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 ַא שּפרַאך איז ַא דיַאלעקט מיט ַאן ַארמיי און ֿפלָאט
“A language is a dialect with an army and navy.” 

Max Weinrich (1894-1969) 

 

Following on from Ed King’s interesting article about the status of the Irish language, numerous 

questions were raised about the role of language in the creation or maintenance of an independent 

nation-state, and the political implications of linguistic policy. In this article, I intend to discuss the 

varying status of linguistic unity in recent secessionist and independence movements, and indeed 

what constitutes a language, as opposed to a dialect, drawing normative conclusions as and when 

possible. 

Introduction 

In the modern European tradition of nation-building, a great deal of emphasis has often been 

placed on linguistic unification as a fundamental criterion of a new hypothesised “nation”, a means 

http://catalanparadigms.cat/content/el-declivi-de-la-llengua-irlandesa-irlanda
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of grouping together an otherwise potentially disparate group of individuals behind an 

amalgamating common factor. In this way, language gains relevance as a vital political tool, used by 

those striving to generate accord among distinct groups. 

In the process of language development, the renowned German linguist Heinz Kloss drew a 

distinction between what he originally termed Abstandsprache1 and Ausbausprache2. (Kloss, 1967) 

Abstand languages retain no mutual intelligibility with other languages, and cannot be in any way 

interpreted as part of another related language; an often cited example of this typology is Basque. 

Conversely, Ausbau languages may certainly be similar (to the point of mutual intelligibility) with 

other related languages; these languages are essentially classified as such by virtue of their 

conscious development, often for political ends. The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Linguistics 

expresses this concept in even more stark terms, defining the concept of an Ausbau language as 

“[o]ne whose identity rests on the role it plays or the status it has acquired in a society or nation, 

irrespective of how far its system is intrinsically distinct from others” (Matthews, 2007). It is easy to 

recognize examples of such languages in Europe today; the varying degrees of mutual intelligibility 

between Scandinavian languages, as well as the languages of former Yugoslavia and 

Czechoslovakia, bear out this theory.3  

To the lay observer, the definition of the Ausbau language may appear identical to that of a simple 

dialect, and consequentially unworthy of the term “language” at all. Indeed, many of the world’s 

commonly acknowledged “dialects” (such as, for example, Mandarin and Cantonese as “dialects” of 

Chinese) have lower levels of inherent mutual intelligibility than entire groups of languages (for 

instance, some of the languages of the former Yugoslavia). As the English sociolinguist Peter Trudgill 

correctly points out when addressing this issue, “the concept of a language is in many cases as 

much a political, cultural and historical concept as it is a linguistic concept” (Trudgill, 1992). 

Furthermore, he elsewhere adds with regard to the differentiation between languages and dialects 

that “[t]he criterion of ‘mutual intelligibility’, and other purely linguistic criteria, are, therefore, of 

less importance in the use of the terms language and dialect than are political and social and 

cultural factors” (Trudgill, 2000).  

                                                           
1 Kloss translates this term into English as something close to “language by distance”. 
2 Kloss’ English term for this concept is “language by development”. 
3 It is, of course, worthy of note that many languages fit the definition of Abstand and Ausbau simultaneously; indeed, 
this can be said for many of the world’s most commonly spoken tongues, including English. 
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Taking these statements from Trudgill into account, it becomes clear that defining linguistic 

separation is not simply a means of evaluating similarities and differences between languages using 

objective methods. In taking a real-world example, Trudgill considers the differentiation between 

varieties of Dutch and German, and observes that there is “no doubt as to where the geographical 

boundary between Dutch and German dialects lies: it lies on the frontier between the Netherlands 

and Germany” (Trudgill, 1992). The political factor in such differentiation is, therefore, seen as 

absolutely intrinsic to the concept of language itself. 

Moreover, in spite of how the professional linguist may define certain Ausbau languages, the 

nationalistic passions of speakers can contribute to rather different interpretations. In considering 

the difference, or lack thereof, between Serbian and Croatian, John Earl Joseph notes that these are 

potentially two languages “which the linguist knows to be actually one single language, though the 

speech communities involved insist that they differ” (Joseph, 2006). In other countries, the legacy 

of attempted differentiation and Ausbau language creation leads to more varied conclusions. For 

instance, the concept of the Moldovan language was brought about by the Soviet annexation of 

parts of Romanian Moldavia; the Soviet regime at the time affirmed that the Moldovan language 

was different to Romanian (Trudgill, 2004), though it is commonly acknowledged that the two 

languages are in fact one and the same4. 

 

An example: the languages of the former Yugoslavia 

Following the break-up of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY), the idea of a unifying, 

pluricentric5 language (namely Serbo-Croatian) was discarded in the culture of pervasive, often 

extreme nationalism which arose in its place. This single language, standardised long before the 

creation of the SFRY, ultimately split into four separate ones: namely Bosnian, Croatian, 

Montenegrin and Serbian.  

It is important to note that not even these four new formalised standards are entirely internally 

homogeneous; many different Croatian dialects exist, for instance, and on some occasions (for 

example, the Kajkavian form in comparison to the Shtokavian) exhibit fairly low levels of mutual 

                                                           
4 See, for instance, the report from the Permanent Committee on Geographical Names, available online at 
http://www.pcgn.org.uk/moldovan.pdf. 
5 Pluricentric, in this instance, refers to a language with several standard forms based on varying dialects. For example, 
both English and Catalan are pluricentric languages. 

http://www.pcgn.org.uk/moldovan.pdf
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intelligibility. Nevertheless, the four new standard forms arising from Serbo-Croatian are extremely 

similar. Paul-Louis Thomas notes that “[t]he intercomprehension between these standards exceeds 

that between the standard variants of English, French, German, or Spanish” (Thomas, 2002). 

Indeed, Thomas states that translation does not occur between the four successor languages at all; 

he claims instead that “at most one саn ‘Serbianize’, ‘Croatianize’, ‘Bosnianize’, or ‘Montenegrinize’ 

a text written in one of the other variants” (Thomas, 2002).  Personal experience of conversing with 

native speakers backs up Thomas’ findings, with many people from numerous successor republics 

affirming that the four languages are, in spite of their official designation, one and the same. 

 

Former Yugoslavian federated republics. (SLL) 

In lexical terms, the languages have for some time featured few notable variations; greater 

difference has arisen as a result of conscious planning. Greenberg notes that the influence of 

Turkish loanwords varied between language planners in different states: “Turkish borrowings were 

stressed for Bosnian, and restricted in Croatian” (Greenberg, 2004), due to the Ottoman Islam 

influence in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The actions of Croatian language reformers was particularly 

radical in this period, prompting American linguist Victor Friedman to describe the changes as like 

“trying to purify English by removing all the words of French origin and reintroducing words from 

Beowulf”6.  

The written form of the four languages is probably the most obviously distinguishing factor to the 

external observer. While Bosnian and Croatian use the Latin script, Serbian (and to a lesser extent 

Montenegrin) have traditionally opted to use the Cyrillic alphabet (though in some cities, such as 

                                                           
6 http://www.csmonitor.com/1996/0813/081396.intl.intl.1.html 

https://plus.googleapis.com/wm/4/communities/115357879519923982915/stream/d36e7303-9408-4ebe-b720-5f915e039dea
http://www.csmonitor.com/1996/0813/081396.intl.intl.1.html
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Belgrade, both alphabets are equally prominent). At numerous points in the history of the former 

Yugoslavia, the use of different alphabets also became highly politicised. The Slavic languages 

expert Robert D. Greenberg references Misha Glenny’s experience in Knin, now a part of Croatia: 

According to moderate Knin Serbs I met in 1990, only about 5 percent of the local Serbs 

used the Cyrillic script... Eighteen months later, on my return, I witnessed the extraordinary 

spectacle of a Knin Serb attempting to write the address of his relations in Belgrade in 

Cyrillic – he could not do it. Half way through the address, he gave up and wrote it in Latin. 

(Greenberg, 2004) 

Such immediate changes can have severe effects on the capabilities of speakers. For instance, in the 

1930s Joseph Stalin imposed the Cyrillic alphabet onto speakers of numerous Central Asian 

languages which previously used either Arabic or Latin script. As John Man notes, the consequence 

was that “Muslim peoples in Soviet Central Asia were cut off from their histories, their literatures 

and the wider Islamic world. At a stroke, they were rendered illiterate and politically impotent” 

(Man, 2000).  

Bigger than any genuine, objective difference between the languages, however, is the desire to be 

perceived as somehow different, with language featuring as the differentiating factor. Before the 

separation of Montenegro from Serbia, the Montenegrin linguist Vojislav Nikčević stated that “[t]he 

inclusion of the Serbian language in the Constitution of Montenegro is absurd. Montenegrins 

cannot exist, can have neither an independent state, nor be a people and nation speaking a foreign 

tongue” (Greenberg, 2004). Such attitudes, while broadly softened from the hard-line positions of 

the 1990s, remain present today, and ultimately give the languages potential to genuinely separate 

from each other in a linguistic sense over time, through greater levels of internal development and 

a desire to maintain separation. 

The degree to which differences between the four languages will emerge is open for debate. In the 

immediate aftermath of the breakup of the SFRY, the deep politicisation of language resulted in 

Croats initiating “a campaign of language purification, purging forms deemed to be ‘Serbian’ and 

replacing them with old Croatian forms or crafting new ones from ‘pure’ Croatian roots” 

(Greenberg, 2004). Similar examples of divergence are continuing to occur in countries separated 

by ideological systems; for instance, official varieties of Korean are developing differently in the 
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North and South of the peninsula7, due in no small part to the government in the North maintaining 

a totalitarian monopoly on information. 

 

Ausbau languages and current independence movements 

The two most prominent nations seeking independence at present, Catalonia and Scotland, both 

have language issues of their own to address if they achieve self-determination. The situations in 

both nations are, however, quite different.  

In Catalonia, the Catalan language is already very prevalent, and sufficiently unlike Spanish and 

other languages of the Iberian peninsula; the problems experienced by Bosnian, Croatian, 

Montenegrin and Serbian in creating a national identity through linguistic differentiation are, 

therefore, easily avoided. Nevertheless, the potential for significant reactive, or even reactionary, 

Ausbau language construction still exists. Some Catalan speakers, in remembering the repression of 

their language under Franco’s Spain, may wish for their language to purge itself of “Spanish 

influence”, including loanwords and similar grammatical constructions, to achieve a more “pure” 

Catalan.  

The name of the language may also present problems in future. Some speakers of the Valencian 

variant espouse the belief that Valencian and Catalan are significantly different; while the Acadèmia 

Valenciana de la Llengua states that “the Valencian people's own historical language is the same 

language spoken in the autonomous communities of Catalonia and the Balearic Islands and in the 

Principality of Andorra”8, the name Catalan is rarely used as a term of reference. Moreover, some 

Valencians, those adhering to an ideology sometimes known as “blaverism”, remain insistent that 

the two forms are two languages in their own right; the vast majority of linguists disagree with this 

assertion. 

The picture for Scotland is currently far less clear. While the nation has indigenous languages, such 

as Gaelic, the number of speakers is much too low for them to function as politically unifying 

                                                           
7 See http://www.nytimes.com/2006/08/30/world/asia/30iht-dialect.2644361.html?_r=0 for a selection of more 
notable differences. 
8 From the Resolution over the Name and Identity of Valencian, available online (in English) 
http://www.avl.gva.es/dms/info/Libro-Valencia-ENG-
FINAL/Resolution%20over%20the%20Name%20and%20Identity%20of%20Valencian.pdf. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/08/30/world/asia/30iht-dialect.2644361.html?_r=0
http://www.avl.gva.es/dms/info/Libro-Valencia-ENG-FINAL/Resolution%20over%20the%20Name%20and%20Identity%20of%20Valencian.pdf
http://www.avl.gva.es/dms/info/Libro-Valencia-ENG-FINAL/Resolution%20over%20the%20Name%20and%20Identity%20of%20Valencian.pdf
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concepts9. As such, the idea of the Scots language is worth consideration. Scots is closely related to 

English, existing on the same dialect continuum; it is, however, sometimes too far removed from 

English to be intelligible to a native speaker. As a potential official or co-official language of a new 

nation state, however, Scots is likely not yet viable. The language is still deeply stigmatised, as 

noted by the Scottish Government, who found that nearly two-thirds of Scottish people believe 

Scots is “not a language, just a way of speaking”10. The Government went on to find that “a key 

factor in the task of promoting the language is that of eradicating the deep-rooted effects of the old 

educational tradition of denigrating it as ‘slang’ [or] ‘bad English’”11. Moreover, the language 

currently has no standard form established, making it difficult to determine who is speaking Scots 

and who is speaking Scottish English, or other dialects on the continuum. Figures for the number of 

Scots speakers vary from as low as 100,000 to 1.5 million as a second language12, but the confusion 

arising from the categorisation of the language makes determining this figure difficult. 

 

Catalan language and its variants. (Wikipedia) 

                                                           
9 For instance, the Ethnologue estimates the number of Gaelic speakers as numbering under 60,000 in Scotland, from a 
population of over 5 million. 
10 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/01/06105123/4 
11 From the Report of the Ministerial Working Group on the Scots Language, available online 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/332491/0108193.pdf 
12 Data from the Ethnologue. http://www.ethnologue.com/language/sco 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Dialectal_map_of_Catalan_Language.png
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/01/06105123/4
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/332491/0108193.pdf
http://www.ethnologue.com/language/sco
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Conclusions 

In both the case of Catalonia and of Scotland, the complex ethnic and religious issues which marked 

the dissolution of Yugoslavia are not present to the same extent, so the issue of language is unlikely 

to become politicised in the same way. The current status of the Catalan language makes any 

modifications aimed at promoting national unification unlikely to occur, though not impossible. The 

Scottish situation is rather different, and the Scots language is highly unlikely to be promoted as an 

administrative, official language at this moment in time. While the Scottish Government is currently 

attempting to promote the use of Scots alongside English, the language suffers from a poor image 

and lack of a standardised written form, which hinder many attempts to encourage its use further. 

As seen from the examples of Yugoslavia, Catalonia and Scotland, the linguistic situation in many 

countries is quite different, making prescriptive frameworks for language in newly independent 

countries difficult to produce. The Yugoslav example shows, however, that the extreme 

politicisation of language has serious consequences for speakers; many can have difficulty with an 

imposed script which they have never learned, or suffer stigmatisation for using “incorrect” terms. 

The need to have a unified language underpinning a national movement can lead to unnecessary 

and convoluted linguistic policy, and the stigmatisation of those who cannot, or do not, adhere to 

the new rules. As the Belgrade-based linguist Egon Fekete states, “[i]n our region… everyone has to 

have their own nation, religion, language, and alphabet. And that's not good... If you take a 

scientific approach, you can't accept that there are distinct Serbian, Croatian, Bosnian, and 

Montenegrin languages”13. Ultimately this can be seen as the logical extension of flawed, ultra-

nationalistic policy: a desire for an identity which people seem not to require. 

 

First picture: A symbol by the Catalan association Plataforma per la llengua. 
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