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Abstract

We outline a theory of cultural transmission in socio-cultural minorities in a foreign
cultural environment. The explanatory focus of the theory is on the educational activ-
ities of minorities and on the educational policies of the majority towards them. The
theory comprises two components referring to, respectively, the proximate psycho-
logical mechanisms and the distal cultural-evolutionary processes that underlie minority—
majority interactions. The first theory component is an action—theoretical model of the
interaction between majorities and minorities in the educational domain. A central
assumption of this model is that socio-cultural groups have a culture-transmission
motive, i.e. a desire to maintain and transmit their culture. The second component
of the theory consists of a set of assumptions about the evolution of socio-cultural
groups that provides an enhanced understanding of the basic goals and strategies of
minorities and majorities in cultural-transmission situations. It is argued that the theory
allows an explanation of several findings that pose difficulties to existing theories, in
particular, the frequently observed stability of cultural traits in ethnic minorities.

Keywords

Cultural transmission in minorities, educational activities of minorities, educational
policy towards minorities, action—theoretical model of group interaction, theory of
cultural evolution, culture-transmission motive

l. Introduction

In recent years, in the wake of increasing international migration, the question of
how majority societies deal with linguistic and cultural, ethnic or religious
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minorities, and relatedly, the issue of cultural transmission in minorities living in a
foreign cultural majority environment, have become focal topics in several
branches of social science, including sociology, psychology, and educational science
(for summaries, see e.g. May, 2005; Schonpflug, 2009; Zick, 2010). The present
article focuses on the pedagogical aspects of cultural transmission in minorities. By
these, we mean the educational activities of minorities in a foreign cultural envir-
onment, and the policies of the majority towards them. Our aim is to explain these
social phenomena by outlining a theory of the mechanisms that underlie them.

Despite the importance of the topic, no theory specifically designed to explain
cultural transmission in minorities has as yet been formulated. Instead, researchers
have tried to apply existing broader theoretical frameworks (mostly taken from
sociology) to the explanation of the social phenomena at issue, in particular assimi-
lation theory (e.g. Alba, 1990; Esser, 1980), transnationalism (e.g. Glick Schiller
et al., 1992; Vertovec, 2009), and Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural capital.
However, in part simply because these theories were not originally developed to
explain cultural transmission in minorities, they provide, in our view, at best partial
explanations. In contrast, the theory of cultural transmission in minorities pro-
posed in this article is tailored to the social phenomenon in question. Although this
theory takes up ideas from existing accounts, it extends them with important add-
itional assumptions (see the last part of the article for a systematic comparison). As
a consequence, we argue, the theory is able to explain several findings that pose
difficulties to existing theories, in particular the frequently observed stability of
cultural traits in ethnic minorities (e.g. Bisin and Verdier, 2011; Mchitarjan and
Reisenzein, 2013a). In addition, the theory suggests refined answers to scientific as
well as political questions surrounding minority—majority relations, such as: What
are the reasons for, and the conditions that aid or hinder, cultural transmission in
minorities in a foreign cultural environment? Which factors determine the educa-
tional policies of a majority society towards a particular minority? Under what
conditions can the integration of minorities succeed, and when will it fail?

In what follows, we first clarify the intended scope of the theory of cultural
transmission in minorities, using both historical and contemporary examples.
Second, the theory is described in detail. Third, we summarize the results of a
first, small-scale, direct empirical test of the theory. Finally, we compare the
theory to previous accounts of cultural transmission in minorities.

2. Scope of the theory

The starting point of the present theory is the observation that cultural transmis-
sion in minorities by means of educational activities is a frequent social phe-
nomenon. Numerous examples from history and the present document that
sociocultural (linguistic, cultural, ethnic, religious) minorities' living in a foreign
cultural majority environment very often found educational institutions or engage
in other forms of educational activity that serve, at least among other purposes, the
transmission of the ‘cultural heritage’ to their offspring, and thus the preservation
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of culture. This phenomenon is regularly seen when a sociocultural group comes
into the sphere of influence of a — linguistically, culturally, ethnically, religiously —
different, more powerful group, and tries to transport its culture to the next gen-
eration under these special circumstances (e.g. Mchitarjan, 2006, 2010). This social
situation can arise for two reasons: First, as the result of voluntary or forced
migration; and second, as the result of a shifting of the borders of the territory
under the control of a group; for example through the acquisition of new territory
by war, or the attainment of national autonomy.

Some examples from European history may serve as illustrations. An early
example of educational activities in emigrants are the Huguenots, who, to escape
religious persecution, fled from France at the end of the sixteenth century to,
among others, the German states, where they founded their own schools
(Lachenicht, 2007; Thadden and Michelle, 1986). More recent examples are the
educational activities of the Russian emigrants after the Russian October revolu-
tion of 1917 (Mchitarjan 2006, 2009; Raeff, 1990) and those of the German emi-
grants after the establishment of the Nazi regime in 1933 (Feidel-Mertz and
Hammel, 2004; Mchitarjan, 2010). Both emigrant groups established extensive
educational networks in exile. A similar phenomenon is seen in many cases of
voluntary migration. An example from recent German history are the parent
organizations of the Greek, Spanish, and Portuguese immigrant workers, whose
aim, among other things, is the maintenance of their culture of origin and its
transmission to the next generation (Boos-Niinning and Karakasoglu, 20006;
Fiirstenau, 2004; Hopf, 1999; Thranhardt, 2005).

In Germany and other countries, own schools also exist for some autochthonous
ethnic minorities. In Germany, for example, the Danes in the state of Schleswig-
Holstein and the Sorbs in Saxony and Brandenburg have their own schools. These
groups became ethnic minorities in Germany as the result of a shifting of national
borders (Hansen and Wenning, 2003; Knabe, 2000; Mellor, 1963). In the same way,
the resident groups of Germans and Russians in Poland became indigenous mino-
rities in Poland after the restoration of the previously divided Polish state in 1918.
After 1918, both minority groups struggled for the implementation of their con-
tractually guaranteed rights to education in their mother tongue, albeit with little
success (Mchitarjan, 2006). A similar situation exists today for the Russians living
in the Baltic States, especially in Estonia and Latvia, who became minorities as a
consequence of the attainment of independence of these states in 1991 (Adrey,
2005; Hughes, 2005; Reubold, 2003).

These and many other historical and contemporary cases that could be cited
suggested two basic assumptions of our theory of cultural transmission in mino-
rities as inductive generalizations. First, linguistic—cultural, ethnic or religious
minority groups desire to maintain their culture in the foreign cultural majority
environment, and to pass on their cultural heritage to their offspring. Second, the
cultural transmission activities taken up by a minority, and their success or failure,
strongly depend on the (educational) policy of the majority towards them (see also
Hansen and Wenning, 2003; Mchitarjan, 2006, 2009).
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3. A theory of cultural transmissions in minorities

The theory of cultural transmission in minorities proposed in this article builds
directly on the results of the described educational and sociological research on
minorities and migrants. The explanatory focus of the theory is on the educa-
tional activities of minorities and the educational policies of the majority for
them. On the side of the minority, the theory seeks to explain in particular the
initiation of educational activities by minorities, the specific form that these
activities take, their success or failure, and the change of these processes over
time. On the side of the majority, the theory seeks to explain the (educational)
policies of majorities towards immigrant and autochthonous minorities. These
two social processes — the described actions and action outcomes of the majority
and the minority — are considered simultaneously in the theory because they are
closely intertwined and mutually affect each other. In particular, the perceived
attainability of the educational goals of the minority, the nature of its educational
activities, and the success of these activities, strongly depend on the (educational)
policy of the majority.

The explanation of these social phenomena by the theory of cultural transmis-
sion in minorities targets two connected explanatory levels: the level of the prox-
imate psychological mechanisms that underlic the actions of minorities and
majorities in cultural-transmission situations; and the level of the historical—
cultural development of these mechanisms. Corresponding to these two levels of
explanation, the theory comprises two components: (a) an action—theoretical model
of minority—majority interactions in the domain of education; and (b) a set of
assumptions about the evolution of sociocultural groups that provides an enhanced
understanding of the basic goals and strategies of minorities and majorities in
cultural-transmission situations.

The present theory thus connects three research fields: educational research,
specifically studies on historical and contemporary cultural-transmission pro-
cesses in minorities; sociological and psychological research and theorizing
on group interactions; and a theory of cultural evolution recently developed
within evolutionary biology. Case studies by educational researchers, as well as
sociological and psychological surveys on cultural transmission in minorities,
provided the ground data on the social phenomena that need to be explained,
and suggested basic assumptions of the theory as inductive generalizations.
Sociological and psychological theorizing provided a simple model of the prox-
imate psychological mechanisms that guide the interaction of minorities and
minorities, construed as actors. Evolutionary biology provided a model of
cultural evolution, and thereby of the distal processes that explain some of
the peculiarities of the (assumed) psychological make-up of sociocultural
groups — specifically, that groups are equipped with a motive to trans-
mit their culture, as well as with evolved strategies that help them achieve
this aim.
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3.1 Proximate mechanisms of cultural transmission in minorities:
An action—theoretical model

The conceptual foundation of the first component of our theory — which
describes the proximate mechanisms of cultural transmission — is the action—
theoretical model of group interaction that, in its outlines, is (implicitly) already
contained in common-sense psychology (e.g. Heider, 1958; Malle, 2004). The
core of this model is a theory of boundedly rational action of individual actors
(see also Conte and Castelfranchi, 1995; Esser, 1999; Fazio, 1990).> To apply
this model to groups, common-sense psychology makes the simplifying assump-
tion that group interactions can be modeled as analogous to interactions
between individuals. In our view, this model of group interaction forms the
implicit background of most traditional explanations of social phenomena in
historiography (e.g. Scholz, 1999), and it constitutes — again usually only impli-
citly — the basis of much empirical survey research in sociology (Briiderl, 2004;
Goldthorpe, 2000). In agreement with this model, we assume that the educa-
tional activities of a minority and the policies of the majority towards it can be
modeled as an interaction between two individuals.® Accordingly, we conceptu-
alize the two involved parties — the minority and the majority — as two social
actors who are equipped with particular beliefs, desires (goals), and resources
(power, skills, material resources, etc.), and who attempt, by and large in a
rational fashion, to achieve their goals in the area of education in the given
historical situation.

The action—theoretical model of group interaction is a highly general model of
the ‘inner workings’ (specifically the mechanism of action selection) of social
actors. To become an empirically testable, explanatory theory, this model needs
to be elaborated for the specific interaction situation that is to be explained (cf.
Lindenberg, 1985). In the present case, the situation is the cultural transmission by
a minority in a majority environment. To achieve the required elaboration, one
needs to specify the psychological and situational factors that cause the partici-
pants in the interaction to choose particular actions (e.g. the foundation of a pri-
vate school by the minority; the recognition of the educational qualifications of
minority schools by the majority); as well as the factors that are responsible for the
success or failure of these actions. On the most general level, the factors relevant for
the initiation and the success or failure of actions can be divided into three groups
(e.g. Conte and Castelfranchi, 1995; Lindenberg, 1985; Reisenzein, 2006): motiv-
ational factors (the motives or goals of the social actors, such as the educational
aims of the minority and the goals that the majority seeks to achieve with its
minority policy); epistemic factors (in particular the beliefs of the social actors
about the attainability of their goals by particular actions in the given historical
situation); and the objective situational conditions or constraints that apply to both
parties, both conducive and obstructive (e.g. knowledge, skills, financial resources,
relevant laws and political conditions). Below, we discuss the more important of
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these factors, separately from the perspective of the minority and the majority in a
cultural-transmission situation,

3.1.1 Cultural transmission in minorities: The perspective of the minority

3.1.1.1 The culture-transmission motive. A central assumption of our theory of cul-
tural transmission in minorities is that socio-cultural groups have, in addition to
their other motives — in particular, the motives to preserve and increase their
resources and their power (Bourdieu, 2005, 2006) — a culture-transmission motive:
an appreciation of their culture and the desire to preserve it and transmit it to the
next generation. We assume that this is also true for minority groups living in a
foreign cultural majority environment, at least for a while (see below).

The postulate that groups have a culture-transmission motive is a crucial
point that distinguishes the present theory from other potentially relevant
action—theoretical approaches to group interactions. These alternative
approaches either leave the basic motives of the social actors unspecified, restrict
them to highly specific goals (e.g. economic gain), or postulate a few, very broad
aims (e.g. physical well-being and social approval; Esser, 1999; Lindenberg,
1985). In our view, these actor models are too simple. In agreement with
more recent empirical-psychological (e.g. Reiss, 2004; Reiss and Havercamp,
1998) and evolutionary (c.g. Buss, 2007; Sober and Wilson, 1998) proposals,
we believe that the motives of humans are more diverse. In particular, we
assume that social actors, in addition to their other motives, typically also
have the wish to transmit their culture. As argued below, the -culture-
transmission motive is acquired during socialization and hence is learned
rather than innate. Nevertheless, we assume that once ‘installed’ in the members
of a social group, the culture-transmission motive is, to a fair degree, function-
ally autonomous in Allport’s (1937) sense, i.e. it functions as an independent
source of motivation. Therefore, explanations of minority—majority interactions
which fail to consider the culture-transmission motive are at least incomplete,
and at worst severely misleading.

Our main basis for positing a culture-transmission motive is empirical and con-
sists in particular of the case studies by educational and sociological researchers on
migrants and indigenous minorities referenced in the first part of this article.
Additional, more indirect evidence for the existence of a culture-transmission
motive is provided by the results of survey studies that found strong identification
with the culture of origin even in many second- and third-generation immigrants
(e.g. Berry et al., 2006; Boos-Niinning and Karakasoglu, 2006; Heitmeyer et al.,
1997; Isajiw and Makabe, 1997; Modood et al., 1997; Sabatier, 2008; Umana-
Taylor and Fine, 2004; Weiss, 2007; see also, Bisin and Verdier, 2011; Umafa-
Taylor, 2011). The existence of a culture-transmission motive is also assumed in
international minority law (e.g. Opitz, 2007; Thornberry, 2001).* Below, we will
argue that, in addition to this inductive support, the existence of a culture-
transmission motive is suggested by a recent theory of cultural evolution
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(Wilson, 2002). A direct empirical test of the assumption that social actors have a
culture-transmission motive is reported in the third part of this article.

3.1.1.2 What the assumption of a culture-transmission motive does not imply. Three
possible misunderstandings should be avoided at this point. First, postulating a
culture-transmission motive does not imply a ‘primordial’ nor an ‘essentialist’ view
of culture in any strong senses of these terms (for discussions, see e.g. Bayar, 2009;
May, 2005; Modood, 2007; Smith, 1998). In fact, according to our theory, culture
is ‘socially constructed’ in at least three ways: it is socially transmitted; its core
elements (including norms and values, language, and even the culture-transmission
motive itself; see below) are products of cultural evolution; and it contains, in
addition to objectifiable elements such as language and norms, important subject-
ive elements including the group’s self-definition. Such a view of culture naturally
accommodates intra-group variations in culture and the idea that cultures are not
fixed and immutable (see also Modood, 2007; in fact, we assume that the culture-
transmission motive emerged precisely as a means to solve the problem of stabiliz-
ing culture in the face of intra-group variations and extra-cultural influences). All
this is compatible with assuming that once ‘installed’ in the members of a group,
cultural systems have powerful effects on behavior (e.g. Richerson and Boyd, 2005;
Sober and Wilson, 1998; see also May, 2005).

Second, postulating a culture-transmission motive in a group (as we do) does not
imply that this motive is necessarily strong in all group members. In some group
members (e.g. educators, religious or political leaders), it is likely to be strong; in
others, it may only exist in a weak form; and in some, it may even be completely
absent. These inter-individual differences are to be expected if one assumes, as we
do, that the culture-transmission motive is itself culturally transmitted and hence
acquired during socialization.

Third, by postulating a culture-transmission motive, we do not mean to imply
that this motive necessarily has the form of an explicit desire to ‘maintain and
disseminate one’s culture’; it may also (and perhaps typically does) consist of a
plurality of more specific wishes for the preservation and transmission of particular
aspects of culture. For example, parents may wish that their children learn the
mother tongue; that they adopt their religion or behavioral norms; that these
norms are passed on by their children to their grandchildren, and so on.

3.1.1.3 Activation of the culture-transmission motive. We assume that, like other
motives, the culture-transmission motive is not constantly present as a conscious
desire in the minds of the members of social groups. Rather, it has the form of a
latent concern of which group members become aware only under special circum-
stances. The most important activating condition of the culture-transmission
motive is the perception, belief, or suspicion that the transmission of one’s culture
is endangered. This perception may occur, in particular, in the following two situ-
ations: (a) the traditional methods of cultural transmission are no longer available,
at least not to the same degree as before (example: a minority is denied the right of
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education in the mother tongue); (b) cultural transmission is disturbed by compet-
ing cultural influences (example: immigrant parents notice that their children adopt
undesired behaviors from the majority society; see e.g. Isajiw and Makabe, 1997;
Weiss, 2007).°

3.1.14 Minority cultural-transmission outcomes and the role of the
majority. Following the general tenets of the action—theoretical model of group
interaction, we assume that, once the culture-transmission motive has been acti-
vated, the minority appraises the historical situation in which it finds itself (its own
resources, the attitude of the majority, the existing national and international laws)
and on this basis, evaluates the feasibility of the different available options to
transmit its culture. Depending on the historical situation, these culture-transmis-
sion methods range from enculturation in the family to ‘cultural education’ within
a full-fledged minority school system.

Which method of cultural transmission a minority eventually tries to imple-
ment in a particular majority environment, as well as the success or failure that
it experiences, depend in most cases strongly on the educational policy of the
majority society. Two main educational strategies of a majority towards a
minority can be distinguished, both of which are also found empirically: support
and non-support. The strategy of support includes the permission and (financial
and organizational) support of the educational projects of the minority, up to
their integration into the educational system of the majority society; recognition
of the certificates issued by minority schools, and admission of their graduates
to the local universities. Such an educational policy can greatly facilitate the
cultural transmission of the minority (for examples see e.g. Hansen and
Wenning, 2003; Mchitarjan, 2009, 2010, 2013a). The strategy of non-support
of a minority in the domain of education ranges from the mere failure to
support the minority’s educational projects, to the active obstruction of these
projects. The transition between these forms of non-support is fluent. In the first
case, the minority is largely left to its own resources in its cultural-transmission
efforts, but is not actively hindered. In the second case, various measures are
taken by the majority to make cultural transmission more difficult for the
minority, such as prohibiting teaching in the mother tongue in public schools.
This educational policy can significantly obstruct the cultural transmission of
the minority (e.g. Mchitarjan, 2006, 2013a).

3.1.2 Cultural transmission in minorities: The perspective of the majority

3.1.2.1 Same mechanisms, different conditions of cultural transmission. We assume
that the majority has the same basic motive structure as the minority and chooses
its actions according to the same principles. Nevertheless, there is an important
difference between minority and majority: different from the minority, the cultural
transmission of the majority is usually safeguarded, and is therefore not one of its
current concerns (Mchitarjan and Reisenzein, 2013a). Accordingly, the policy (sup-
port or non-support) adopted by a majority towards the cultural-transmission
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attempts of a minority is usually motivated by goals other than to promote its own
cultural transmission, although pursuing these other goals (e.g. economic gain) can
well have the side-effect of aiding cultural transmission (see the next section).

3.1.2.2 Reasons for support. In agreement with this prediction, studies on the edu-
cational policy of nation states towards immigrant and autochthonous minority
groups suggest that a key reason for supporting the cultural transmission of a
minority is the majority’s hope to benefit, economically or politically, from the
minority (e.g. Hansen and Wenning, 2003; Mchitarjan, 2006, 2009, 2013a). If the
expected profits are sufficiently high, the majority is not only willing to interpret
existing laws in favor of the minority and to supplement them with additional
privileges; it is also willing to spend considerable financial and organizational
resources to support the cultural transmission of the minority (an example is the
extensive support of the Russian emigrants by Czechoslovakia in the 1920s;
Mchitarjan, 2009). A second reason for supporting the cultural transmission of a
minority can be the desire to avoid possible negative political and economic con-
sequences of non-support (e.g. international criticism for violating minority rights,
protests of the minority, ethnic unrest; see also Kymlicka, 2005).

3.1.2.3 Reasons for non-support. As to the reasons of a majority for not supporting
the cultural transmission of a minority, one key motive is simply to save resources
(Mchitarjan, 2006). However, this motive is insufficient to explain the active
obstruction of the cultural transmission of a minority by a majority. Historically,
an obstructive educational policy towards minorities seems to have typically
occurred as part of an attempt to assimilate the minority, which in turn is fre-
quently motivated (or at least justified) by the goals of increasing social cohesion,
or of safeguarding the political stability of the state (e.g. Kymlicka, 2005;
Mchitarjan, 2013a). However, as argued in the next section, an additional possible
motive for an obstructive educational policy can be the majority’s culture-trans-
mission motive.

Analogous to the actions of the minority, the educational policy that a majority
ultimately adopts towards a minority depends, not only on the expected costs and
benefits of the different policies, but also on their perceived feasibility. For exam-
ple, even if the majority is in principle willing to support the cultural transmission
of a minority, it will do so only, and only as long as, it believes it has enough
expendable resources (e.g. Mchitarjan, 2009).

3.1.3 Cultural-transmission scenarios. Each concrete historical case of cultural trans-
mission of a minority in a majority environment can be described in terms of a
specific combinatorial pattern of motives, beliefs, and supportive and obstructive
conditions for the two social actors. Through this theoretical redescription, the
concrete case of cultural transmission, as well as all other, structurally similar
cases, become instances of a particular cultural-transmission scenario. Although
the number of theoretically possible transmission scenarios is large, most historical
cases of cultural transmission seem to belong to but a few basic scenarios
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(Mchitarjan, 2006). Depending on the transmission scenario that is present, certain
actions of the minority and majority, and certain action outcomes are more prob-
able, whereas others are less probable. This fact can be used to probabilistically
explain and predict the actions of minorities and majorities in many concrete
cultural-transmission situations, and their outcomes. To illustrate, one basic cul-
tural-transmission scenario is characterized by the following constellation of fac-
tors: (a) the minority wants to start an educational project (e.g. founding an own
school), but needs the permission and financial support of the majority; (b) the
majority believes it will economically or politically profit from supporting the
minority to a degree that more than offsets the costs, and also believes to be
able to grant the desired support; and (c) objective circumstances are favorable.
In this scenario, both actors — the minority and the majority — can in principle
achieve their goals of, respectively, cultural transmission and economic or political
profit.

3.2 Evolutionary foundations of cultural transmission in minorities

To deepen the understanding of cultural-transmission processes in minorities, we
supplement the action—theoretical model described above with a second theory
component: A set of evolutionary assumptions about the historical origin and
function of the basic motives and strategies of minorities and majorities in
cultural-transmission situations.®

To elaborate this second, ‘evolutionary’ component of our theory, we draw on
the theory of cultural evolution proposed by DS Wilson (e.g. Wilson, 2002; see
also, Sober and Wilson, 1998; Richerson and Boyd, 2005). This recent evolutionary
approach has not yet been utilized in the sociology of migration and education,
although it is highly relevant to the concerns of these research fields, and is attract-
ing increasing interest in other branches of social science (see e.g. Henrich, 2004;
Kappelhoff, 2004; Landa, 2008; van den Bergh and Gowdy, 2009; Vromen, 2002;
Wilson et al., 2007). Wilson’s (2002) theory of cultural evolution is founded on
multilevel selection theory, a modern variant of Darwinian evolution theory. The
basic assumption of this theory is that selection processes operate simultaneously at
different levels of the biological hierarchy (the level of genes, the level of the indi-
vidual organism, and the group level) and can go in different directions at these
different levels. In general, within-group selection favors selfish behavior, whereas
between-group selection favors altruism (meaning here, behavior that increases the
fitness of the group). The reason is that, although egoists fare better than altruists
within a group, groups of altruists generally do better than groups of egoists
(Wilson, 2002).

The relevance of multilevel selection theory to our concerns derives primarily
from the fact that the theory has been applied beyond genetic evolution to cultural-
transmission processes (Wilson, 2002; see also Henrich, 2004; Richerson and Boyd,
2005). According to the resultant theory of cultural evolution, certain ideological
systems, such as ‘religion’, ‘culture’ or ‘nation’ constitute the non-biological and
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cultural heritage of social groups that evolved in the course of history because it
ensured the survival and reproduction of groups by allowing them to behave as
adaptive units. As Richerson and Boyd put it: ‘Culture affects the success and sur-
vival of individuals and groups; as a result, some cultural variants spread and others
diminish, leading to evolutionary processes that are every bit as real and important
as those that shape genetic variation’ (2005: 4). Cultural evolution can, furthermore,
feed back on genetic evolution, because the cultural environment co-determines
which genes are favored by natural selection (Richerson and Boyd, 2005).

The central approach to the explanation of a social phenomenon by this theory
of cultural evolution is the attempt to explain the phenomenon in question as a
group-level cultural adaptation. In our theory, we apply this reasoning to the
explanation of the phenomenon of cultural transmission of minorities in a foreign
cultural-majority environment.

3.2.1 Cultural transmission as an evolutionary concern

3.2.1.1 Origin of the culture-transmission motive. To begin with, the theory of cul-
tural evolution provides an explanation for the existence of the culture-transmis-
sion motive: It is a product of cultural evolution. This hypothesis can be deduced,
with a few additional assumptions, from the theory of cultural evolution. Because
cultural groups are defined and distinguished by their ideological systems — their
norms, values, beliefs and social practices, including their language (Sober and
Wilson, 1998; Wilson, 2002) — their continued existence necessarily requires the
transmission of this ‘cultural heritage’ to a sufficiently large number of members of
the next cultural generation (typically, but not exclusively, their own offspring; see
e.g. Isajiw and Makabe, 1997; Sabatier, 2008). However, the transmission of
human culture is not a matter of course. It requires, in many respects, planning
and instruction, and it can be adversely affected by many factors (including, in
some cases, the unwillingness of the offspring to accept the received culture, for
example because more attractive cultural alternatives are available; see e.g. Knafo
and Schwartz, 2009; ter Bogt et al., 2009). Thus, other factors constant, groups who
manage to transmit their culture better than others are at an advantage.” As a
result, one can expect that all cultural groups have evolved mechanisms that sup-
port their cultural reproduction. In other words, the transmitted culture of groups
should include values, norms, beliefs and practices that promote their own cultural
reproduction. The core of these mechanisms, we propose, is the culture-transmis-
sion motive: the appreciation of one’s own culture and the implicit or explicit ‘mis-
sion’ to transmit it to the next generation. In addition, we propose that cultural
transmission mechanisms comprise methods for the efficient transmission of culture,
as well as strategies to counter threats to cultural transmission (see below).

3.2.1.2 Focus of the culture-transmission motive. In addition to explaining the exist-
ence of the culture-transmission motive, the theory of cultural evolution also allows
to explain, in important part, the contents of this motive: the theory predicts that the
culture-transmission motive should focus on those elements of culture in the broad
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sense of the term (i.e. the totality of socially transmitted information; Richerson and
Boyd, 2005: 5), that are particularly important for the preservation of culture. These
cultural elements comprise, on the one hand, the values and norms of the group, and
the ideology that supports them, such as beliefs about a common origin and a shared
destiny. These central elements of culture (which could themselves be subdivided
into more central and more peripheral ones) make up the core of the sociocultural
identity of groups (see Smolicz, 1981) and are an important safeguard of their effi-
ciency: They are the (or at least one) central mechanism/s through which selfishness
within the group is kept in check, and group loyalty is achieved (Wilson, 2002; see
also, Sober and Wilson, 1998). On the other hand, the culture-transmission motive
is predicted to focus on group characteristics that are reliable outward signs of a
person’s cultural identity and thereby allow the members of the group — the bearers
of the same cultural values and norms — to recognize each other. These character-
istics include, importantly, the group’s language or sociolect (Giles and Johnson,
1987; Richerson and Boyd, 2005; see also Bourdieu, 2006; and for supportive evi-
dence, Rakic et al., 2010). In addition, language is of fundamental importance for
cultural transmission for a second reason: it is the central channel for the transmis-
sion of cultural information. If cultural transmission is to work, this transmission
channel needs to be created.

In line with these predictions, research on the educational activities of emigrants
suggests that own educational facilities of emigrants are created, first and foremost,
for the purpose of passing on one’s language, religion, knowledge about a common
origin, history and tradition to the next generation, and thereby to preserve the
cultural identity of the group (e.g. Hansen and Wenning, 2003; Feidel-Mertz and
Hammel, 2004; Mchitarjan, 2006; see also, Boos-Niinning and Karakasoglu, 2006;
Mchitarjan and Reisenzein, 2013a; Weiss and Wittmann-Roumi Rassouli, 2007).

3.2.1.3 Cultural-transmission strategies. We assume that minorities in a foreign cul-
tural environment prefer to transmit their culture using the habitual, tried culture-
transmission methods of their group and therefore first try to implement these
methods whenever doing so appears to be feasible (see below). Frequently, how-
ever, the situation analysis reveals that the tried methods of cultural transmission
cannot be implemented to the same degree, or even not at all, in the foreign cultural
environment. To counter these threats to cultural transmission, the minority can
draw on a range of strategies that, we propose, are partly also culturally
transmitted.

If the threat to cultural transmission consists in the obstruction of the traditional
transmission methods, a central coping strategy is the attempt to implement these
methods at least as far as possible. That is, the minority is assumed to turn to
alternative methods that approximate the preferred methods of cultural transmis-
sion, such as private education in the native language or additional religious
instruction. Historical and current examples of cultural transmission in minorities
support this assumption (e.g. Boos-Niinning and Karakasoglu, 2006; Isajiw and
Makabe, 1997; Mchitarjan, 2006; Sabatier, 2008; Thrinhardt, 2005; Weiss, 2007).
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If, on the other hand, the threat to cultural transmission stems from competing
cultural influences, a main counterstrategy is the physical or psychological screening
off of minority members; for example by restricting contact to members of the
majority group or by disallowing them to learn the majority language (e.g. Otto,
1902; see also, Richerson and Boyd, 2005; Wilson, 2002). Finally, if the mainten-
ance and transmission of the minority culture can no longer be guaranteed in the
majority society, emigration is an option in some cases. Indeed, the non-tolerance
of a socio-cultural minority by a majority is a main reason for emigration (see the
first part of the article).

3.2.1.4 Stability and change of the culture-transmission motive. The existence of stra-
tegies to counter perceived threats to cultural transmission partly explains why
minority cultures persist in the changed environment of the majority society —
sometimes for many generations (e.g. Bisin and Verdier, 2011; Boos-Niinning
and Karakasoglu 2006; Berry et al., 2006; Isajiw and Makabe, 1997). However,
a second important reason is the stability of the culture-transmission motive itself,
which can be explained by its psychological structure: it is firmly rooted, through
cultural-meaning stipulations, in more basic motives. As social psychologists, soci-
ologists and educationalist have emphasized (see e.g. Schonpflug, 2009; Verkuyten,
2005), individuals are explicitly and implicitly instructed, as part of the socializa-
tion process, that adherence to the cultural system of the group provides them with
cognitive guidance, security, and the appreciation and support of the group mem-
bers. One can argue that once the individual accepts this, the wish to maintain and
transmit the cultural system follows naturally. However, the social learning of the
culture-transmission motive can also include direct teachings of the importance of
maintaining one’s culture. Beyond this, the stability of the culture-transmission
motive could be supported by genetic adaptations to a cultural environment,
such as a disposition to be loyal to one’s group (see e.g. Richerson and Boyd, 2005).

These two factors — the anchoring of the culture-transmission motive in more
basic motives, some of which could be group-specific, and the availability of
defenses against threats to cultural transmission — together allow to explain why
minority cultures can remain stable in the midst of majority societies even when
they are in some respects (e.g. in terms of access to qualified jobs) less well adapted
to their environment (of which the majority group is an important part) than is the
majority. However, it can be argued that, in many cases, the adherence of a minor-
ity to its culture of origin in a foreign cultural environment is entirely adaptive.
This is the case particularly in the following three situations: (a) at the beginning of
the stay of migrants in a foreign cultural environment. At this time, the minority
often does not know much about the majority culture, or has not yet been in the
position to convince itself of its advantages. In contrast, the own cultural system
has allowed the minority to cope well with the living conditions in its country of
origin. (b) The minority plans to return to its homeland soon (e.g. in cases of forced
emigration or temporary labor migration, see e.g. Feidel-Mertz and Hammel, 2004;
Mchitarjan, 2006); or it wants to gain autonomy or desires a (re-)union with an
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adjacent part of the cultural group (in the case of indigenous minorities). As long as
these goals are not entirely unrealistic, adherence to the own cultural system can be
adaptive. (c) The minority succeeds in establishing a stable subculture in the cul-
tural majority environment. In this case, the success of the own cultural system in
the foreign cultural environment attests to its adaptiveness.

However, as research on emigrants shows, minorities in a foreign cultural envir-
onment do not cling to their own cultural system at all costs. An example of the
opposite case is provided by emigrants who initially plan to return to their home-
land, but who, during their stay in the foreign cultural environment, realize that a
return becomes increasingly unlikely (e.g. the emigrants of the Russian revolution
after 1917; Mchitarjan, 2006). In this situation, a process of psychological detach-
ment from the culture of origin often sets in: Holding on to the own cultural system
is seen as increasingly less meaningful, whereas orientation at the cultural system of
the majority is experienced as facilitating coping with the new conditions of life in
the country of emigration. As a result, the majority culture becomes increasingly
attractive to an increasing number of minority members, particularly second- and
later-generation migrants. Increasingly many of them are now willing to adopt at
least some elements of the majority culture; or even to abandon their culture in
favor of the majority culture (see also, Berry et al. 2006; Krentz, 2002; Sabatier,
2008; Weiss, 2007; Weiss and Wittmann Roumi-Rassouli, 2007; Mchitarjan and
Reisenzein, 2013a). Viewed from the perspective of cultural evolution theory, these
phenomena represent a gradual ‘conversion’ of minority members to the majority
culture (a process that, we think, is in some respects comparable to religious con-
version); or a ‘deduction’ of minority members by the majority culture. Apart from
assimilation pressures exerted by the majority and specific assimilation strategies,®
processes of cultural conversion are probably fostered by conformist and prestige
biases, evolutionary tendencies to emulate the majority and those high in prestige,
respectively (Richerson and Boyd, 2005). As a result, the role of the minority
culture in the individual’s motivational system is gradually taken over by the
majority culture. Note that, in this process of conversion to a different cultural
system, the culture-transmission motive — the appreciation of one’s culture and the
desire to transmit it — remains in a sense constant. What changes, is the identity of
the ‘own’ culture: This identity is now being redefined, that is, its object is
exchanged.

3.2.2 Educational policies for minorities from an evolutionary perspective. Earlier, two main
educational policies of a majority towards a minority were distinguished: support
and non-support (including active obstruction). In this section, we address the
question of what — beyond all subjective goals — the evolutionary functions of
these strategies might be.

3.2.2.1 Non-support and interference with cultural transmission from an evolutionary
point of view. The non-support or obstruction of the cultural transmission of a
minority can bring several evolutionary benefits to the majority. First, the majority
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saves resources that it can use for its own preservation and reproduction.
Second, the majority can fend off foreign cultural influences that could potentially
threaten the own cultural system. Third, the cultural reproduction of the minor-
ity is impaired. Fourth, by increasing the costs of cultural transmission for the
minority, favorable conditions are created for the gradual cultural assimilation
of the minority. Taken together, the strategy of not supporting the cultural trans-
mission of the minority may thus be said to serve two superordinate evolutionary
functions: first, it protects the economic and cultural capital (roughly as defined by
Bourdieu, 2005) of the majority; second and more indirectly — by increasing the
costs of cultural transmission for the minority — it serves to ‘recruit’ new cultural
group members and thereby to increase the economic and cultural capital of the
majority.

However, the non-support and, in particular, the obstruction of the cultural trans-
mission of a minority by a majority also cause costs. Although the effort needed to
interfere effectively with the cultural transmission of a minority is often low (e.g. it may
be sufficient to apply existing educational laws in a restrictive manner), the majority
must also consider the possible costs caused by protests of the minority, open or covert
resistance, and appeals to third parties (e.g. Kymlicka, 2005). These counterstrategies
of a minority can make the attempt to obstruct its cultural transmission too expensive.
In particular, the attempt of a majority group to forcefully assimilate a minority
usually meets with strong emotional and practical resistance, and is often reversed
at the first available opportunity (e.g. Mchitarjan, 2006). The theory of cultural trans-
mission in minorities makes this phenomenon understandable: Because the assimila-
tion of the minority means its end as distinct sociocultural group, its culture-
transmission motive is maximally threatened by a direct, undisguised attempt at
assimilation. Indeed, some historical assimilation attempts seem to be mainly moti-
vated by the desire to undo a ‘loss of cultural territory’ suffered by a preceding assimi-
lation attempt of another group (Mchitarjan, 2006).

3.2.2.2 Support of cultural transmission from an evolutionary point of view. Whereas
the strategy of non-support of cultural transmission is easy to understand from an
evolutionary perspective, the support of the cultural transmission of a group by
another poses a more difficult explanatory problem. With this strategy, the helping
group seems at first sight to reduce its own fitness (i.e. its chances of cultural
reproduction): it spends part of its resources to aid the reproduction of another
sociocultural group. However, analogous to the case of altruism at the individual
level (an individual supports another at the expense of its own fitness; see e.g. Sober
and Wilson, 1998), this apparent puzzle can be resolved if one takes the indirect
fitness gains of group altruism into account: the support of a cultural group by
another can be adaptive for the helping group if the costs incurred by helping are
compensated by immediate- or long-term gains. This constellation is particularly
likely to arise in majority—minority relations, because supporting a minority often
incurs only minor costs to the majority (e.g. when the minority is small, or if
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support is limited to the granting of certain rights), whereas the potential gains can
be high (e.g. in the case of skilled workers that the majority urgently needs).

How a majority can increase its fitness by supporting the cultural reproduction
of a minority was already answered when describing the action—theoretical model
of majority—minority interactions: the minority can provide the majority with
coveted goods such as manpower, technical knowledge, or the prospect of favor-
able political relations with the minority’s home country, now or in the future. In
exchange for these benefits, the majority may be willing to assist the minority with a
central concern of sociocultural groups that is particularly urgent in a foreign
cultural environment: cultural transmission.

This analysis suggests that the majority should preferably support the cultural
transmission of minorities who are able to provide appropriate returns.
Furthermore, the majority should preferably support those educational activities
of minorities from which it can directly benefit because they can be easily converted
into the majority group’s cultural, social or economic capital (Bourdieu, 2005).
Historical studies on the educational policies of nation-states towards immigrant
and autochthonous minorities support these predictions (e.g. Hansen and
Wenning, 2003; Mchitarjan, 2006, 2009; see the first part of the article).

4. Testing the theory of cultural transmission in minorities

Although the theory of cultural transmission in minorities is supported by its ability to
explain a variety of historical and survey data, these explanations are necessarily post
hoc. In a first attempt to provide a predictive test of the theory, we conducted a small
online survey of adolescents and young adults with Russian and Turkish (mostly
Russian) immigrant background (1.5 and second generation) in Germany
(Mchitarjan and Reisenzein, 2013b).” The participants (N = 55 volunteers recruited
in the forum areas of the ethno-portals germany.ru and vaybee.de) completed a ques-
tionnaire designed by the authors to measure the culture-transmission motive and its
assumed correlates. The culture-transmission motive was measured both directly, by
asking the interviewees to rate (on 07 scales) how important their culture of origin is
for them, and how strongly they wish to preserve it and transmit it to the next gener-
ation (several items); and indirectly, by assessing the participants’ emotional reactions
and action tendencies in hypothetical motive-diagnostic situations (e.g. “Would you
feel sorry if your children would lose the language of your culture of origin?’; ‘As my
husband/wife, I prefer a man/woman from the culture of origin’). Unidimensional
scales with adequate reliabilities could be constructed for the three methods of mea-
suring the culture-transmission motive (direct measurement, measurement via motive-
diagnostic emotions, and measurement via action tendencies) and the total scale (the
mean of all items) had excellent reliability (Cronbach’s o =.90).

In addition, the participants were asked to indicate to which degree their culture
of origin fulfills a variety of social functions (e.g. ‘my culture of origin gives me
orientation in life’; ‘it reminds me of my roots’; ‘it gives me stability’, ‘it gives me
the feeling of being able to rely on other group members and their support’), and
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what they would do if cultural transmission were endangered by the absence of
traditional transmission paths (e.g. ‘I would teach the child the language of my
culture of origin at home’) or by cultural influences of the majority culture (e.g. ‘I
would promote contacts of my child to people from the culture of origin’). Also,
the participants were asked to what extent they would like to see their language of
origin considered in public education in Germany (not at all; as an optional sub-
ject; as a compulsory subject; as the instruction language with German as a com-
pulsory or an optional subject). These and several other items ones were
formulated to test six predictions derived from the theory of cultural transmission
of minorities, all of which received at least partial support.

In particular, (1) clear evidence was obtained for the existence of the culture-
transmission motive postulated by the theory: Most participants said that their
culture of origin was highly important to them, and most expressed a strong
wish to transmit it to the next generation (means between 4.6 and 6 on the 0-7
scale); (2) evidence was also obtained for the postulated focus of the culture-
transmission motive on language and cultural norms: The items that asked for the
importance of these specific cultural elements correlated strongly with each other, as
well as with the items that measured the desire for cultural transmission in general; in
addition (3) evidence was obtained for the anchoring of the culture-transmission
motive in more basic motives: All of the hypothesized social functions of culture
were endorsed to at least a medium degree and the strength of the culture-transmis-
sion motive could be very well predicted from them. We also found (4), that the
culture-transmission motive was intra-generationally stable in our sample (correl-
ation to length of stay in Germany was r=—.03, ns.) and had moderate trans-
generational stability (indicated by a correlation of .47, p <.001, between the
strength of the participants’ culture-transmission motive and the reported import-
ance of the culture of origin for their parents). Finally (5): evidence was obtained for
the motivating function of the culture-transmission motive: The stronger the culture-
transmission motive of the participants, the higher was their readiness to take action
against the possible loss of language in their child (r=.34, p <.01) and the drifting
away of the child from the culture of origin (r=.37, p <.01), and the more they
desired to have the minority language considered in public schools (r = .48, p <.001).

In addition to this empirical support, the theory of cultural transmission in
minorities has been found useful for elucidating the role played by the family in
the cultural transmission of immigrants (Mchitarjan and Reisenzein, 2013a) and
for explaining important aspects of the educational policy for minorities during
Russian history (Mchitarjan, 2013a).

5. Locating the theory of cultural transmission in minorities
within contemporary social science
The theory of cultural transmission in minorities presented in this article lies at the

intersection of two social science research fields: (a) research on acculturation and
more generally, on the interaction between majority and minority groups in
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culturally heterogeneous societies; and (b) research on inter-generational cultural
transmission. In this concluding section of the article, we briefly review how our
theory relates to major theoretical approaches in these two research areas.
Probably the two most prominent theoretical approaches in the area of socio-
logical acculturation research, that have also been influential in educational sci-
ence, are assimilation theory (e.g. Alba, 1990; Alba and Nee, 1999; Esser, 1980) and
transnationalism (e.g. Glick Schiller et al., 1992; Levitt and Jaworsky, 2007; Pries,
2008; Vertovec, 2009). The present theory differs from assimilation theory in sev-
eral important respects: (1) whereas assimilation theory models acculturation as the
integration of individuals into an anonymous mainstream society, our theory con-
ceptualizes acculturation as being, in important part, an interaction between cul-
tural groups. Incidentally, this perspective agrees with recent trends in economic
migration research (Hatton and Leigh, 2011); (2) in contrast to assimilation theory,
our theory does not focus one-sidedly on the actions of minorities, but explicitly
models its research object — according to its nature — as an interaction between
majority and minority; (3) our theory is not limited to interactions between majo-
rities and minorities in nation-states, but can also be applied to pre-modern socie-
ties. Nor is it restricted to immigrants; it can also be applied to indigenous
minorities; (4) different from assimilation theory, our theory assumes that actors
are endowed with a culture-transmission motive. This assumption allows the theory
to explain several empirical phenomena that constitute difficulties for assimilation
theory, in particular the finding that socio-cultural minorities often hold fast to
their culture of origin even in the second or third generation, and in spite of suc-
cessful social integration into the majority society (see Mchitarjan and Reisenzein,
2013a, for details'®); (5) different from assimilation theory, our theory comprises, in
addition to the action—theoretical model, a worked-out evolutionary component.
The perspective of transnationalism (e.g. Glick Schiller et al. 1992; Levitt and
Jaworsky, 2007; Pries, 2008; Roccas and Brewer, 2002; Vertovec, 2009) emerged in
part as a critical response to assimilation theory (e.g. Aumiiller, 2009). Against
assimilation theory, transnationalists emphasize the declining role of nation-states
and the increasing importance of transnational social networks, and point to the
fact that many migrants move easily within these networks. However, these insights
are not in conflict with our theory. In fact, many of the empirical phenomena
emphasized by researchers working within the transnationalist paradigm — such
as the maintenance of family ties and ethnic networks across national borders, or
circular migration — constitute additional support for our theory inasmuch as they
are predictable by the theory. For example, the theory of cultural transmission in
minorities predicts that, given access to modern means of communication and
transportation, migrant cultural groups should use these means to maintain their
ties to their cultural communities in their country of origin — exactly what is found.
Other ‘transnationalist’ phenomena that can be explained by our theory include the
adoption of particular elements of a culture, but not others, by members of another
culture (e.g. advanced technology, but not social norms). Even the existence of
people with so-called bicultural identities (e.g. Birman, 1994; Huynh et al., 2011) is
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in principle compatible with the theory. However, as Birman (1994) emphasized,
the term ‘bicultural identity’ covers several different cases, only one of which rep-
resents a true merging of cultures. From the perspective of our theory, the fre-
quency of occurrence of such cases (for relevant empirical data, see e.g. Mchitarjan
and Reisenzein, 2013b; Nguyen and Benet-Martinez, 2007) depends on several
factors, in particular the strength of the culture-transmission motive, the compati-
bility of the values and norms of the ‘merged’ cultures, the attractiveness of the
majority culture, and the pressure to assimilate.

A second social science discourse particularly relevant to the theory of cultural
transmission in minorities is research on the contents and mechanisms of interge-
nerational cultural-transmission processes (Schonpflug, 2009). Sociological theoriz-
ing in this field is based mainly on Bourdieu (1986, 2005, 2006). Although
Bourdieu’s social theory was not explicitly designed by him to explain cultural
transmission in minorities, it can be adapted for this purpose (Mchitarjan, 2010).
At the latest when one attempts to do this, it turns out that Bourdieu’s approach
has quite a few similarities to the theory of cultural evolution on which the present
theory of cultural transmission is partly based (Wilson, 2002). Of particular
importance, both theories are concerned with the mechanisms of reproduction of
social groups that are, at least in part, defined culturally (specifically in terms of
their norms and values, and language). However, whereas the present theory
emphasizes the importance of intentional pedagogical processes (instruction and
teaching) for the transmission of culture, Bourdieu (2006) emphasizes the “‘uncon-
scious’ molding of the individual in the course of socialization. And whereas we
conceive of social actors as boundedly rational decision makers, Bourdieu empha-
sizes the role of automatic, habitual processes in action generation (Bourdieu, 2005,
2006). However, these different processes do not in our view exclude each other and
a theory of social actors needs to consider them both (e.g. Esser, 1999; Fazio,
1990). More importantly, in contrast to the present theory, Bourdieu does not
explicitly assume the existence of a culture-transmission motive in social actors.
Finally, by referring to the theory of evolution, the present theory provides a gen-
eral theoretical framework for understanding the evolution of socio-cultural groups
that rests on the foundation of evolutionary biology.

Taken together, the proposed theory of cultural transmission in minorities has
several features that, when taken together, distinguish the theory from existing
social science approaches to the phenomenon of cultural transmission in minori-
ties, and in our view recommend it as an explanatory framework. First, the theory
combines an actor model of group interaction that describes the proximate, action-
generating mechanisms of social actors, with an evolutionary model of cultural
transmission that explains (part of) the special mental equipment of the actors
involved in the interaction. Thereby, the theory combines the merits of the
action—theoretical approach to the explanation of social phenomena (e.g. Conte
and Castelfranchi, 1995; Esser, 1999) with the merits of evolutionary explanations
(e.g. Wilson, 2002; see also, Kappelhoff, 2004). The two components of the theory
describe two different mechanisms (Mayntz, 2002) through which social factors
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influence behavior of social agents: Either directly and ahistorically (through the per-
ception of the current situation) or indirectly and historically (through the transmis-
sion of cultural norms and beliefs). Second, the present theory explicitly models the
social phenomenon ‘cultural transmission in minorities’, according to its nature, as an
interaction between two groups (majority and minority), rather than focusing nar-
rowly on the minority. Third, the theory posits that social groups are equipped with a
motive to transmit their culture, and that consideration of this motive is crucial for
understanding cultural-transmission processes in minorities within a majority envir-
onment. In line with this assumption, the theory emphasizes, fourth, the importance of
intentional educational activities (instruction, teaching) for the transmission of cul-
ture. The significance of this cultural transmission route in humans has become
increasingly clear during the past years (e.g. Csibra and Gergely, 2009). In addition
to these theoretical merits, the theory of cultural transmission in minorities can claim
some direct empirical support (Mchitarjan and Reisenzein, 2013b).

To conclude, we would like to note that the proposed theory of cultural trans-
mission is not only relevant for the explanation of the educational activities
of minorities and the educational policies of majorities towards them, but also
for the explanation of other interactions of socio-cultural groups in which cul-
tural transmission is a concern. For example, the theory can help to understand
the politics of cultural diversity management in multinational companies
(Mchitarjan, 2013b), and processes of international borrowing and lending in edu-
cation (e.g. Steiner-Khamsi, 2004; see Mchitarjan, 2013c).

Notes

1. Contemporary social scientists often define minorities, not primarily in terms of charac-
teristics such as language, religion, traditions, or even size, but in terms of their power
relationship to other groups (e.g. Polm, 1995). According to this definition, a minority is
a low-power subgroup of a society. The theory described in this article is compatible with
this definition, but is restricted to cultural minorities, i.e. those low-power groups that
have or claim a cultural (ethnic, linguistic, religious) identity.

2. Action—theoretical accounts are the dominant theories of motivation in psychology (see
e.g. Reisenzein, 2006) and a strong paradigm in sociology (e.g. Esser, 1999; Lindenberg,
1985). In proposing an action-theoretical model of minority—minority interactions, we
wish to remain open to different proposals about what, exactly, the mental processes of
action selection look like, as long as they stay consistent with the assumption that actions
are caused, by and large in a rational fashion, by mental representations of what actors
take to be the case (beliefs) and what they want (desires).

3. This assumption is a simplification and idealization. Systematic considerations and his-
torical examples suggest, however, that it is adequate for many cases of minority—
majority interactions. First, in many historical cases, the minority and the majority
groups have a high degree of organization and, as a result, actually interact as individual
agents (through their representatives). For example, a pedagogical emigrant organization
negotiates with a state authority about the founding of a school (Mchitarjan, 2006). In
other cases, group actions are the result of parallel decisions of many group members
reached individually. A possible example is the decision of migrant families to organize
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language instruction in the mother tongue for their children. In this second case, the
term ‘the group’ stands for ‘most members of the group’ or ‘the typical group member’
(see e.g. Tuomela, 2000). Note also that our theory allows different cultural-transmis-
sion scenarios to exist side by side on a local level, thereby taking account of the pos-
sibility that the same or different members or subgroups of a minority can be treated
differently by different members or subgroups of the majority.

For example, according to the draft definition of ‘“‘national minority” prepared for the
framework convention for the protection of national minorities of the European Union,
national minorities are groups that, among other things, ‘are motivated by a concern to
preserve together that which constitutes their common identity, including their culture,
their traditions, their religion or their language’ (Recommendation 1201, Parliamentary
Assembly of the Council of Europe, 1993). Much earlier, Ernest Renan (1882; cited in
May, 2005: 59) made a similar claim about nations: According to him, one of the
defining features of nationhood is ‘the will to perpetuate the value of the heritage
that one has received in an undivided form’.

The perception of a threat to cultural transmission need not be accurate or
well-founded; in fact, analogous to other evolutionary threat detection mechan-
isms (see the next section), one may expect it to be biased towards false alarms
(Nesse, 2001).

Hence, in agreement with Sober and Wilson (1998) and other authors (e.g. Vromen,
2002), we assume that action—theoretical and evolutionary explanations of human
behavior are compatible and complement each other. The action—theoretical model
provides an explanation of behavior on the level of proximate mechanisms (the imme-
diately action-causing, mental mechanisms), whereas evolution theory explains the his-
torical emergence of (some) of these mechanisms (e.g. the evolution of basic motives).
This assumption is, of course, not meant to downplay the importance of the content of
the transmitted culture (Wilson, 2002). However, it draws attention to the fact that no
cultural system, however effective it is in getting a group to behave as an adaptive unit
and to adjust well to its nonsocial and social environment, will survive unless it is
transmitted to the next generation.

In attempting to assimilate minorities, majorities often also change (see Wilson, 2002).
At least some of these changes can be seen as strategies that facilitate assimilating the
minorities.

A more extensive survey of people with an immigrant background from many different
countries is currently under way.

The explanatory difficulties that these findings pose to existing migration-
theoretic accounts — especially to assimilation theory — have been emphasized by the
authors of the respective studies themselves (e.g. Knafo and Schwartz, 2001, p. 222;
Kwast-Welfel et al., 2008: 199; Sam and Virta, 2003: 226; see also, Bisin and Verdier,
2011).
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