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Language and Communication in the 
Construction of Personal, Ethnic and 
National Identity 

Introduction 

Language is a potent medium of the avvareness of groups and societies as 
communities of fate. It is a reminder of the past and an instrument of day-to-day 
practical activities. .The implication of language in the formation of collective 
identities, in particular of national identities, seems to be universal. Typically, 
language is one of the constitutive elements of personal, subjective consciousness 
as well as of the avvareness of collective identity. Under certain historical circum-
stances such consciousness takes the form of national consciousness. The intimate 
connection betvveen language, culture, and national identity is not inexplicable, 
and substantial research has already been devoted to this issue.1 In our contribu-
tion we shall be concerned vvith the theoretical problem of the link betvveen 
personal identity and language in general; an outline of the communicative proces-
ses involved in identity formation vvill serve to provide the context for some 
considerations about ethnic and national components of personal identities, fol-
lovved by a short comparison of the German and Slovenian čase. 

Just as the concept of "institution", a key term of social theory, did not receive 
a universally accepted definition, so is another important term, "personal iden-
tity", interpreted and applied in rather different, usually misleadingly psychologiz-
ing ways. We begin therefore vvith a brief statement of our assumptions about the 
nature of personal identity.2 

The Evolutionary Emergence of Personal Identity as a Historical Form of Life 

Personal identity is the specifically human form of the organization of life. It 
emerged front older forms of life as a result of a series of phylogenetic develop-
ments. In contradistinction to the "personality" of other species, it is characterized 
by "excentricity".3 This involves central, conscious, long-range control over its 
behaviour by individual organisms. The potential for such control developed 
slowly in consequence of the interaction of the anatomical and physiological evolu-
tion of the human body, the evolution of human consciousness, and the correlative 

1 The best knovvn systematic treatment of the issue by a political theorist is Kari W. Deutsch. Nationalism and Social 
Communication. An lnguiry into the Foundations of Nationality, Cambridge/ Mass. 1966 ( ls t ed.: 1953). In the sociology of 
language it was Joshua A. Fishman who devoted much of his research to this matter . Cf. , e. g., his Language and Nationa-
lism, Rowley/ Mass. 1972: The Rise and Fall of the Ethnic Revival. Berlin/ New York 1985. 

2 These remarks are based on previous vvork and publications on personal identity. Cf. Thomas Luckmann. "Personal 
Identity as an Evolutionary and Historical Problem", in: M. von Cranach et al. (eds.). Human Ethology, Claims and Limits 
ofa New Discipline, Cambridge 1979. pp. 56 -74 . and "Remarks on Personal ldentity: Inner. Social and Historical Time" , 
in: Anita Jacobson-VVidding (ed.), ldentity, Personal and Socio-Cultural, Uppsala 1984. pp. 67-91 , from which many of the 
follovving passages are taken. For bibliographical references vve may refer to these papers. 

3 Cf. Heimuth Plessner. his Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch, Berlin 1975 ( ls t ed.: 1928). 



evolution of social organization. It seems highly plausible to assume that one of 
the most important factors in this complicated process was the increasing indi-
vidualization of social relations. That, of course, was only possible in a species 
with extraordinarily high intra-specific behavioral variability. Conversely, it seems 
highly implausible that language, technology, and culture could have evolved 
without increasing conscious control of individual behaviour in social interaction. 

The evolution of personal identity also presupposed that individual organisms 
could manage a considerable degree of detachment from their situational "here 
and now". Personal identity, although it must not be confounded with selfcon-
sciousness, does indeed rest upon the kind of reflective consciousness which begins 
with a certain degree of situational detachment. One of the main conditions for 
such detachment is that the organism should be able to experience the environ-
ment through a rich variety of senses as a reasonably stable and predictable struc-
ture of objects and events, so that the individual becomes capable of integrating 
sequences of typical situations into a "history" of events. The evolution of such 
faculties was the necessary condition for the ability to delay responses to immedi-
ate situational stimuli and, eventually, to suppress some responses altogether for 
the sake of fictively anticipated and volitionally projected ends transcending the 
immediate situation. The "excentric" ability of the individual to locate himself in 
a "historical" world transcending his immediate environment enabled him to 
engage collectively in actions over long and discontinuous sequences of overt 
behaviour. 

The detachment from the immediacy of one's own experiences rests on atten-
tiveness to others and the ability to assess the reflections of one's own actions in 
the actions of others. Protracted and intensive attention to the behaviour of other 
individuals and a reasonably coherent assessment of their reactions emerged in 
societies which were based on highly individualized and thus already somevvhat 
"historicized" relations among the members of a group. The most important 
circumstance contributing to this development was very probably the long depend-
ence of the child on the mother in the higher mammals. The evolution of long-
term centralized control by the individual over his behavior and the evolution of 
traditional structures of individualized social interaction are mutually dependent 
processes. Together they are responsible for the change of individual conscious-
ness as well as of social organizations from "natural" to "historical" entities. 

Evolution in the strict sense of the term ceased to determine human life as 
subjectively and collectively meaningful existence extending over and beyond an 
individual's span of life. Social interaction, beginning vvith face-to-face encoun-
ters, continuing with the complex patterns of life in relatively small groups and 
societies ali the way to the bureaucratized political economy of modern industrial 
societies and nation-states, is "externally" regulated by social institutions rather 
than genetic codes.4 Since institutionalization occurs vvhenever there is a reciprocal 
typification of habitualized actions by types of actors, the functioning of institu-
tions presupposes the existence of individual actors who live in a historical world, 
that is to say, actors whose actions have motives and goals that are neither bound 
and limited to concrete, immediate situations nor to the individual organism. An 
individual is - and is held - responsible for past actions and oriented tovvard future 
actions. Thus, to say that personal identity is a temporal structure is to say that it is 
a moral one. 

4 Cf. Arnold Gehlen. Urmemch und Spatkultur, Frankfurt/Main, 31975 ( l 1956) . 



The Social Construction of Personal ldentity 

The human child is bom with a body that is the result of phylogenesis. It is 
born vvith a phylogenetically determined potential for the development of elemen-
t a ^ structures of consciousness ranging from basic emotions to a certain level of 
"intelligence". It is also born vvith a set range of social requirements and inclina-
tions. In other words, the child's ontogenesis has a natural history. But although 
this determines the "nature" of its life, in some respects inexorably, and in others 
as a limit to alternative possibilities, it does not directly determine the course of its 
life. The course of human life is not simply a sequence of open possibilities resting 
upon a genetic infra-structure. There is a second, a socially superimposed level of 
existential determination vvhich is a product of history. 

The individual course of human life is determined by the fact that a historical 
socialization of the individual is superimposed upon the maturation of the organ-
ism. The relation betvveen individual and society is established in a process in 
vvhich the individual organism acquires a historical personal identity in a social 
process that presupposes both phylogenetic and historical structures. 

A historically specific social structure and a historically specific vvorld view 
influence the course of human life by way of institutional "norms". Individual 
action and orientation is geared to these "norms" as the individual comes to know 
them, and he comes to know them in communicative and, most importantlv, 
symbolic processes vvhich are based upon the acquisition and use of a language. 

The norms of a historical social structure and vvorld vievv determine the charac-
ter of the primary social relations into vvhich the child is placed from its birth. They 
define the child's kinship position and its legal status and they influence its survival 
chances. These norms shape the way in vvhich the child is likely to be treated, and 
they are translated into direct injunctions. An historical social structure and a his-
torical vvorld vievv thus shape the most intricate aspects of the social relations in 
vvhich the child matures. At the same tirne, a vvorld of typical objects and events, 
and of significant connections betvveen them, is being established in these relations 
in a transition from primitive "action-dialogue" to genuine, language-based dialo-
gue.5 Except for bodily functions, the individual does not experience himself 
directly; what is given to him in immediate experience is a structured and changing 
environment of vvhich other individuals are an essential part. Their bodies are 
experienced as expressing their feelings, moods, intentions, and projects. Inas-
much as fellow human beings experience an individual as a significant part of their 
environment, the individual experiences directly another's experience of him. 
Thereby he comes to experience himself indirectly. Personal identity is thus 
a result of an intersubjective (pre-linguistic as vvell as linguistic) communicative 
process. Cooley's6 metaphor of the "looking-glass effect" aptly represents the 
process in vvhich one individual is reflected in another's experience. In face-to-face 
encounters the experience (and not, to begin vvith, the more complex reflective 
consciousness) of one's self is built up in experiences of another. 

Reciprocal mirroing is an elementary condition for the formation of personal 
identities. But reciprocal mirroring in the here and novv of face-to-face encounters 
is only a necessary but not sufficient condition. A second condition is the mutual 

5 We are refering to a concept formulated by Jerome S. Bruner in his analysis of mother-child interaction. Cf. his 

Chi!d's talk. Learning to Use Language, New York 1983. 
6 Cf. Charles H.Cooley , Human Nature and the Social Order, New York 41964 ( '1902) . 



recollection of the actions of the other in past face-to-face situations and the 
reciprocal imposition of responsibility for past actions. The alter ego in today's 
encounter is the same one as in yesterday's, and the ego can see conversely that he 
is perceived as the same one by alter ego. Personal identity originates in the 
reciprocity of face-to-face encounters. As the individual matures from »vvithin«, 
moral identity is imposed from »without« in collective memory.7 

Intersubjective "mirroring" is a concept which refers to the formal properties 
of a process \vhich in fact is the enounter of physical!y and historically concrete 
individuals. The alter egos involved in the earliest social relations of the child have 
formed personal identities in their own earlier and earliest social relations vvhich 
again vvere vvith historically unique, socially typical individuals. A historical world 
view, i .e . , s particular sediment of past interpretations of reality, mediated 
through language, shaped their knowledge of the vvorld, and a historical social 
structure vvith specific institutions and "norms", i. e., the sediment of a particular 
enchainment of past actions, influenced their ovvn actions. 

Of course, personal identities are not closed and definitive. Although the most 
important elements of personal identity are established in these early phases of 
socialization, later social interactions, from face-to-face encounters to purely sym-
bolic and mediated forms of "mirroring", support, reinforce, modifv, or threaten 
personal identities. 

To sum up: Personal identity emerges in intersubjective experiences vvhose 
(moral) meaning is mediated throuhg social interaction embedded in a historical 
social structure. Social interaction presupposes (and modifies and, originallv, con-
structs) shared social knovvledge and an avvareness of others as being part of the 
"We" of the "They". Thus the formation of personal identity may include a salient 
ethnic dimension.8 Ali these processes depend upon the typifications of self and 
others embodied in a language. 

Language and Social Reality 

A concrete social structure and a historical vvorld vievv determine the processes 
of intersubjective mirroring, and thus of the formation of personal identity, 
directly by way of the personal identities of the adults who come into contact vvith 
the child in its first social relationships. As genuine, language-based dialogue is 
slowly superimposed in the socialization process upon the "action dialogue" in 
vvhich the earliest of these relationships are constituted, social structure and vvorld 
vievv begin to enter into the development of personal identity in stili another way. 
They are the reference points of the symbolic forms of language vvhich, first 
acquired in the "primitive" forms of action-dialogue, are used vvith increasing 
complexity in processes of self- and other-typifications, in the symbolic construc-
tion of a historic "We". 

Languages embody specific vvorld views. The internal structure of a language 
objectivates the fundamental set of taxonomies of reality, orientations, and values. 
The typical experiences of physical and social problems in the life of earlier gener-

7 Interestingly, this is a point only vaguely touched upon by Maurice Halbwachs (La mimoire collective, Pariš 1950) in 
his treatment of the iinks between "autobiographie" and "collective" memory. (Cf. especially pp. 35 ff.). 

8 For a recent treatment of conceptions of ethnic identity ch. Richard D. Alba, Ethnic Identitv, New Haven and 
London 1990, 21ff. 



ations, along with appropriate social "solutions", are stored in and locked into the 
syntactical structure and semantic inventory of a language.' 

Language is the main medium for the social construction of reality. It is also 
the most important medium for the social transmission and subjective internaliza-
tion of such realities.1" Next to its primary communicative and interactive function, 
the most important social function of language is its role in stabilizing subjective 
systems of pragmatic and moral orientation. It may be said that for the human 
species, the achievement of stabilized signification in a language represents an 
evolutionary "leap". It is an indispensable condition of normal human existence.n 

The most important process in the social construction of reality is the objecti-
vation of problems and of solutions to problems in everyday life. It is most impor-
tant because the objectivations come to form a system that is a phonetic-semantic-
syntactic whole vvhich refers to a wide variety of divergent realities - past, present, 
and potential. These range from a socially pre-defined topography of the vvorld 
(from botanical taxonomies to kinship terminologies) to a "vocabulary of 
motives"12 and a "logic" and "rhetoric" of action.13 

The reality-building function of language joins the individual speaker to a his-
torical community, or even sets of historical communities as may be the čase with 
bilinguals. For the individual, language is not only the condition of normal social 
interaction, it also helps to shape his subjective experience. Of course it is not 
language in the abstract but a concrete historical language. (The actual use of 
language is determined by communicative matrices that are embedded in - and 
socially controlled by - institutions, groups, classes.) In addition to the reality-
building function, language is the most important instrument in the legitimation of 
symbolic universes. As a moral rhetoric, language is a partial guarantee of the 
socially constructed normal worlds of entire societies, nations, classes, and social 
groups. 

Whereas the main function of language consists in signification, it fulfills two 
more functions: language is indicative: individual styles of speech, linguistic reper-
toires, prosodical features indicate the personal identity of the speaker; moreover, 
as Malinowski noted, language has a "phatic" function; Speaking places the 
speaker within a social structure by means of identification, solidarity and rapport, 
or by distinction, difference and distance.14 

Communication and the Basis of Nationality 

As an objectivated system of meaning, language is the most stabilized medium 
of communication. At the same tirne it is a system of knowledge as well as a system 

9 Some of the formulations which follow are taken from Thomas Luckmann, "Elements of a Social Theory of 
Communicat ion", in: Thomas Luckmann. Life-World and Social Realities, London 1983. pp. 68-91 . 

10 Cf. Lev S. Vygotsky, "Thought and Speech", in Psychiatry, 2 (1939), and Michael A. K. Halliday. Eiplorations in 

the Functions of Language, London 1973. 
1 1 Human experience and action are structured by previous experiences and actions: the schemes of experience and 

action are "solutions" to recurring problems, problems which emerge subjectively in ecologically, insitutionally, and 
culturally determined contexts. Solutions of prolems of more than individual relevance are formulated in language. Cf. 
Peter Har tmann . Die Sprache als Form, The Hague 1959. 

1 2 C. Wright Mills, "Situated Actions and Vocabularies of Motive", in: American Sociological Revien, 5 (1940). 
13 Cf. Kenneth Burke. A Crammar of Motives, Berkeley and Los Angeles/Cal. 1969. 
14 Cf. Bronislaw Malinowski, The problem of meaning in primitive languages, in: Charles K. Ogden and J. A. Ric-

hards (eds.). The Meaning of Meaning, New York 1923. 



of action. As knowledge it is unevenly distributed in society; as action it is realized 
within concrete social situations. Language, the main medium in the construction 
of social reality, is also the main medium of its transmission. And, of course, the 
process of transmission is the process of "social communication". 

Social communication has been considered by Kari Deutsch as the functional 
basis of nationality: "Membership in a people essentially consists in wide com-
plementarity of social communication. It consists in the ability to communicate 
more effectively, and over a wide range of subjects, with members of one large 
group rather than with outsiders." The primary basis of the national group align-
ment is the "complementarity of communication habits"15. Whereas Deutsch 
understood communication habits in terms of information theory, recent sociolin-
guistic research has pointed to the concrete formation of such habits in "speech 
communities". 

A speech community can be defined as any human aggregate based on regular 
interaction and sharing certain communicative conventions which guide these 
interactions and the reciprocal interpretations of their meaning. Speech com-
munities do not only differ with respect to lexical and syntactical aspects of lan-
guage, the choice of registers, rhetorical devices, conversational rituals (such as 
greeting and saying goodbye), and communicative genres. Communicative con-
ventions also include prosodical markers, paralinguistic tokens such as tempo and 
pausing, code-selection, formulaic expressions as well as eye-gaze16, gestures and 
other non-verbal conventions." 

Speech communities can be said to have a "budget" of such communicative 
means shared by the members of the community. The communicative budget 
comprises the different means of communication used in specific situations, 
milieus, and social groups. The knowledge of prosodic features in service encoun-
ters is as much part of that "budget" as it the knovvledge how to handle a job 
interview. This "budget" also includes the knowledge vvhich communicative acts 
are to be performed within specific social settings, and between what categories of 
actors.18 

Shared communicative conventions arise in the communicative matrices of 
social netvvorks (groups, milieus, institutions). The specific conventions are 
learned, performed and come to be expected in regular patterns of social interac-
tion. Such netvvorks may overlap situationally; thus instead of caste lines of divi-
sion in India, Gumperz finds situationally varying rules of caste-linked code-
switching." In a study of an Austrian town, Gal describes how macrostructural 
changes, such as industrialization, urbanization and political centralization, 
changed the evaluation of the local languages-Hungarian and German-and dis-
rupted social networks that had required members to shovv solidarity through the 

, 5 Deutsch. op. cit, 97. 
16 F. Erickson and J. J. Shultz, f. e. demonstrated the different interactive use and social meaning of eye-gaze in job 

eounselling intervievvs between Black Americans and Whites. The Counselor as Galekeeper: Social and Cultural Organizati-
on of Communication in Counseling lnterviews, New York 1982. 

1 As early as the 1940s David Efron described the nonverbal gestures of American Jews and American Italians, and 
he demonstrated the merging of these gestures as a consequence of the cultural contact between these groups. Gesture, Race 
and Culnire, The Hague 1972. 

Following Dell Hymes, such knowledge was termed "communicative competence" by John J. Gumperz and defi-
ned in interactional terms as " the knowledge of linguistic and related communicative conventions that speakers must have 
to create and sustain conversational cooperation". John J. Grumperz, Discourse Strategies, Cambridge 1982, 209. 

19 Cf. Gumperz, loc. cit. 



use of the local variety.20 Different communicative conventions mark different 
social networks for their members - and, of course, for the analyst. Thus Milroy 
shovved how the complex social networks in Belfast enforce the use of phonologi-
cal variants and constrains the social meaning of those variants.21 

Within a given speech community social networks may provide the basis for 
a structure of commonality which allows for routine interaction and communica-
tion. Thus social networks within a speech community bear a striking conceptual 
similarity to what Deutsch called a people: its members "are united by more 
intensive social communication, and are linked to these centers and leading groups 
by an unbroken chain of communications.. ,"22 And, indeed, as sociolinguistic 
research shows, ethnicity may be said to form a "boundary" marked by common 
linguistic usage, e. g. in the form of dialectical varieties23 or speech styles. Ethnicity 
is a category which can become situationally relevant by communicative marks and 
by a process of linguistic sorting.24 

Social networks, however, cannot be simply conflated with "ethnic groups"; 
there are identity categories other than ethnic ones (such as class, gender or age) 
vvhich can become relevant in social interaction. What, then, makes for the 
specific social relevance of ethnic or national identities? 

The Symbolic Construction of Ethnic and National Identities 

According to Weber, an ethnic group is one whose members "entertain a sub-
jective belief in their common descent because of similarities of physical type or of 
customs or both, or because of memories of colonization and migration."25 In 
addition to the basic interactive formation of an ethnic group which is disting-
uished from another by its similarities of habits, communicative conventions and 
overlapping netvvorks, there is, as Hechter stresses26 a second basis of ethnicity: 
reactive group formation whereby an ethnic group reasserts its historically estab-
lished distinctions from other groups within a common national politv. Thus eth-
nicity can also be considered an "artificial" (Weber) "community of the mind"27 

based on a subjective belief, "no matter whether or not an objective blood rela-
tionship exists"28 

It may be that the social relevance of ethnicity becomes particularly salient 
under conditions of social and geographical mobility. In fact, the structure of 
ethnicity may have begun to change significantly. The "old ethnicity" was a "com-
munity of the ground";29 it vvas supported both regionally and interpersonally 
through reinforced local social networks which joined people through clusters of 
occupational, neighborhood, familial, and political ties"30 To the degree that eth-

2 0 Susan Gal, Language Shift, New York 1979. 
2 1 Leslie Milroy. Language and Social Networks, Baltimore 1980. 
2 2 Deutsch. op. cit. 
2 3 J . Gumperz and Jenny Cook-Gumperz, Introduction, in: Language and Social Identirv, Cambridge 1982. 1. 
2 4 F. Barth. Introduction. in: Ethnic Groups and Bundaries, Oslo 1969, 9 -38 . 
2 5 Max Weber . Economy and Society, New York 1968. 389. 
2 6 Michael Hechter, Nationalism as Group Solidarity, in: Ethnic and Racial Studies 10, 4 (1987), 415-426 . 
2 7 Emerich K. Francis, Interethnic Relations: An Essay in Sociological Theory, New York 1976. 
2 8 VVeber, loc. cit. 
2 9 John J. Gumperz, Theory and method in pluriglossia: The interpretive analysis of language use, in: R. Gusmani 

(ed.), Aspetti metodologici e teorici nelle ricerche sul plurilinguismo nei territori del' Alpe-Adria, Udine (in press). 
3 0 Gumperz/Cook-Gumperz (1982), 5. 



nic groups become mobile, and especially if they disperse in consequence of mobil-
ity, or to the degree as hitherto separate groups are brought together by other 
ways (such as mediated communication), ethnicity comes to depend less on face-
to-face relations and more upon a different kind of communication network. The 
"new ethnicity depends less upon geographic proximity and shared occupations 
and more upon the highlighting of key differences separating one group from 
another."31 Instead of being purely instrumental, this kind of ethnicity tends to be 
ascriptive, resembling what Herbert Gans calls "symbolic ethnicity".32 It is consti-
tuted by regular communication conventions as well as by ideologically motivated 
loyalty to a speech variety. On the basis of the development of political and social 
institutions, it may be oriented tovvards political and social support in the pursuit 
of common interest." To the same degree as communicative processes may come 
to symbolize a shared culture, language is the symbol system most likely to 
embody a whole ethnonational constellation.34 Therefore, within the social net-
work considered as a communicative matrix, language itself is predestined to 
become an ideological rallying point for whatever elites are involved in the social 
communication of nationhood: The bourgeoisie, certain parts of the aristocracy, 
the clergy, various parts of the intelligentsia, the military.35 How important its role 
is in the formation and maintenance of such consciousness depends on the salience 
of other constituent elements.3" Among them are the history of an ethnically and 
linguistically distinct group as an administrative - not necessarily autonomous-en-
titv, as in the čase of Ouebec, in comparison with, e .g . , the Bretagne, the pre-
sence or absence of religious homogeneity, as in the contrast betvveen Poland and 
Germany, the presence or absence of a linguistic, ethnic, or racial "foil" (vvhat 
a difference in this regard between insular and homogeneous Japan and the mul-
tilingual, multiethnic Balkans!). Within a society the vernacular of the more pow-
erful groups gains greater legitimacy, authority and prestige than the language of 
the subordinated; the use of minority languages may function as a "language of 
solidarity" allovving for economic claims among the co-ethnics. 

To repeat: The implication of language in the formation of collective identities 
in general, and national identities in particular, seems to be universal. If language 
did not play a decisive role in the creation of feudal and early modern "nation-
states" such as France, it was anything but a negligible factor in the maintenance 
of its cultural and, at least indirectly, political coherence. In the čase of the 
preparation of later national states, as in the instance of Germany, the "delayed 
nation"37, it played a more substantial role. Not surprisingly, however, language 
tended to be stili more important in the čase of smaller, ethnically and linguisti-
cally "beleaguered" peoples which either once had a sovereign state of their own 

3 1 Gumperz/Cook-Gumperz (1982), 5. 
3 2 Herbert Gans. Symbolic Ethnicity: The future of ethnic groups und cultures in America, in: Ethnic and Racial 

Studies, 2 (1979), 1 - 2 0 . 
3 3 Cf. G .Car t e r Bentlev, Ethnicity and Practice, in: Comparative Studies in Society and History (1987), 24 -55 . 
3 4 Cf. Joshua A.F ishman, Language and culture, in: A. Kuper, J. Kuper (eds.), The Social Science Encyclopedia, 

London 1985. 
3 5 Thus, nationality "means an alignment of large numbers of individuals from the middle and lower classes linked to 

regional centers and leading social groups by channels of social communication and economic intercourse, both indirectly 
from link to link and directly with the center ." Deutsch, op. cit. 101. 

36 The political participation in democratic communication is only one possible modern although historically not 
necessary condition. Jiirgen Habermas, Staatsbiirgerschaft und nationale Identitat. Uberlegungen zur europaischen 
Zukunft . Sankt Gallen: Erker 1992, 9ff. seems to think differently. 

37 Cf. Helmuth Plessner, Die verspatete Nation, Stuttgart 1969. 



and lost their independence after an extended period of tirne (as in Armenia, 
Lithuania, and Poland - Ireland represents a somewhat different čase as the 
language was largely lost in everyday use although not in its potency) or achieved 
some sort of independence only after the First World War and lost it again after 
the Second (as in the čase of Latvia) or never had a sovereign state of their own in 
the strict sense of the term, but developed a sense of nationhood as part of larger 
political units (as did the Slovenes in Carniola and Styria, first in the Austro-
Hungarian Empire and then in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia.) 

In the German čase language played a most important, albeit diffuse role in the 
formation of national identity. After the "kleindeutsche" solution by Bismarck, 
a national political identity was superimposed on the romantic notion of commun-
ality by the "pluricentric" language38 (which, however, continues to function as 
a diffuse criterion of "ethnic Germanhood" to this day, e.g. in identifying "Rus-
sian Germans"). 

Given a low degree of national identity in pre-unification "West-Germany"3 ' , 
the unification itself promted the necessity of a redefenition of national identity. 
Since this coincided with the increase of immigration. the lack of familiarity of 
East-Germans vvith immigrants as well as the fear of a simultaneous status loss, 
racial antipathy among the ranks of this German variety of "poor white trash" 
should have been foreseeable. 

The communicative construction of ethnicity is marked by its symbolic rep-
resentation.40 If we look at ethnic nationalism in its most pertinent expression, the 
skinheads ("Ich bin deutsch"), the symbolic emblems hint at surprising features. 
Instead of a commonality of descent, we find an emblematic eclecticism and 
ritualization, vvhich, rather than being based on ethnic or national culture, mixes 
elements of American and British youth culture (baseball bats, DocMarten shoes, 
Jeans) vvith provocative, morally laden icons of German nazism.41 And their social 
structure (stili) seems to be that of modem tribalism42 rather than that of an 
ethnically based, national organization. Instead of symbolizing an autochtonous 
ethnic tradition, this form of nationalism seems to be a symbolic "mise-en-scene" 
of a supranational "Western" opposition to the intrusion of the Second and Third 
World. Slovenian national identity, to take an entirelv different example, seems to 
be tied in a particularly intimate and povverful fashion to the Slovenian language. 
Novvhere did language play a comparably important part in the articulation of 
ethnic and national identity as in those post-Herderian, romantic social construc-
tions of nationhood that had to fall back upon a readymade theory of the linguistic 
"essence" of the "soul" of a people. In the čase of Slovenia a fortunate historical 
circumstance, the Bible translation into the vernacular by Luther's contemporary, 
Primus Trubar, provided a document of national-linguistic continuity vvhich only 
needed to be resurrected from its Counterreformation oubli. Thus the personal 
identities of the members of Slovenian cultural proto-elites and elites vvhich have 

3 8 Cf. Michael Clyne, Language and Society in the German-Speaking Countries, Cambridge 1989. 
3 9 In international comparison. "national pr ide" has been low in West Germany, and there was a !ow affective 

relation to the republic. Cf. Bettina VVestle, Strukturen nationaler Identitat in Ost- und Westdeutschland, in: Kolner 
Zeitschrift fiir Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 3 (1992), 461-488 . 466. 

4 0 Cf. Hans-Georg Soeffner, Auslegung des Alltags - der Alltag der Auslegung; 2. Ordnung der Rituale. Frankfurt 
1992 ( l s t Ed . ) 
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strong roots in their national identity also have a conspicuous linguistic compo-
nent. 

The conscious articulation of links between language, culture, society and the 
individual began to take shape in the 19. century among those not insubstantial 
parts of the Slovenian clergy vvhose emerging national avvareness was mediated 
through their languageconsciousness. The articulation of these links became the 
key component of the self-avvareness of the Slovenian people, continued through 
many ups and downs to this day. The "Illyrian" option of Southern Slavic linguis-
tic merger was considered seriously by parts of the Slovenian literary intelligentsia 
of the second half of the 19. century. The "Yugoslav" fusion, however, was 
rejected by the overwhelming majoritv of clerical, liberal, and, remarkably com-
munist intellectuals in the kingdom-phase and after the Second World War in the 
new republic. The present generation of Communist, ex-Communist, non-Com-
munist and anti-Communist intellectuals rearticulated these links programmati-
cally in its demands for linguistic, cultural, and political autonomy in the lis face of 
the many real (and possibly some imagined) threats against these dimensions of 
human self-determination which are perceived as essential by them. What hap-
pened after the refusal of the Serb national bolshevik clique around Miloševič and 
ČosiČ to consider anvthing but Serb and party hegemony, is common knovvledge. 


