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Abstract
The assumption that language and cultural identity can be identify has been questioned with empirical
data. However, an exclusive and excessive static and taxonomic concept of socio-cultural identity, a
concept that would be vaguely correlated to linguistic variation, understood –at the same time– as a
simple juxtaposition of verbal codes still persists. If we conceive socio-cultural identity not only as a
historically determinated result, but at the same time as a process under construction and as a
consequence of the agents’ reactions before new situations, we must direct our research towards the
discovering of the function that several varieties fulfill in the dynamic construction of identities.
Members of a community must face the question of heteroglossia in daily life and they do it through
the management of some codes and voices produced by individuals and social groups. Such codes and
voices, built from available verbal resources and through local communicative practices, express
particular identities and social positions, revealing speakers’ social identifications and exclusions,
securities and conflicts, believes and ideologies.
Key words: cultural identity and language, dinamic construction of identities, heteroglossia.

Resumo
O suposto da identificación entre lingua e identidade cultural ten sido posto en entredito con datos
empíricos na man. Sen embargo, persiste aínda un concepto exclusiva ou excesivamente estático e
taxonómico da identidade sociocultural, concepto que se correlacionaría vagamente coa variación
lingüística entendida, á súa vez, como mera xustaposición de códigos verbais. Se entendemos a
identidade sociocultural non só como un resultado historicamente determinado, senón á vez como un
proceso en construcción e como a consecuencia da reacción dos axentes fronte a novas situacións,
deberemos orientar a nosa investigación cara ó descubrimento da función que as diversas variedades
cumpren na construcción dinámica das identidades. Os membros dunha comunidade deben facer fronte
na vida cotiá ó problema da heteroglosia e fano mediante a xestión dos varios códigos e voces
producidos polos individuos e polos grupos sociais. Tales códigos e voces, construídos a partir dos
recursos verbais dispoñibles e mediante as prácticas comunicativas locais, expresan identidades e
posicións sociais determinadas, á vez que reflicten as adscricións e exclusións sociais dos falantes, as
súas seguridades e os seus conflictos, as súas crenzas e ideoloxías.
Palabras clave: identidade cultural e linguaxe, construcción dinámica das identidades, heteroglosia.

The association of language and group identity is, as it seems, as old as the early
Near East civilisations: the Hebrew myth of Babel, i.e. the myth about the confusion of
languages, is also the myth about the dispersion of nations and in Akkadian; the existence of
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a radical liśani with a meaning that covers both the concepts of ‘language’ and ‘nation’
testifies to it (De Mauro, 1970: 268). Obviously, this is not the modern concept of nationstate but that of a human group descending from a common origin.
Another linguistic fact given by ancient languages is the old meaning of a word that
ended up referring just to the foreigner: the reduplicated form βαρβαρος, used by Greeks to
designate, at first, the unwarranted speech activity, specially children’s babbling and the
warble of birds. Thus, βαρβαρος, used to be ‘the one who warbles’, with reference to birds,
‘the babbling one, the one who cannot speak or speaks in an incomprehensible way’.
Afterwards, in post-Homeric Greek, this word turned out to designate the speaker of a
foreign language and, by metonymy, the foreigner himself, the ‘alloglot’. That is, according
to De Mauro's words (1970), the ‘alloglossia’ was interpreted as ‘aglossia’ or, at least, as
‘cacoglossia’. Probably, the word βαρβαρος, –at first onomatopoeic but not pejorative–
acquired this nuance as Greeks came into contact with Asiatic civilisations and became
aware of their superiority (Lejeune, 1949). Then, the word βαρβαρος carried both meanings,
that of ‘foreigner’ and that of ‘savage, uncultured’; not only foreigners but also their
languages were object of the same disdain. It is interesting to notice that the construction of
this notion ran parallel to the working-out of a Panhellenic national awareness: while in
Homer’s works ‘Hellenes’ designated just a Greek tribe, afterwards, Ελληνες came to
designate the whole Greek community. The attribution of Hellenity was set up against the
attribution of barbarity. It should be noticed that, in general, cultural and ethnic identity
cannot be achieved by oneself but conferred (Erickson, 1987), and it has to do with the
setting-up of boundaries and barriers between humans groups.
The etymology of many ethnonyms of the antiquity that still survive clearly shows
this idea. To go on with this example, the denomination of Hellenes and also the Slavs and
Slovenians goes back to a single common etymon, meaning ‘those of my own community,
my relatives’. Gauls national name, Cymri, means ‘comrades’ or ‘those from the same
country’. Likewise, the name of Teutons designates ‘those from the same community’
(Sergent, 1995: 210).
There is no need to go so far back. An euskaldun is someone who speaks euskara or
Basque and, therefore, a Basque, while an erdaldun is someone who speaks erdara, that is,
someone who does not speak euskara and, therefore, a foreigner, specially a Spanish or a
French (Michelena, 1976). It should be pointed out that, in this case, as in many others, one
could resort to elements other than language in order to define group identity.
Nevertheless, if we leave the folk linguistics behind and concentrate on the Modern
Age, it seems reasonable to set up the starting point of such an association of language and
identity in German philosophers of the end of the XVIIIth century and the beginning of the
XIXth, in particular Herder, Fichte and Humboldt. Herder brought in the concept of Volkgeist
and maintained that the language is the basis of nationality. Fichte stated that ‘where a
different language is built up, there is a different nation which is entitled to independence in
order to take care of its issues and to be self-governed’. W. von Humboldt stood astride the
belief on the unity of the human nature, characteristic of the XVIIIth century, and the
historical thought of the XIXth. He understood language as a continuous and anonymous
effort of the collective mind to endow the expression of the inherited experience of a human
group with an inner organic form. According to him, “the intellectual peculiarity and the
linguistic conformation of a people are related by such an intimate fusion that, given the one,
the other could be entirely derived from it. For intellectuality and language permit and
promote only mutually agreeable formations. Language is, as it were, the external

28

CULTURAL IDENTITY AND HETEROGLOSSIA

manifestation of the minds of peoples. Their language is their soul, and their soul is their
language. It is impossible to conceive them ever sufficiently identical”. The interpretation of
language as the reflection of a nation’s collective thought disturbed the interpretation of the
reasoned and general grammar, prevailing since mid-XVIIth century until that moment, and
provided it with historicity and, therefore, with eventuality. Such interpretation regarded
language as the reflection of universal abstract reason, and therefore, it justified a logicist
approach to grammatical analysis.
Herder’s identification of language and nationality constituted one of the conceptual
supports of nationalist ideologies throughout the XIXth century. “Language is the nationality
itself” Hungarian patriots used to argue around the middle of the century, reproducing the
statement of German philosophers. “De Taal is gausch het volk” –“language is the whole
nation”– was the slogan of Flemish nationalists. Other European movements of national
construction and their leaders followed this idea. Among the latter is Enric Prat de la Riba, a
statesman and theoretician of Catalan nationalism. Even today, nationalist leaders around the
world remain loyal to this idea. “La llengua és l’espina dorsal de Catalunya” (“language is
the backbone of Catalonia”), the president of the Generalitat de Catalunya –the Catalan selfgovernment institutions–, Jordi Pujol, is pleased to repeat. He trusts in the essential role of
the juridically so-called ‘own tongue’ in Catalan society, that is Catalan language, even
though Pujol is reasonably more convinced that the targets of linguistic normalisation must
be subordinated to the country’s social cohesion, which is a rather complex society. This
must be understood as according to an integrating political option, certainly shared by the
different Catalan political parties. However, such unanimity should not be a subterfuge for a
subliminal discourse which seeks to spread the theory that linguistic normalisation would
necessarily involve the rupture of the civil peace when it actually is one of the previous
conditions for the settlement of a free coexistence among rightful citizens.
Funny though it may seem, to go back to our discourse, this identification between
language and national feeling so typical in the creation of Old Europe modern states, has not
always occurred in states which have originated from the decolonization processes, typical in
the second half of this century, except for some cases –at least, not at the same rhythm nor
the same intensity everywhere. All this has not been a barrier for the linguistic planification
theory to be developed parallelly to the mentioned processes.
Let us therefore render unto Caesar’s the things that are Caesar's and consider the
contribution of linguistic studies to the clarification of the first matter that we are dealing
with here. Let us see the evolution of the discipline itself regarding such matter and the
current situation.
If it is suitable to consider the possible relationship between language and cultural
identity in general terms, it is also suitable to do so in the context of language contact. In
fact, all the above-mentioned examples, taking place in the distant or recent past, are
distinguished by an implicit or explicit comparison of two or more languages, two or more
cultures, and two or more human groups. Differentiation and fortuitous opposition between
them and us build up the notion of ethnocultural identity (Gumperz). The setting-up of a
national language has exactly a double function. On the one hand, to endow the social body,
us, with a symbolic cohesion by linguistic means and, on the other hand, to divide it
symbolically and efficiently from them as Prat de la Riba (1906) stated in his times and,
afterwards, Garvin & Mathiot (1960) reaffirmed, as well as many other authors who have
ascribed this idea to the latter. Thus, it should come as no suprise that the study of cultural
and linguistic contact situations has led to the making of constructs like cultural identity or
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ethnicity and to the study of their interaction with language. It is not strange either that such
interaction has been described and interpreted according to the local communicative
practices by which members and subgroups of a community face the problem of what has
been called “heteroglossia” in everyday life. We will go back to this concept later. The
reason for this situation is two-fold: on the one hand, identity often appears threatened in
contexts of asymmetric and sociocultural contact. On the other, a variable linguistic use is
often attributed to the association of diverse identities with different linguistic varieties,
including different languages. We will return to both hypotheses below.
Historic reality denies, of course, Herder’s identification between language and
nationality, if we were to understand that nationality comes from the modern concept of
nation-state. We simply need to look at our current geopolitical environment to find out
about it. The consolidation and expansion of so-called European national languages has had
as a side effect the reduction and subsequent disappearance of many mother tongues of
particular ethnocultural groups different from the dominant group with which the nation-state
has been identified. In other words, the original notion has been misinterpreted in three
different ways: (i) the existence of a nation where a different language was spoken has not
been recognised; (ii) a same language has been imposed where a state had been previously
recognised; and, finally, (iii) the concepts of nation and state have been confused with each
other in an interested way.
Besides, recent findings of empirical research in the cultural identity field seem to
contradict Humboldt’s strict identification between language and cultural identity –an idea
that modern anthropology had already rejected. Arguments seem to go in two different ways.
On the one hand, different authors have stated that it is necessary to distinguish between
different identity levels: “individual or personal, and that of group or national identity”
(Schmied, 1989), or “communal, minority, ethnic and national identity” (Ross, 1979). On the
other hand, the study about multilingual societies and the processes of language manitenance
and language shift has led to the conclusion that the boundaries between ethnic, cultural and
linguistic identity do not always coincide (see outline in Apple & Muysken, 1987: 12-16).
These authors conclude that “there exists no categorial, necessary relation between language
and ethnicity”. Also, it has been asserted that “the preservation or change of identity does not
automatically correlate to language maintenance or language shift, respectively” (Vossen,
1988: 70, quoted by Brenzinger et al., 1991: 36) or that “a change of behaviour need not
necessarily indicate a change in identity” (Ross, 1979: 3, ibid.). Besides, the linguistic results
of a contact situation can be very varied. Sometimes these can lead to a substantial
transformation of the threatened language in order to keep both linguistic differentiation
under high cultural pressure conditions together with ethnic and cultural identity as, for
instance, the creation of mixed languages through semantic borrowing and relexification
processes. This can be clearly seen in the evolution of ‘Romani’ or ‘Caló’, among many
gypsy communities (cf. Thomason & Kaufman, 1988, for the ‘Angloromani’). Also the
appearance of the so-called Jewish languages (Fishman, 1987; Rabin, 1988) or the ‘Medialengua’ of the Ecuadorian Indians –a mixture of Quechua and Spanish– studied by Muysken
are examples of these processes.
All this does not invalidate, from my point of view, the fact that a language or a
linguistic modality is closely connected with identity, mainly in contact situations even if in a
relative way. Language is an important ingredient of cultural identity but it is not the only
one or, at least, it does not seem to have the same influence everywhere. Other cultural
aspects such as people’s traditions, their religion, food and gastronomy, the ethnic group, the
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relationship system and the land help to define the cultural identity of a human group and of
its members. The relative significance of all these factors can vary according to historical
circumstances, both through time and space.
Hymes (1966) pointed to a comparative study of two Indian communities from
South America (Hohenthal & McClorkle, 1955) –and later on this was reminded by Dorian
(1982). According to this study, one of the communities, the Iaté or Fulniô group of Brazil,
had left its territories several times in the last three centuries in order to maintain its language
and its annual religious ceremony because both were the basis of its identity. In such
ceremony the proper use of the language was essential. However, the other community, the
Venezuelan Guayqueries, gave up its language and its prechristian religion very soon and it
preserves its identity with the help of a peculiar socio-economic structure. This is shown by
the fact that a small community of the Guayqueries, which abandoned that particular socioeconomic structure, lost its distinctive feature and became integrated into Venezuelan
society. Hymes argues that “language, together with religion, has served a separatist and
unifying function in the one case but not in the other” (Hymes, 1966: 126). This explains,
among many other examples, the relevance that this author grants to the relativity of
language function, complementary to Sapir’s relativity of language form (Sapir, 1949: 150159).
It has been observed and repeated over and over again that, after the loss of the Irish
language in a good part of the island, the difference of religion has assumed two roles. On
the one hand, the role of a cohesive feature of the in-group and, on the other hand, the role of
a separatist feature from the out-group in Anglo-Irish relationships in general and in the
conflict of Northern Ireland in particular. However, the linguistic conflict between the
French-speaking Quebec and the English-speaking Canada is just, apparently, a historical
transposition of the original conflict between Catholics and Protestants or rather, between the
French and English Crowns, favoured at the present time by the fast economic development
of the former. And, who would dare to claim that the Basque identity agrees nowadays with
the difference between euskaldunes (Basque speakers) and Spanish speakers in Euskal
Herria? At least, there are reliable data suggesting that things may have to be interpreted
otherwise. Perhaps, they could be explained by the historic regression of the Euskara, or by
the Euskaldun competential continuum or, lastly, by the assumption of the Basque identity
by people who do not speak the ethnic language, and neither their ancestors did.
Two are then the issues we have to consider here. The first issue is the
multidimensional character of ethnic or cultural identity. The second is the dynamic
conception of identity, that is, the idea that personal and even community identity –although
being, first of all, a genuine link with the members that share a common origin (sometimes
mythological) and with the cultural inheritance of some common ancestors and, therefore,
the outcome of a certain historic process– also is a process under construction that leads,
according to the circumstances, to emphasise one or another feature. In fact, language
relevancy in identity construction depends on one or another of the ingredients which the
dynamic conception is made of. Correlatively, as one of these elements increases its
relevance, others can decrease it. In fact, language relevancy in identity construction depends
on the function assigned by the ethnolinguistic groups in their reciprocal interrelationship
(Haarmann, 1986: 258).
In order to speak about the case that results more well known to me, there is no
doubt that Catalan language has traditionally operated as a marker of Catalan people’s
ethnocultural identity and, thereby, of Catalan people immersed in a culturally and
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linguistically complex modern society. There is no doubt that, as in the Basque case, in the
origin of the Catalan national consciousness is the cultural and economic development
difference. Now then, people of my same generation, maybe the first autochthonous
generally bilingual generation in Catalonia, as well as people of both previous –in so far as
they were bilingual– and ulterior generations, internalised a norm of linguistic behaviour by
which usually in common conversations one would choose the language attending to the
interlocutor or sometimes to the mere ‘bystander’ (a person who is at the place were the
communicative act takes place, but who does not participate in it). Catalan people’s
asymmetrical bilingualization and the maintenance of monolingualism by Spanish most
speakers who live in Catalonia enabled the autochthonous to use the Catalan language among
themselves and Spanish language to relate with the Hispanophones. In such conditions, the
Catalan language, apart from working as an exclusive and effective intraethnic means of
communication –excluding a part of certain social groups and urban areas, specially in the
Valencian Country–, became a sign of the ethnolinguistic group identity. This is how the
speaker's consciousness interpreted it: “He who addresses me in Catalan is a Catalan and I
am a Catalan too because I answer in Catalan to whom addresses me in the same way”
(Argente, 1995). Let me sum up: for a Catalan, the use of Spanish would be left, in such a
context, for the interethnic communication with members of the other ethnolinguistic group.
Precisely because it was a language of in-group communication, that is, partly due to its
functional restriction, it became a sign of the in-group identity. Not in vain, if I may make a
disgression, Catalan public use was forbidden and its teaching interdicted for everybody and
even its existence hidden to all Spanish citizens, if not denigrated before them, during the
adverse period of the dictatorship. Unfortunately, still nowadays, the sequels can be
observed: when in 1997 citizens gathered in the Plaza de Las Ventas in Madrid booed
Raimon while he was performing his song in a supposedly unitary act, they did not attack the
message but the medium and maybe the messenger by what they both represented. While the
former economic differences between an industrial Catalonia and a rural Spain have
gradually blurred, the role of Catalan language as an identifying element became still more
obvious, no matter how much other political and demographic factors, partly resulting from
an unequal development and a peculiar historic evolution in the European context, would
come to put this language still more on the rope.
However, nowadays, 20 years after the generalisation of Catalan teaching and its
subsequent use as the vehicular language in schools, that is, after a period of official
universalization of bilingualism in schools that has affected not only the autochthonous but
also the children of the immigrants, and insofar as they are also bilingual to a certain degree,
the sociolinguistic reality of Catalan society is extraordinarily dynamic. Besides, although
recent surveys do not allow us to celebrate the bells with respect to the colloquial and
spontaneous use of Catalan (Argente, 1997; Bibiloni & Argente, 1997), that is, although the
effects of school learning on the linguistic use outside the school are not spectacular –as it is
clearly shown in the anecdote I read in a newspaper two days ago about a group of pupils
who had Spanish as their familiar language and being on a trip to Vic, an inner town in
Catalonia, they were amazed to see that people in the street “were speaking the school
language”–, it is true that among the young people, automatic norms of language choice are
eventually substituted by linguistic negotiation processes. It is also true that characteristic
forms of bilingual communication like codeswitching are more and more frequent (Boix,
1993; Pujolar, 1995). Something that did not happen among people in previous generations,
except in highly marked speech acts and verbal genders: proverbs, jokes, arithmetical
operations and sometimes prayers among the elder. To sum up, linguistic use patterns have
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become more complex –a faithful reflection both of demographic complexity and of the
possible impact of revitalisation policies– even in the bosom of a family, as it is being
showed in recent studies about the Barcelona conurbation or cities like Sabadell (Vilardell,
1997)1. In such conditions, the Catalan language has gained in communicative functionality,
being used in a great many of social activities, but it has lost the power of symbolic
identification, and the borders between ethnolinguistic groups have become easier to cross
for new generations (Boix, 1993). Furthermore, just like the Basque example, sometimes we
can hear claims of Catalanity dissociated from the language that has always marked it.
We have already mentioned the association between linguistic variation and cultural
identity in language contact settings and the problem of identity as the construction of
boundaries and barriers among human groups. As Bourdieu states it, “the struggle for
ethnical or regional identity represents a particular case in the several fights for achieveng
the monopoly power to impose the legitimate definition of the social world divisions and,
therefore, to both make and break up groups” (1982: 137). Thus, a struggle for identity
becomes a struggle for the ostentation of symbolic power. The premise is to recognise not
only that social realities are built up by means of the interaction among the social agents –i.e.
they are not given in advance– but also that the social world is a subjective representation
and perception of reality. In recent analysis of multilingual communities and language shift
processes, at least since Gal (1979), it has been taken for granted that in such contexts
language, considered as a whole, works as a sociolinguistic variable and by its social
connotations is able to express the speaker’s ethnocultural identity in certain situations he is
able to take control of up to a certain extent. From this, it has been inferred that the language
choice in everyday discourse is a manifestation of the speaker’s identity or even the
instrument for the construction of his identity. This approach has been embraced by Woolard
(1989) in her study on Catalonia linguistic reality and followed afterwards by several local
authors in the last years (Boix, 1993, Pujolar, 1995, among others). This authoress has
considered other elements, which are often used in the construction of the Catalan identity –
like the place of birth, the descendants and the feeling– but she concludes that Catalan
language exceeds and fades all of them. The study of language choice and, eventually, of
codeswitching has become an important matter of interest. With a simplification for which I
apologise to the colleagues of my country we could nearly claim that the concept of language
choice has displaced the concept of diglossia, which has attracted Catalan sociolinguists for
such a long time and so wrongly (references are infinite, see Vallverdú, 1980, and a critic
appreciation in Pueyo, 1991). I will explain myself: I am speaking about a shift of concern,
not about a substitution of concepts.
However, the identification between language choice and the expression of
sociocultural identity is perhaps a limited conception. First, in the case of the AustroHungarian border community studied by Gal, the influence of another two factors in
language choice was revealed: the interlocutor and the social networks where the speakers
take part of. On the other hand, it seems reasonable to pay attention to the interaction
between the norms of linguistic use and the expression of identity. It has been argued that
while norms internalised by speakers tolerate a certain automatism –as those mentioned
before– one could question to what extent the use of languages is employed as an expression
of identity. Woolard distinguishes between the norm she denominates ‘adaptative’ –or we
1 Incidentally, this phenomenon is also shown in some studies about advanced processes of language shift. See

Rindler-Schjerve (1981) and Montoya (1996).
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could say ‘accommodative’–, by which the speaker acommodates to his interlocutor (to
simplify, the use of Catalan language for intraethnic communication and the use of Spanish
for interethnic communication by Catalan speakers) and the norm she denominates
‘bilingual’, which would consist of keeping to Catalan in the interethnic communication.
Some affirm that in this second case, but not in the first one, language choice is actually a
manifestation of ethnocultural identity (Vann, 1997). Now then, I think that in the case of the
first norm, there is an objective indication of identity associated not especially with the
language choice but with the language itself –whether we try or not to do a subjective
manifestation of identity. Perhaps doing virtue of its weakness, the success of the argument
about the automatism of linguistic norms is precisely a consequence of the ‘desethnization’
and the ‘deresponsabilization’ of language use that it implies. Besides, Giles –among others–
calls attention on the ethnic accent –in the end, “substrat effects”– as another way of
expressing cultural identity. Even speaking Spanish, Catalans, Basques and Galicians cannot
help their unmistakable and peculiar respective accent to appear to the extent that such
accent –and not each of their mother tongues– becomes a group stereotype for the Spanish
speakers. Finally, we must remember that a linguistic community is not absolutely
monolithic. There might be situations or groups for whom things are more complex. Woolard
focused her approach in the late 70’s and early 80’s Barcelona (1979-1980), when selfgovernment institutions had just been recovered. But things get complicated if we look at
ongoing processes of normalisation, marginal urban groups (Pujolar, 1995), rural depressed
areas and, even more, peripheral and bordering areas, like the –so called– Western Strip –
called “La Franja”– or the Catalan-speaking community of Aragón (Espluga & Capdevila,
1995).
In the last example, which may have a certain comparative interest for the Galician
speakers' community, the situation favors a conception that dissociates both the linguistic
identity and the territorial and administrative identity. Through the administrative border
between Catalonia and Aragón, in the provinces of Huesca, Zaragoza and Teruel, a 225km
long by 15-30 km wide strip stretches out, and its centres of population have historically
been Catalan-speaking sites and still now belong to the Catalan-speaking area. Espluga and
Capdevila have interviewed in depth 24 people of different classes and status, representative
of the socio-economic activities of the area. They have asked them about conflicts of local
interest –the one with the water and the division of the Lleida diocese– and about their
language and their consciousness, or consciouslessness, of territorial interdependence. The
answers allow us first to relativize the weight of linguistic classifications, to consider the
relevance of local relation links and, secondarily, to consider if such links are either
mechanical –based on similarities– or organic –based on interdependencies– (Rambla, 1997).
The authors reach a double conclusion as far as it matters identity issues: on the one
hand, people in the Strip do not consider themselves as a group separated from the rest of
Aragonians and the Strip is not considered by its inhabitants as a territorial unity. On the
other hand, they state:
“Identity can be filled in with different cultural contents, but it seems that in the
Spain of self-governing regions language has become the most important symbolic and
cultural content. It is not hard to see if we look at the three nationalities par excellence in
Spain: Catalonia, Basque Country and Galicia. But this idea seems broken in the Strip since,
under this premise, Strip inhabitants must consider themselves as Catalans. However, it does
not happen that way. On the contrary, the predominant identification is with Aragón and there
starts the puzzle that causes this conflicting duality. Aragón builds up its identity by
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opposition to Catalonia and, therefore, the Strip inhabitants must build up their identification
by refusing an essential feature of their culture” (Espluga & Capdevila, 1995: 105).

Obviously, we cannot forget about the historical reasons of this situation, but we
should not deny the complexity of the facts in their current state, as these authors’ fieldwork
shows. Indeed, this paradox of the denial of an essential feature of the own identity is
brought forth in the metalinguistic discourse level and not in the verbal practices. This is
showed by the presence of people and organised local groups that construct another
discourse which tries to solve the paradox in order to affirm their Catalan quality and the
inappellable fact that all of them speak local modalities of the Catalan language. And the
truth is that if we cannot state that ethnocultural identity is always related to the language,
there where the language is involved in the ‘demarcation’ of ethnic groups, it is also clearly
related to identity (Haarmann, 1986: 261).
If the discussion about the relation between language and group identity has always
been focused on the contrast of different languages, in situations like the above-mentioned
coexistence and contrast between varieties becomes especially remarkable. As we know, in
border areas –but not exclusively in them– contact varieties and mixed languages are easy to
flourish. Their use can sometimes be construed as a neutralisation strategy of an identity
clash (Apple & Muysken, 1987: 122-137). A situation like the one of the ‘Western Strip’
cannot be analysed without taking into account the ‘chapurreao’ and by no means should
‘castrapo’ be disregarded while studying Galician-Spanish contact if we take into account
what these two labels have of both objective designation and social stigmatisation of a
linguistic reality.
This kind of linguistic complexity is not exclusive of border areas but it can be
found in any contact situation as the above-mentioned example of castrapo. We can find
situations of linguistic enclaves like the one of L’Alghero, a seaport in North-Sardinia. In
that place, the original Catalan, since the conquest of the island by the Catalans –L’Alghero
has been since ancient times more a fortress than an open city–, coexists with different
languages: the Sardinian language of the inner islanders who emigrated to the town looking
for a job, and the standard Italian superimposed through the school system and the media
only since the 60's –not to mention the Genovese and some other Italian dialect influences in
the lexicon. Until that moment inner Sardinians who were attracted in search of job to
L’Alghero, where the Catalan community in Sardinia was settled since medieval times,
found themselves in the need to learn Algherese Catalan. Several social and economic
changes contributed to alter the situation. In the first place, for instance, the migration of
many Catalan-speaking families from a degradated town centre to the area outside the town
walls contributed to the partial dismantling of the thick social networks that had helped
language maintenance throughout the centuries; secondly, the island tourist boom was
another of these changes, the arrival of Italian through school and the media, mainly TV, and
so on and so forth. Curiously, the peculiarity of the Algherese Catalan variety, which belongs
to Eastern Catalan but also has traces of western Catalan –being these the main dialectal
division in the whole linguistic domain–, is argued at the same time by those who are in
favour of a well-defined integration into a Pancatalan linguistic community in order to make
decisions relative to the eventual teaching of the mother tongue or to the use of the common
written normative language and by those who try to set up L’Alghero against Catalonia in a
clear isolationist option. It is not only a linguistic matter: both sides try to build up two
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Algherese identities of difficult conciliation, more in the political discourse about the
language than, to tell the truth, in actual communicative practices (Argente, 1996). There is
no doubt that this fact has been benefited not only from dialectal and territorial discontinuity
but also from administrative one.
These situations are so common in contexts of language contact that we could easily
view a parallelism with Galicia about which I will refrain from speaking here and now.
Another marginal situation, in the crossing of two big linguistic communities that
can show a certain parallelism, takes place in the Gibraltar community. There, the use of
English together with Andalusian alternates with the use of ‘Yanito’ –a communicative form
based on certain systematic patterns of code-switching– according to the speakers' intending
to show their links with metropolitan citizens or, on the contrary, to keep away from them
(Moyer, 1992). However, we should not forget in this particular case the extreme ethnic
complexity that distinguishes the Rock’s population.
Hill (1993) has described the minority situation as an exacerbation of the anxiety for
what we have here denominated ‘boundaries’, for the building-up of an identity by reason of
which a community considers itself as ‘different’ from others. But this difference is then
considered as ‘pathological’ by those people belonging to the majority, and not as something
that finds its meaning and performs its function within a general outline of social reality.
We researchers, who are often both foreigners par excellence and, at the same time,
imaginary members of the community under research, should retain this interpretation and
not lend ourselves to vague manoeuvres. An example that should not be followed consists of
letting us be guided by an ‘administrative’ concept of the communities under consideration –
be that even just because of our financial support sources. As far as we accept that what has
erroneously been called minority communities be defined by the states and as far as we keep
the state from being defined by minority communities, we will not have gone too far from
where we were before. Maybe we have just stocked up with more data which are enough in
comparison with other periods, but it does not help by itself to the re-establishment of the
suitable terms of the problem and, therefore, to make its answer easier.
Maybe the situation in the ‘Strip’ has nothing to do with the Austro-Hungarian
border area, studied by Gal, with Dorian's Gaelic-Scottish communities, with Moyer's people
of Gibraltar or any other contact situation even with the Galician speaking areas in Asturias,
Castilia, León and Extremadura. Just like each one of these situations, the first one is the
consequence of a particular historic process but it holds comparable elements and, in any
case, is instructive about the complexity of the relationships between language and cultural
identity.
In all the above-mentioned examples, speakers must face the management of the
phenomenon of so-called heteroglossia. According to Bakhtin, we can define this concept as
the whole set of rules, words and linguistic resources that expresses differentiated interests
and positions between community members or subgroups and that speakers have at their
disposal in order to dynamically build up their own identity, whether before an alien
linguistic community, or whether before other subgroups of their own community. These
resources are, therefore, used by members of these groups with specific aims of inclusion
and exclusion in the context of fixed social relations and activities. Understanding the
problem of the relationship between language and identity as the assumption of a historic
identity through the process of primary socialisation and through the role that traditional
language plays in it is certainly a possibility. Understanding such problem as the dynamic
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building-up of an ethnic (Gal), cultural (Woolard), gender (Pujolar) or social position
identity, suitable to the communication contexts by selectively activating concurrent
language uses, as a consequence of the need of facing a new situation in a changing social
world is another relatively different possibility. If it is true that, as it has been said, identity is
assigned to, it is not less true that identity is the result of both human interaction and the
responsible assumption for certain interaction and communication patterns whose meaning is
built up, reproduced and changed by communicative practices prevailing in certain social
contexts in the bosom of a community and in those fields of activity which are proper to it.
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