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Tomasz Kamusella's name is definitely known to those interested in language politics and the relation of
language to nationalist movements in Central Europe. His 1140-page monograph on that topic, published in
2009, gained positive resonance. [1] Since then he has been actively involved in research on language policy
issues in that region with special attention to minority language independence movements, such as the Silesian
variety in Poland. [2] Moreover, Kamusella's publications show his deep interest in how state-official languages
are shaped and recognized. [3] Therefore, I was not surprised to find his monograph Creating languages in
Central Europe during the last millenium which provides an overview of the rise of the multiplicity of languages in
a region that might seem insignificant and small on the world scale, but which is a place of a highly convoluted
history of population movements, border and power shifts, ethnic mixes and spreads of different religions; a
place where dozens of language varieties from several language families meet. [4] Therefore, this 100-page
monograph is by necessity only an introduction to the topic, an invitation to learn more about the linguistic
history of the region.
Kamusella starts with an explanation of the complexity of two concepts fundamental in his monograph: the
geopolitical one – Central Europe, and the linguistic one – language. He admits that his choice of region is rather
arbitrary, dictated on the one side by the lack of capacities to cover all of Europe, and, on the other, his desire
to include an area rich in diversity in terms of cultures, political influences and religions (p. 2). The area spreads
roughly from the Netherlands to Turkey; still, he does not shy from world examples where suitable.
Linguistically, Kamusella does away with the dichotomy "language – dialect" (pp. 11-14), introducing a threefold
distinction instead: "language" – a human capacity to speak, "lect" – the actualization of "language" (p. 9), and "a
language" – "a politically […] empowered lect" (p. 19). His approach to language creation is that of Einar Haugen
and Miroslav Hroch, namely that the rise of (standard) languages in Europe is best described by the comparison
to the rise of nationalism (pp. 16-19). [5]
In the following chapters he proceeds to prove his thesis that languages shape politics and, simultaneously,
languages are shaped to fit political goals (p. xi). He starts by showing how religious powers molded the
linguistic stage in premodern Europe: the institutionalization of monolingualism with holy Latin and Roman
script by Western Christianity, only later followed by the gradual introduction of vernaculars into religious

practice, and the religious multilingualism of Eastern (Orthodox) Christianity, where Greek and its script were
quickly challenged by Armenian, Georgian, Gothic, Syriac, and Church Slavonic with their own scripts. Thus,
Kamusella shows aptly that Central Europe is a melting pot of these two distinctive ethnolinguistic traditions,
which defined the region's plural and heterogeneous character in early times. Only later, subjected to the
growing influence of secular politics in the modern age, Central Europe gradually became an agglomeration of
monolingual states. Approaching our times, he argues convincingly that Europe has returned to a depoliticized
trade multilingualism; a multiethnic polyglossia but with a simultaneous pan-European suprastate
monolingualism in English – a result of the West's cultural, scientific and economic imperialism (pp. 76-77 and
91). [6]
Importantly, Kamusella not only chronologically reports on facts but uses them to prove again and again his
initial thesis that the process of turning lects into languages has a deeply political character, as Pierre Bourdieu
and John B. Ferguson argued before him. [7] He shows convincingly that in premodern times languages evolved
rather organically, often resulting in diglossia (religious languages vs. secular lects), only to develop into state
dictated and maintained monolingualism in modern times.
It is clear from the text that Kamusella has a detailed knowledge of the linguistic history of Central Europe,
which he seeks to transfer on a mere 100 pages. Owing to his broad education in philology, history, political and
European studies, he manages to present it in a wide perspective. Each page is densely filled with facts and the
analysis, which might make it a difficult read for some without prior knowledge of the ethno-political history of
the region. Therefore, despite Kamusella's explanation why he refrained from doing so (p. 102), I wish there
were graphics in the text for easier orientation. Although I appreciate the effort of compiling a long list of links
to e-illustrations, it is useless in a printed version of the book without direct access to the Internet; retyping
URLs is tedious, and several of them are already dead.
It is worth noting that this is not a book written for linguists only. Kamusella relates the mechanics of language
creation to major developments in culture, religion and statehood. He diligently explains all terms and concepts
introduced in the book. One might wonder, however, whether it is necessary to (to give but one example)
explain in detail the Greek etymology of "diglossia" and "polyglossia" in such an overview (p. 39). Moreover,
although I do not doubt Kamusella's good knowledge of the languages he studies, he should be more careful in
using Latin, since both proverbs he uses are written wrong: it should be "cuius regio eius religio" ("whose realm,
his religion") (pp. 51 and 74), and "e pluribus unum" ("out of many, one") (p. 58). [8] To make matters worse, by
switching "cuius" and "eius" the meaning of the phrase actually opposes Kamusella's argument, resulting in
"whose religion, his realm." Despite these few shortcomings, it is a well-written overview of the topic with ample
literature suggestions for further reading, in the form of extensive references in the text and an impressive 33page bibliography at the end of the monograph.
Although the mere 100 pages barely scratch the surface, making me wish Kamusella reached at least a third of
the volume of his first 1140-page monograph, and do not produce any new findings in the field, but rather
summarize and contextualize the current knowledge on the topic, it remains a much needed historical overview
of the linguistic situation in Central Europe. One can only hope that more is to come.
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