility of maintaining the minority language, 
due to the patterns of dispersion of the community. In the villages of Krivelj 
and Oštrelj, people are facing the imminent loss of their homes but have 
not received any information about the future and possible resettlement to 
another location or compensation. Thus, they are forced to sell their land 
to the Chinese company and relocate to distant villages or larger towns 
even further away from the compact areas inhabited by Vlachs, a process 
that is undermining the social cohesion of the community and creating 
new challenges for the preservation of the Vlach language. Sadly, most 
informants during the interviews stated that they do not see a future for 
their language. Interestingly, they also affirmed that they did not identify as 
Vlachs in the last census (2022), but they will do so in the next one. Members 
of the Vlach community engage in a number of traditional activities, such 
as beekeeping and agriculture, which is one of the reasons that the pollution 
of rivers, air and soil has such a negative impact on the possibility of 
continuing their sustainable livelihoods. Furthermore, through patterns of 
environmental degradation, traditional ecological knowledge is also being 
lost, chipping away at the ecocultural heritage of this minority group, which 
includes sophisticated magic rituals and folk music (Perić 2020). The close 
relationship between the identity and culture of Vlach communities and their 
natural environment means that the Vlach language faces new, devastating 
challenges to its survival as its ecology continues to be threatened.

5. Sámi lands in Sweden: the resource Eldorado in the far North

The survival of the traditional livelihoods of Sámi communities in 
Sweden (similar to the situation of these communities in neighbouring 
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Norway, Finland and Russia) is threatened in many ways. Interestingly, the 
situation of the Sámi communities in northern Sweden is that of a triple 
border (Sweden/Norway/Finland), like that of the Sorbs (Germany/Poland/
Czech Republic) and the Vlachs (Serbia/Romania/Bulgaria). The Sámi are 
the only officially indigenous population in Europe, which has a number of 
implications for their land and herding rights. Nevertheless, ten of the twelve 
active Swedish metal mines are located on traditional Sámi land (Blåhed 
& San Sebastián 2021): this is problematic from both an environmental 
and cultural/linguistic perspective. For decades, Sámi land has been 
confiscated for the extraction of natural resources, not only jeopardising 
the livelihood of these communities but also having devastating effects on 
wildlife and reindeer pastures. Furthermore, the traditional culture and 
language of the Sámi were severely affected. The Sámi language is heavily 
imbued with traditional ecological knowledge and contains many terms 
for the different types of snow, reindeer, pastures and related activities. As 
Eira et al. (2013: 117) show, traditional Sámi snow terminology is “more 
holistic and integrated into the ecology of the herd and pastures than the 
international standard snow terms”. Sámi snow and ice terminology may 
denote “snow types, temperatures, wind, snow density, snow depth, snow 
layers, physical snow processes on the ground and on trees” (ibid.: 118). 
Due to the destruction that the Sámi areas have been and continue to be 
exposed to and the marginalisation of their language and culture in the past, 
the traditional vocabulary is disappearing at an alarming rate.

The origin of the Sámi on northern European soil dates back several 
millennia, and they were already mentioned in Tacitus’ Germania from 
A. D. 98 (Gaski 1993: 118). This fact allows members of this community 
to claim indigeneity. It is difficult to determine the exact number of Sámi 
in Sweden, as there is no ethnic census in this country. The traditional 
activities of the Sámi include fishing and reindeer herding, both of which 
have been severely affected by industrialisation and mining. Part of their 
cultural tradition is joik or yoik, a traditional form of singing inspired by a 
place or person, which shows how embedded Sámi culture is in its territory. 
In the past, this cultural tradition was also filled with contents relating to the 
experience of colonialism Sámi communities were subjected to (Gaski 1993: 
120). In the areas inhabited by the Sámi in Sweden, Norway, Finland and 
Russia, a total of nine Sámi languages are spoken, and three others are now 
considered extinct. All of these Sámi languages are considered endangered, 
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even Northern Sámi, which is doing better than the others. Estimates suggest 
there are 5,000–7,000 speakers of Northern Sámi in Sweden. The principal 
threat to the Sámi languages in the past was assimilation policies (Minde 
2005): discrimination, internal colonialism, stigmatisation of their language, 
prohibition of language use at school and punishments for speaking Sámi. 
In addition, there were boarding schools where Sámi children were isolated 
to prevent the transmission of language and culture and the replacement of 
Sámi place names with Swedish toponyms.

Sámi lands are considered the “Swedish Klondike” (Anti-Copyright 
2023: 5), a fact that proves true also for Norway and Finland. Most 
hydroelectric power plants, mines and wind turbines are located on Sámi 
land, which is referred to as Sápmi. No assessment of the cultural and health 
impacts on the indigenous communities has ever been carried out for these 
projects. The Sámi’s knowledge of the region, which has long been an integral 
part of their lives and has shaped their traditional ecological knowledge, has 
been under attack for at least a century (Paulose 2022). Many Sámi settlements 
and cultural monuments, such as graves, including sacred relics, have been 
sacrificed for purposes of energy production. The sacred is a dimension 
perceived as intangible: where do people locate it? The majority population 
does not see it in specific sites, trees, or forests, but it exists and supports 
the culture and identity of some minority groups, especially through rituals 
and practices and is, therefore, a very sensitive issue (Berkes 2012). Mining-
related activities have caused various disturbances, e.g. blasting, road traffic, 
noise and pollution, affecting reindeer herding activities (MacNeil 2018). 
The disruption of the route used by reindeer to reach pastures has created 
new problems for the sustainability of traditional reindeer herding in 
difficult times, which is no longer practised by the majority of members of 
these communities. Unsurprisingly, the people who are still devoting their 
lives to these activities, which are dependent on nature and its resources, are 
not encouraged to continue. 

It has been affirmed that reindeer have been the “key to helping the Sámi 
people survive Scandinavian and Russian governments’ forced assimilation 
policies” and are instrumental in the preservation of the Sámi language 
and culture (Harris 2022, cited in Paulose 2022). Therefore, any disruption 
of animal life is a disruption of Sámi life. Furthermore, violence against 
plants, animals and ecosystems that are necessary to sustain the complex 
ecocultural relationalities is also violence against the people themselves. 
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In addition, mining impacts not only reindeer herding but also other uses 
of Sámi lands, such as fishing (especially salmon). The disappearance of 
traditional ecological knowledge is a process that parallels the erosion of 
the Sámi language, as the ecocultural spaces where this minority language 
is used slowly disappear, irreversibly altered by industrial activity. One of 
the most controversial mining sites is Kallak/Gállok in the municipality of 
Jokkmokk, where the British company Beowulf plans to extract iron. Since 
2006, numerous demonstrations and struggles organised by the local Sámi 
community Jåhkågasska tjiellde and other activists have taken place. Despite 
these actions to prevent further destruction of Sámi land, the Beowulf 
mining company was recently given the green light to expand its operations 
(Thule 2024), once again violating the principles of indigenous land rights of 
this minority population in the country.

6. Concluding remarks

Sorbs, Vlachs and Sámi can be defined as land-based nations whose 
“culture, history, geography, religion and economy are derived from a 
particular landscape (...) and set of natural resources” (Brynne Voyles 2015: 
X). It has been argued that the environmental degradation caused by mining 
projects, which renders large parts of traditional territories uninhabitable for 
local minority communities and unsuitable for their traditional activities, 
which are a fundamental element of their cultural and social existence, has a 
genocidal effect and represents an extension of forced assimilation campaigns 
(Paulose 2022). In the case of these three minority groups in Europe, it was 
not only mining that caused a massive decline in cultural and linguistic 
vitality, but this also depended on the various mechanisms of suppression of 
their language. All three, as members of small minority groups, were forced 
to assimilate over the centuries through cultural-political pressure (Vouk 
2014: 15).

In this chapter I have attemped to shed light on the connection between 
linguistic and environmental injustice experienced by minority groups. The 
marginalisation of indigenous or minority traditional ways of life based on 
sustainable land use in favour of exploitative industries is a general pattern 
that can be traced in economic development across different political regimes 
and historical periods in all parts of the world and is part of colonial, neo-
colonial and internal colonial processes of resource extraction. For example, 
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the German energy industry was disproportionately dependent on Sorbian 
resources in Lusatia, leading to the destruction of the lands populated by 
this minority. Serbia is now increasingly “sacrificing” the villages inhabited 
by the vulnerable Vlach minority in the eastern part of the country for the 
expansion of a mining industry that is presented as essential to economic 
development. The Sámi lands have been heavily impacted by the mining 
industry and other forms of development, such as hydropower, for at least 
a century. However, realising such expansive and far-reaching mining goals 
would not be possible without the preceding patterns of devaluing and 
denigrating the culture (including language) of the minority groups that 
inhabit the areas where the resources are. Mining is thus also a form of “slow 
violence” (Nixon 2013), in which the heritage of minorities is excluded and 
silenced.

In the cultural and spiritual traditions of these three minority 
groups, certain natural landmarks such as rivers, hills, forests, mountains, 
and valleys play a fundamental role, which makes them comparable to 
indigenous groups worldwide (see Ghosh 2021). Cultures depend on the 
availability of material resources not only for economic use but also for 
shaping symbolic meanings (Laschewski 2013: 25), a fact that highlights 
the complex interrelations between people and places. In this sense, there 
is also an inextricable link between biological and cultural heritage (Maffi 
2018). In contrast to a “disintegrative” view that sees minority communities 
as independent of specific feelings and practices of attachment to places, 
it could be argued that the right to language is also the right to its ecology, 
and thus, in the case of minorities living in non-urban areas, the right to 
the natural environment. These two aspects have so far been kept separate, 
apart from some processes and dynamics active in indigenous communities/
activists around the world that seek to combine land rights with linguistic 
rights. If we conceive languages as embedded in their ecology, and if we see 
that this ecology and relationality are threatened (by globalisation patterns, 
colonialism, neocolonialism, extractivism), perhaps there is a chance to 
save some endangered languages, if we save the corresponding ecologies. 
In fact, it is not linguistic diversity that is disappearing but its support 
system (Mühlhäusler 2003a), i.e. the areas where languages are used, which 
are very tangible contexts. For this reason, it can be said that the natural 
environment must be included as a fundamental dimension in language 
protection policies. 
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Countless environmental and cultural landscapes inhabited by 
communities speaking endangered languages are disappearing due to 
economic development pressures in the form of extractivism (Rivera Andía 
& Vindal Ødegaard 2019). Recognising the environmental, cultural, social 
and linguistic impacts, i.e. the cumulative pressures affecting communities, 
is fundamental to a vision that seeks to assess all levels of impact in a truly 
ecological way. This is an increasingly topical issue due to the effects of 
the so-called green transition, which brings new challenges for minority 
communities worldwide. Because of this greenwashing agenda, the Sámi are 
threatened by the discovery of rare-earth elements; in Sorbian settlements, 
the lignite mining company does not intend to end its activities until at least 
2038, but in the meantime, there is a project for a solar and wind farm that 
would destroy a forested pond area. The copper mined in the territories 
inhabited by the Vlachs in Serbia is to be used for the green transition to 
hydrothermal and wind energy. The implications of this green transition are 
indeed contradictory, especially with respect to the principles of diversity, 
inclusion and sustainability advocated by the EU.

The expansion of mining and other extractive activities in areas 
inhabited by traditional minorities has social, cultural, linguistic and 
environmental impacts on already vulnerable social groups on many levels 
which appear to be different than the ones affecting members of majority 
communities. Those who choose to remain in non-urbanised areas are 
dwindling in numbers, and their struggles are broadly comparable to those 
of other indigenous and minority groups in various parts of the world. 
Both communist regimes and capitalist societies that follow the principles 
of economic growth and the notion of nature as a mere resource have 
contributed to the crisis of biodiversity and language loss we face today, 
which is also a loss of ecocultural landscapes.

Solastalgia is a relatively new term coined twenty years ago to describe 
the emotional distress and sense of loss when people are still at home, but 
their familiar landscape has been destroyed. Glenn Albrecht  (2005) was 
the first to use it when he discussed the environmental degradation caused 
by mining in Australia. However, I interpret the kind of solastalgia that 
minority communities feel towards their devastated landscapes as having 
different implications than the situations that affect majority communities. 
In the trauma experienced by minority communities, the destruction of 
their ecological heritage depends on deliberate sacrifices decided by state 
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authorities. It is thus the result of a lack of recognition of the value of their 
heritage for the preservation of diversity, jeopardizing their existence as a 
distinct socio-cultural entity. Minorities feel abandoned by state authorities 
and suffer because their landscapes, a source of identity, are being eroded. 
The extraordinary pressure exerted on these communities thus violates their 
fundamental rights to preserve their culture, their traditional knowledge 
and their right to life-sustaining resources. And the violation of the right 
to pass on their environment undermines the possibility of passing on their 
ethnic identity, culture and language to future generations.
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