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Over the past few decades sociolinguistics has seen the introduction of a critical understanding of 
the concept of “a language”. “Languages” as neatly separated, countable sets of features are 
ideological constructions closely related to the National Romanticism of late 1700’s Europe and the 
standardization processes which began in the 1500’s. This concept of “languages” has been 
exported by Europeans to the rest of the world, through colonization and emigration. In today’s 
Europe it is taken for granted that these “individual languages” are closely related to “cultures”. 
Furthermore, these “languages” and “cultures” are taken to be “national” – indeed to be “of national 
importance” – and the “maintenance” of the languages is emphasized by nation state governments 
and national elites.

The linguistic correlate of the ideological construction of “separate languages” would be sets of 
linguistic features which were particularly closely related and excluded combinations with features 
belonging to other sets (with the possible exception of loans). It has been known for many years that 
this does not represent the reality of language use. Nevertheless, the language behavioral norms 
which are firmly enforced by school systems, media gatekeepers, and other powerful forces in the 
European societies, emphasize so-called monolingual” behavior at all times (individuals may be so-
called “multilinguals”, but their behavior at any given time should be “monolingual”)

There is nothing in the nature of language as a human phenomenon that forces us to think of 
linguistic features as necessarily bundled together in sets of features which we can call “languages”. 
In addition, the linguistic behavior which we can observe in the urban areas of Europe in the 2000’s 
does not in any way respect the monolingualism norms. In fact, European late modern urban youth 
behaves linguistically in ways that can not even be described by the traditional “multilingualism” 
concept. The young speakers use whatever features are at their disposal to achieve their 
interactional goals. This has been documented in a range of ways, mainly with respect to oral 
interaction, but also in written production influenced by new technology, such as sms, cmc, and 
graffiti.

Late modern urban European youth reintroduces behavioral patterns which we were also 
commonplace among medieval and early renaissance European rulers (see, for instance, Schendl 
2004). The insistence on the interweaving of “nation”, “culture”, and “language” is thus historically 
bound to a few hundred years of European history. This being said, there is no doubt that the 
concept of “national languages” is very strong. It is a political fact. The European educational 
systems would break down overnight, if they were forced to teach language the way people really 
use language. 


