
Introduction

The primary goal of this paper is to shed light on the new field 
of comparative historical standardology as a meeting point of history, 
sociology and sociolinguistics. I am rejecting the separation of the 
“internal” (i.e., structural, typological or genetic) and “external” (i.e., 
sociolinguistic) history of language. In this way, I am creating a space 
for a comparative historical sociolinguistic analysis. Such an analysis 
should be grounded in sociological and historical, but primarily lin-
guistic relationships, ideas and attitudes that stand at the foundation 
of standardization processes. 

There are at least two reasons why South Slavic—more specifically, 
Croatian and Serbian—geographical, political, and conceptual spaces 
are particularly instructive for such an investigation. Although these 
spaces might appear legitimate, the interpretation and the evaluation 
of their relevance belong to the very core of sociolinguistic disputes in 
language planning and language policy. First, all South Slavic languages, 
and especially Croatian and Serbian, form a dialect continuum with an 
uninterrupted potential for communication. Therefore, if one takes an 
indigenous dialect to be the “natural” base for the formation of a stan-
dard language, as was the case for many European literary languages, 
the (communicative) base for the formation of the Croatian and Serbian 
literary language has to be treated as the same or almost the same. A 
natural question following such a claim is first, whether there exists any 
rational reason to separate these two literary languages. Second, Croatia 
is, as many have already pointed out, located at the crossroads of Central 
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Europe, the Mediterranean, and the Balkans. The country’s history 
clearly delineates it as belonging to all three of these geographical, but 
more importantly cultural and civilizational regions, at least since medi-
eval times. However, the sense of belonging overlaps with the sense of 
being at the collision point of competing and frequently incompatible 
historical and cultural forces that characterize the South Slavic regions. 
One additional point plays a role in the argumentation in this paper. 
Present-day Croatia has had an exceptional status throughout history.1 It 
has been defined by its Štokavian-based literary language and its loyalty 
to the Roman Catholic sphere of interest, as well as by some milestones 
in relatively recent history, because of its position at the intersection of 
Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and Islam. The borders of 
these three worlds were physical (even more so in the past), but at the 
same time, and more importantly, they were borders between cultures 
and their associated worldviews that were incompatible in many ways. 
The mutual interchange of ideas and achievements, as well as of the 
overall communication between these three dominions, was conducted 
more easily in certain periods than in others, while the fractures and 
misunderstandings are still visible today. 

b

This paper is divided into two parts. The first one is theoretical, whereas 
the second exemplifies the theory. First, I address the principal South 
Slavic language question and discuss the status and the corpus of lan-
guages within the confines of Slavia Romana and Slavia Orthodoxa.2 
The history of Slavia Romana runs parallel to the history of Western 
Europe, while the history of Slavia Orthodoxa is intertwined with the 
history of the Byzantine Empire. Besides the importance of demonstrat-
ing this claim by means of parallels in landmark historical events that 
connect the similar and disconnect the dissimilar, my purpose here is to 
introduce the notion of exoglossic standard languages,3 which served at 
least two important purposes. Model languages that served as exoglossic 
standards for centuries were not only different languages per se in the 
two aforementioned domains, but also served as polar prototypes for 
vernaculars, primarily in terms of how the notions of the base and the 
superstructure were treated within these domains.4 Latin served as an 
exoglossic standard within the domain of Slavia Romana, as well as in 
many other Western and Central European societies. For this reason 
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the borders of Slavia Romana mark the easternmost extent of Latin 
influence. The languages within the South Slavic region that were under 
the authority and immediate influence of Latin, in this sense, were Cro-
atian and Slovenian.5 The languages that served as exoglossic standards 
within the part of Eastern Europe that belonged to the Orthodox rite, or 
more precisely, within Slavia Orthodoxa, were Greek and (Old) Church 
Slavonic. During the periods of interest for the present analysis, the 
South Slavic languages that belonged to this domain and were under 
the authority and influence of the Orthodox Church were Serbian and 
Bulgarian. Only Serbian, bordering with Croatian, and therefore with 
the sphere of the Roman Catholic Church, is relevant here. 

Among these three exoglossic standards, only Latin and (Old) 
Church Slavonic were far-reaching as models within the South Slavic 
region. This was true in two relevant ways. First, they developed local 
varieties or vernaculars that provided the configuration of the language 
structure or, in other words, its inherent organization, both grammatical 
and lexical. Second, they provided local linguistic communities with 
models for functions that a language (especially a literary language) 
should fulfill. 

In the second part of the paper I briefly discuss the positions of 
three prominent individuals who lived at the turn of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. These dignitaries were Maksimilijan Vrhovec, the 
archbishop of Zagreb, Jernej Kopitar, a Slovenian philologist and impe-
rial censor in Vienna, and Vuk Stefanović Karadžić, a Serbian folklorist, 
philologist, and reformer of the Serbian language. Alongside some other 
notable personalities (especially Ljudevit Gaj on the Croatian side and 
France Prešeren on the Slovenian), they played a crucial role in the 
decisions relevant for the final formation of the respective literary and 
standard languages. I analyze their positions because they framed not 
only the individual languages, but also their mutual relations and the 
overall cultural dynamics and cultural space they comprise even today. 

Dignitas and Norm in the South Slavic Language Question

The basis of what I label the “language question” (following Picchio),6 
is the same for regions under the jurisdiction of the Roman Catholic 
Church and the Orthodox Church. But one should not neglect the per-
tinent discrepancy in answering relevant questions within these discrete 
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domains. It seems important to stress that the answers offered should 
be viewed only as the end points of cultures built around highly distinct 
views of what it means to have a common language and how one should 
treat this language. In this respect, the two underlying controversies that 
mediated all language choices in Europe from Renaissance Humanism 
up to the turn from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century, were the 
following (again from Picchio): 

(1) Which linguistic medium should become the official and/or liter-
ary language of a particular linguistic community? Should this be 
the language of the community itself or some other language? If the 
community decides to choose its own language, should officials 
and writers also use it, or should they use some other language, 
one that was already granted the status of an exponent of religious, 
philosophical and political model?

(2) If a local linguistic heritage becomes the basis for an official and/
or literary language, which part of it should become generally 
accepted, and which part should be abandoned as inappropriate?

These questions correspond to humanistic conceptions of dignitas and 
norm.7 The dignitas of a particular language depends on the degree of 
its refinement and expressive range (script, orthography, arrangement 
or systematization of grammar and lexicon), but also on the acceptance 
of this language in intellectual circles (both within and outside of the 
community of speakers of this language). The norm is connected with 
the authority of classical languages and the degree of imitation of exist-
ing models, such as paradigmatic structures of classical languages. 

The questions of dignitas and norm, as well as of the relationship 
between sacred and vernacular languages, were raised already in one of 
the most provocative sociolinguistic texts of its time, Dante Alighieri’s 
essay De vulgari eloquentia (On eloquence in the vernacular), which 
was completed between 1303 and 1306, but never published.8 Although 
written in Latin, Dante’s choice of an unusual topic, the vernacular, 
and especially his reflection on it, in which he granted the vernacular 
the same dignity as Latin, started an entirely new era in thinking about 
languages, their roles and potentials. Namely, Dante was the first to 
philosophically examine the concepts of dignitas and norm. His trea-
tise gained exceptional recognition in educated circles and became 
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immensely important. The reason for such an instant reaction was that 
compliance with these two concepts was seen as a prerequisite for a 
language to enter the sphere of classical literary languages. 

As already mentioned, the status of Latin in relation to the vernac-
ulars in regions under the jurisdiction of the Roman Catholic Church 
was different from the status of (Old) Church Slavonic in regions under 
the jurisdiction of the Serbian Orthodox Church. Despite the fact that 
both languages were super-ethnic and classical, there were also striking 
differences between them. This differentiation is most visible in their 
respective statuses and norms/corpuses9 within the language commu-
nities they served. It is precisely these differences that significantly 
influenced the literary languages arising from the vernaculars modeled 
after them. 

For centuries Latin served as a superethnic instrument of communi-
cation, less as a language of everyday life, and much more as a language 
that was the medium not only for Antique literature and science, but 
also for their contemporary analogues.10 As such, already during the 
High Middle Ages and especially into the Renaissance and the Age of 
Discovery, Latin was the symbol of intellectual fraternity across Europe. 
It did not belong to anybody in particular, because it did not belong 
to any specific spoken language community. Therefore, I characterize 
it as “no one’s” language. As such, Latin represented the universal 
language that was equally “foreign” to all participants in the cultures 
where it enjoyed a prestigious status. From this point of view, Latin was 
the same for all of them. Although it had the aura of an “intellectual” 
language that had acquired its status from a substantial body of classi-
cal literature, in reality it was not the same for all members of society. 
Nonetheless, Latin represented an ideal model and an example for the 
standardization of vernaculars that started to be compared to its classic 
status and its norms. The status of Latin was confirmed by the fact that 
it was one of the sacred languages into which the Bible was translated, 
and the language of a substantial body of classical literature. Moreover, 
Latin proved its historic resilience as one of the operative languages in 
broad regions around Europe for centuries. Latin was rightfully treated 
as a global and public language not only because of these facts, but 
also because it was the language of secular literature (and literacy) in 
addition to serving as an ecclesiastic language. For my analysis here it is 
particularly important to notice that Latin was inseparably intertwined 
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with education throughout the history of Europe in a way that, until 
recently, no other language had ever been. For centuries before the 
Renaissance, which brought the rise in its importance as a model for 
promoting vernaculars into literary languages, Latin had been seen as 
universal medium of expression for the educated. At the same time, of 
course, it was an insurmountable obstacle for the uneducated. 

The status of (Old) Church Slavonic was quite different. To begin 
with, it was based on a familiar (South) Slavic dialectal base or substra-
tum. Therefore its basic lexicon and grammar were close to the vernac-
ulars spoken within the communities where it was used. Consequently, 
(Old) Church Slavonic belonged to all who participated in the culture 
that inherited the tradition of this language as the first Slavic literary 
language. Accordingly, for long centuries after its classical period, it 
was intelligible to ordinary speakers of Slavic languages without extra 
learning or special education. In this sense, we can label it “everyone’s” 
language.11 Most often, especially in the South Slavic region, the people 
considered Church Slavonic to be “their own language.” 

As is well known, in the course of its existence, Church Slavonic 
had been adapted to the vernaculars of the areas where it was used. 
These adaptations were used as the liturgical language in all Orthodox 
countries north of the Mediterranean region during the Middle Ages.12 
For that reason, Church Slavonic was less and less a model for the liter-
ary language and more and more a hybrid language, although it never 
became a vernacular. Because of its character, it represented a type of 
bridge between the vernacular and the language created to be used in 
books. This was a positive factor in establishing a direct relationship 
between the people and the written language. At the same time it was a 
negative factor: the very same fact was a barrier to the formation of lit-
erary languages based on the individual vernaculars, because it seemed 
that there was no need for them. 

An additional obstacle was, of course, present in the Orthodox 
way of thinking where any changes to the form of the liturgy were 
inconceivable.13 Furthermore, Church Slavonic was not a global, but 
rather a local, or, more precisely, a localized Slavic language. Finally, 
although Church Slavonic also had to be learned, education, including 
language education, was perceived differently within the jurisdiction of 
Slavia Orthodoxa than within the jurisdiction of Slavia Romana. The 
making of an educated man within Slavia Orthodoxa was a private, local, 
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and in some cases even a family matter, while within Slavia Romana 
it was a matter of systematic schooling and worldliness. There are at 
least two obvious reasons for this divergence. First, Church Slavonic 
was considered the highest possible stylization and codification of a 
(South) Slavic dialect that was clearly similar to the speech of those 
who learned it. Second, the already mentioned Orthodox system of 
thinking identified Orthodoxy with an unbroken tradition of correct 
belief, as well as with an unbroken tradition of correct writing. This is 
the reason why the Serbian Orthodox Church, in full compliance with 
the Orthodox system of values, kept the people under their jurisdiction 
within a medieval scheme of thinking, in which following the existing 
textual and linguistic models was the predominant strategy until the 
end of the eighteenth century. For that reason the mere knowledge of 
reading and writing was seen as sufficient education to participate in 
transmitting the word of God, particularly in the regions and during 
the periods under Ottoman rule.14

Along with all that has already been said— which is directly linked 
to the fate of languages within the jurisdiction of Slavia Romana and 
Slavia Orthodoxa—one also needs to keep in mind the essential divide 
between the two branches of Christianity in the way they viewed the 
South Slavic lands, and especially the dissemination of their worldviews 
and ideas. The Roman Catholic Church, as the universal church, per-
ceived the South Slavic lands as territory for its missionary work and 
potentially as a territory where adherents of other faiths (members of 
different religions and heretics) could be converted to Catholicism. To 
this end, the Roman Catholic Church and its leaders were involved in 
regulating the statuses and the corpuses of vernaculars from the very 
beginning. The most prominent measure was promoting a single unified 
language which could be used for the propagation of western Chris-
tianity in the entire South Slavic region, as far east as Constantinople. 
The attempts of the Jesuits and the Congregation for the Propagation 
of the Faith proceeded along the same lines, both in an organizational 
as well as in a practical linguistic sense.15 

The autocephalous Serbian Orthodox Church inherited the prerog-
atives of preserving the faith and the language, as well as its nation-build-
ing ideology, from the medieval Nemanjić dynasty. During the entire 
period under Ottoman rule (which granted the Serbian Orthodox 
Church special guarantees of its rights) and later, within the framework 



460 peti-stantić

of the Habsburg Empire after the great migration of the Serbs (1690), the 
Serbian Orthodox Church was interested in the preservation of Ortho-
doxy, correct belief, and correct writing (orthography). This perspective 
lasted until the point when the conditions and the hierarchy of values in 
Serbian society underwent fundamental changes with the development 
of a bourgeois culture towards the end of the eighteenth century. With 
its inclusion into the Romantic European mainstream, the development 
of this new bourgeois culture led to the establishment of the prestige 
of the vernacular, which until that time was an almost exclusively spo-
ken language. The Serbian Orthodox Church in its protonational(ist) 
context should therefore be treated as an institution that maintained 
its mission of preserving the identity of its people and language. The 
Church structure remained medieval over many centuries. It viewed 
Church Slavonic as the language of the people, although no one outside 
of the ecclesiastic context used this language as a vernacular.

Base and/or Superstructure

In what follows I discuss the status and corpus of literary languages 
in the South Slavic region at the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
especially the status of the choices made. I argue that the hierarchy of 
the base and superstructure should be taken as a primary criterion and a 
relevant point of departure for determining the quantity and the quality, 
as well as the pace and the depth, of standardization processes in these 
languages. This is especially relevant if one wants to compare them to 
their pre-standardized variants, because the fundamental question of 
the relationship between the base and the superstructure most directly 
impinges on the understanding of the (dialectal) base.16 However natural 
it may seem that there should be a common base for the formation of 
a standard language, given the dialect variability in many geographical 
areas, cooperation was always a relative concept, especially in the South 
Slavic region. For that reason I have to stress that the base and super-
structure have had to be negotiated at all times, both during the long 
shared history of the South Slavic lands and today, in relation to the 
internal context of each language, as well as in the relation of the base 
and superstructure of one language to another.17

Both the base and the superstructure are necessary building blocks 
of a standard or literary language. The difference between them follows 
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from the fact that the scope of the base, or more precisely, dialectal base, 
extends only to phonology, morphology, basic syntax, and the basic 
lexicon. Dialectal continuum, in terms of the base, ties the language 
to its geography, while only the superstructure allows the language to 
transcend spatial and temporal boundaries. The base is given and the 
superstructure is consciously developed. The base resembles natural 
building blocks and the superstructure resembles complex architec-
ture. For all these reasons, a superstructure generally does not emerge 
suddenly, but develops over the course of a long period during which 
it must become accepted as a pertinent intellectual contour of a given 
language, which is not the case with the dialectal base or an organic 
idiom. By now it should be obvious that there is a hierarchical rela-
tionship between the base and the superstructure. The base comes 
first, and the superstructure follows. The base can be seen as “natural,” 
while the superstructure develops and has to be learned. The base has 
its limitations, which follow the functional limitations of the real-life 
situations that it serves, and the superstructure develops only when the 
need for more abstract communication arises, which needs to cross the 
boundaries of the local. This hierarchical liaison, to my knowledge, has 
not been thoroughly analyzed in sociolinguistic literature, although it is 
at the foundation of the very definition of a literary language. 

All of the aforementioned points can be clearly seen if we exam-
ine the situation in the Slovenian lands during the Reformation. Until 
recently, it was still possible to read assertions that Primož Trubar 
created the Slovenian literary language abruptly, with no known pre-
decessors. There should be no doubt that Trubar was conscious of the 
necessity to advance the language of the people so that this language 
could suit the literary needs of his time. As an organizer of literary 
and cultural activities, as well as a person who was himself capable of 
contributing to the translation of relevant texts into the language of the 
people, he did more than almost anyone else in the South Slavic region 
had done for many centuries. However, it is true that neither he, nor 
his contemporaries Dalmatin, Krelj, and Megiser, would have been able 
to produce so many texts in the Slovenian language if there had been 
no tradition that they could build on, if there had been no Slovenian 
ecclesiastic terminology that they followed, and if there had been no 
minimal cultural-civilizational superstructure that they continued to 
expand.

While the sixteenth century Slovenian example can serve as a dis-
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tant moment in history, a superb illustration of the hypothesis about the 
hierarchical relationship between the base and the superstructure comes 
from the final phase of the formation of the Croatian and Serbian literary 
languages. Without taking into consideration the cultural-civilizational 
superstructure as a relevant factor of their standardization, one might 
easily conclude that they were shaped from the very same substance. 
However, Croatian and Serbian represent the same language variety 
only from a dialectological perspective, which is, as we have shown 
elsewhere, fairly insignificant for the final stage of their standardiza-
tion.18 From the perspective of the process itself, the Croatian and the 
Serbian contexts were markedly different, as described in the first part 
of this paper. Although prominent intellectuals and players in the stan-
dardization game in the South Slavic lands in the nineteenth century 
were aware of these differences, none of them seriously attempted to 
reconcile them in the process of common standardization. The result, 
in turn, caused dissatisfaction on both sides, although this was more 
vocally expressed by the Croats. This failure was a source of conflict 
and division that began almost immediately after the formation of a 
common standard language.

I believe that the power of intellectuals, who are the originators 
of ideas (in this case, ideas that greatly influenced sentiments in the 
Croatian and Serbian language communities), is much stronger than 
the power of implementers who directly regulate language ecology 
by their actions. Three outstanding forerunners must be singled out: 
Maksimilijan Vrhovec, the archbishop of Zagreb and the central figure 
of Croatian cultural and political life in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century; Jernej Kopitar, a Slovenian philologist and imperial 
censor in Vienna, who played a background, but crucial role in Serbian 
language reform; and Vuk Stefanović Karadžić, a Serbian folklorist and 
philologist, reformer of the Serbian language. Vrhovec was one of the 
ideological architects of the Croatian national revival, Kopitar was a 
political supporter of Austroslavism, a doctrine that sought the unity 
of Slavic peoples within the Austrian Empire, and Karadžić was, as is 
well known, a vociferous advocate of the maxim “write as you speak and 
read as it is written,” which not only influenced his ideas for Serbian 
spelling, but also the very idea of the Serbian literary language. 

The sources I have analyzed suggest that all three of these figures 
were to a certain degree aware of the distinction between the base and 
the superstructure, but disagreed in their views of the relationship 
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between them. It is interesting to note that the elaboration of what mat-
ters in language standardization in their programs was primarily shaped 
by their extremely different political positions. The common ground 
for all three was German Romantic ideology. The point of differentia-
tion was their interpretation of current political and cultural contexts 
and their own actions within it. Since the standardization processes in 
the Croatian and Serbian language communities developed separately 
under different circumstances practically until the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, the corpora on which Vrhovec and Karadžić could 
rely were also completely different.

b

Maksimilijan Vrhovec (1752–1827) was not primarily a man involved in 
philological or linguistic matters. He was a man of intellect and action 
interested in helping to solve the language question. To this end, he 
wrote one of the most important programmatic texts of the Illyrian 
movement in Croatia. This was the call “to the spiritual shepherds of 
his archdiocese” written as early as 1813, directed towards collecting 
sources in the vernacular.19 The call was republished ten years after 
his death in 1837 in Danica Ilirska. Originally written in Latin, the 
version in Danica was translated into what was called Illyrian then and 
published bilingually, in Latin and in an emerging Croatian literary 
standard language. The focus of this lengthy treatise was to provide 
guidelines for the evaluation of the predecessors and for the restoration 
(or fortification) of the language standardization model. Vrhovec empha-
sizes four relevant sources of the literary language: (1) folk/oral poems; 
(2) “collections of special words”—that is, dictionaries and published 
collections of words such as lexicons, but also school books and sermon 
books; (3) norms of conventional usage; and (4) the authority of great 
writers. In his view, all of these sources are necessary for the success of 
the model he advocates. He explicitly asserts that the norm is mediated 
through literature and usage, and says that folk/peasant language cannot 
serve as a model, but can only be the guardian of the tradition.20

Vrhovec’s discussion includes the notion of language use; that is, the 
generally accepted unwritten norms of usage, which he terms general 
custom (obći običaj), as well as the notion of the literary authority of 
good writers, although he does not mention any by name. Focusing 
on functionality and communicative needs, Vrhovec does not believe 
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that the common people always speak correctly or that they should be 
deferred to in all matters; rather he considers them the guardians of tra-
dition and explicitly refers to them as such. Thus, unlike Karadžić only 
a few years later, Vrhovec does not consider the people as the model, 
but rather as the transmitters of tradition from generation to generation, 
and the guardians of specific linguistic traits in the community. He says 
that the purity, richness and beauty (Romantic concepts par excellence) 
of any vernacular are primarily governed by general custom (i.e. usage), 
in the very same breath mentioning the authority of writers who were 
conscious of their own language (the Latin auctoritas was translated as 
“power” in the Illyrian text). Overall, Vrhovec does not highlight one 
principle over the other, asserting that both should be taken as central.

b

Jernej Kopitar (1780–1844) was a Slovenian philologist, mostly known 
in Slovenia as a member of Žiga Zois’s literary circle in Ljubljana, where 
he wrote his Slovenian grammar in 1808. Within the South Slavic lands, 
he is famous primarily for being an organizer and host of cultural events 
in Vienna, where he lived from 1809 on. After finishing his grammar 
(Grammatik der Slavischen Sprache in Krain, Kärnten und Steyemark), 
Kopitar moved to Vienna, where he started studying law. At the uni-
versity he became interested in the comparative analysis of the Slavic 
languages and, after he secured a position as librarian in the Vienna 
Court Library, he devoted all his later life to the investigation of old 
Slavic texts and Slavic philology. Shortly after his transfer to Vienna, 
Kopitar became one of the most prominent intellectuals in Viennese 
literary circles. Recognized both by his contemporaries as well as by 
the Habsburg administration, he was elected the chief censor for books 
written in Slavic languages and Modern Greek. Kopitar’s reputation 
and influence brought him numerous notable friends, including Jakob 
Grimm, one of the greatest intellectuals of nineteenth-century Europe. 
In 1836, Grimm, speaking of Kopitar’s personality and scholarly great-
ness, called him “monstrum scientiarum” and “der Gelehrte, der allen 
heutigen Slawisten vorangeht.” This already says a great deal about 
how Kopitar was perceived among the members of the intellectual elite 
of his time. 

One can learn most about Kopitar’s views on languages and lit-
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erary languages from his various works, especially from his letters to 
contemporaries, including Vrhovec, Gaj, Karadžić and Dobrovský. 
In 1822, writing in the Jahrbücher der Literatur about Dobrovský’s 
Institutiones linguae slavicae dialecti veteris (1822), Kopitar used the 
opportunity to introduce his own division of the South Slavic languages 
in which he recognized only three South Slavic dialects: “Bulgarisch, 
Serbisch (Illyrisch), und Slowenisch.” From this source, as well as from 
others of his letters, one can easily gather that Kopitar did not consider 
the Croats to be an ethnic community in the contemporary sense,21 
because Kajkavian Croats in his view belonged to the Slovenian ethnic 
community and Štokavian Croats to the Serbian ethnic community.22 
Only Čakavian Croats could be taken as being indigenously Croatian, 
but since the number of Čakavian speakers was strikingly low compared 
to the other two groups, Čakavian was regarded to be irrelevant. 

Although Kopitar was educated and acquainted with the most 
relevant sociolinguistic notions, well beyond the norm for his time, 
his intellectual journey was greatly influenced by his belief in objective 
natural sciences (in which the only legitimate language was the most 
natural one, the language of the people) and by his political views (nota-
bly Austroslavism and the Carantania-Pannonia theory). It is therefore 
reasonable to conclude that his growth as part of the Zois circle and his 
position in Vienna led to his rejection of the Illyrian movement as well as 
of Ljudevit Gaj’s attempt to create a common South Slavic orthographic 
and linguistic standard. 

It is interesting to note that Kopitar’s opponents in his homeland 
(Čop and Prešeren in Ljubljana), as well as his opponents in the imme-
diate neighborhood of his homeland (Gaj in Zagreb), held the same 
positions, favoring the marriage of the vernacular of the ordinary people 
and the language of educated writers. Kopitar’s education, as well as his 
worldview and his way of reasoning, relied on the natural sciences. He 
respected positivist scientific views that one might also call Herderian, 
which establish the relationship between the language and the “spirit 
of the people” in such a way that only those elements rooted in organic 
reality had to be taken into account in the process of the formation of a 
literary language, and everything that reflected cultural influence should 
be ignored. For that reason misunderstandings with his contemporaries 
arose primarily because of a different understanding of culture and 
tradition. Kopitar advocated a “perfected/sophisticated language of 
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the people” (“poplemeniteni ljudski jezik”), although he was not ready 
to accept it in Prešeren’s or in Gaj’s version, which opted for a liter-
ary language that “opens the source of the magnificent oral songs and 
invaluable treasure of more than forty excellent writers from Dubrovnik, 
which is our Athens and ancient tradition, which we naturally claim as 
ours.” Nonetheless, his views brought him close to Karadžić.

b

The more one learns about the predecessors23 of Vuk Stefanović 
Karadžić (1787–1864) and about the circumstances of his life, the clearer 
it becomes that he was the implementer of Kopitar’s language model, 
which largely corresponded with his own views. 

Vuk was a relative of Jevta Savić Čotrić, the only literate person in 
the broader region at the time, who taught him how to read and write. 
Since there was no regular schooling in Serbia then, Vuk continued 
his education in the Monastery of Tronoša in Loznica. As a nineteen-
year-old, he tried to enroll in a gymnasium in Sremski Karlovci, but was 
not accepted there. Dositej Obradović, whom he asked for help, also 
dismissed him. He finally found his way to Vienna in 1813, where he met 
Kopitar, who introduced him to the members of his intellectual circle, 
including Jakob Grimm. Kopitar encouraged Karadžić to collect folk 
poems and stories and to write a grammar and dictionary of the popular 
Serbian language. By fulfilling all that Kopitar planned for him, Karadžić 
became known as the “father of the modern Serbian language,” the one 
who established the Serbian literary language by distancing it from 
Russo-Slavic and Slavo-Serbian, bringing it instead closer to the speech 
of everyday people, especially to the dialect of eastern Herzegovina, 
which was his mother tongue. 

Most of Karadžić’s works were banned in Serbia and Austria during 
the rule of Prince Miloš Obrenović, partly because of his political views, 
and partly because the Serbian Orthodox Church was not ready to 
accept his linguistic model or the orthographic innovations he pro-
posed, such as the simplification of the Cyrillic alphabet. His linguistic 
model was congruous with Kopitar’s model, and looked to the language 
of the uneducated as the ideal language. However, it should be noted 
that, despite his advocacy of the pure and natural language of the people, 
an analysis of the preface to Karadžić’s famed dictionary, in which he 
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wanted to explain the concept and the main ideas of his work, shows 
that he had to use over twenty words not found in the dictionary itself. 
This demonstrates only that a concept is one thing, and real use in an 
intellectual context quite another.

The Rule of One

Among the three figures discussed here, Jernej Kopitar should have 
been best able to bridge the gap between differing conceptions of the 
literary language, as well as between different dialectal bases in the dia-
lectal continuum. One can imagine that this should be true because of 
his education, but also because of the important position in the Austro- 
Hungarian hierarchy that he held for many years. This position brought 
him the power to decide and to influence. This is true if we compare 
him with Maksimilijan Vrhovec and Vuk Stefanović Karadžić, but most 
probably also if we compare him with all the notable individuals who 
participated in the cultural life of the South Slavic region at that time. 

However, Kopitar’s endeavors and his influence went exactly in the 
opposite direction. His education and his position in Vienna and among 
the educated romanticists of his time did not allow him to advocate a 
literary language that would achieve an equilibrium between the base 
and the superstructure, because this would mean that he went against 
the predominant views and ideas of his time. The romanticist devotion 
to naturalness and the pure spirit of the nation was much too strong and 
he chose his side. As a consequence, this led to a deepening of divisions 
among languages in South Slavic region instead of reconciliation. 

In the end I want to point out that the disregard for relevant insights 
and an unwillingness to negotiate in language standardization processes 
in South Slavic lands prompted the establishment of a project that was 
doomed to failure from the very beginning. One of the visible signs of the 
abandonment of the unification of the Croatian and Serbian languages 
and language concepts after these primary players in the standardization 
process of modern languages departed the stage was the establishment 
of two scientific academies. The first one, the Yugoslav Academy of 
Sciences and Arts, was established in Zagreb in 1861 and legally sanc-
tioned in 1966, while the second one, the Serbian Academy of Sciences 
and Arts, was founded by law (as the Serbian Royal Academy) in 1886. 
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Although the Zagreb academy kept its name for more than 100 years, 
becoming the Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts only in 1991, these 
two institutions for the greater part of their histories pursued distinct, 
mostly opposing views on language and national identity. This is just 
one of the explicit signs that the literary and/or standard languages are 
imagined in the same way as the communities they serve. For that reason 
their statuses and corpuses were repeatedly redesigned throughout 
history, as they continue to be redesigned today. 

Notes

1. We can decide to refer to this region throughout its history as the Croatian 
lands, keeping in mind the interchangeable and fluid character of its 
borders. We can also decide to call it the Central South Slavic region, as 
well to as use any other designation that suits our views.

2. This conceptual and terminological pair has been used in Slavic studies 
since Picchio’s seminal paper, in which he introduced the ideas of Sla-
via Romana and Slavia Orthodoxa for the first time. Riccardo Picchio, 
“Guidelines for a Comparative Study of the Language Question among 
the Slavs,” in Aspects of the Slavic Language Question, ed. Riccardo Pic-
chio and Harvey Goldblatt (New Haven: Yale Concilium on International 
and Area Studies, 1984), 1:1–18. Picchio also set the ground for analyzing 
the principal differences between these two domains. In some of his 
subsequent works he further clarified his theoretical positions and his 
concepts, expanding his views by a detailed discussion of the close ties 
between ecclesiastic cultures and the language communities (broadly 
understood) that belonged to them. See Riccardo Picchio, Slavia Ortho-
doxa: Literatura i iazyk, ed. M. M. Sokol´skaia, Studia Philologica (Mos-
cow: Znak, 2003). 

3. See Peter Auer, “Europe’s Sociolinguistic Unity, or: A Typology of 
European Dialect/Standard Constellations,” in Perspectives on Variation: 
Sociolinguistic, Historical, Comparative, ed. Nicole Delbecque, Johan 
van der Auwera, and Dirk Geeraerts (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2005), 7–42; 
and Adriano Murelli, Relative Constructions in European Non-Standard 
Varieties (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011). 

4. The base, in my understanding, refers primarily to a dialectal base or 
an organic idiom. The superstructure is the intellectual extension of 
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this base, both in the augmentation of the lexicon and more complex 
grammatical structure. 

5. The Slovenian situation is somewhat complicated by the influence of the 
Reformation and Counterreformation in the Slovenian lands.

6. Picchio, “Guidelines for a Comparative Study of the Language Question 
among the Slavs.”

7. Dignitas is an especially important concept, because, as we read in Ass-
man, “in pre-modern times, this was a term that referred to the super-
human institution of divine and eternal kingship with which the acting 
king was endowed during his lifetime. In the time of renaissance, the term 
dignitas was applied to the human dimension; this time, however, not 
in the religious sense of affirming the basic sameness of God’s creatures 
but in the secular sense of highlighting qualities and achievements of 
particular human excellence.” Aleida Assman, “Liminal Anthropology in 
Shakespeare’s Plays,” In Humankinds: The Renaissance and Its Anthro-
pologies, eds. Andreas Höfele and Stephan Laqué, 21–40 (Berlin: Walter 
de Gruyter, 2011), 36.

8. The full text in English can be accessed at  http://www.danteonline.it/
english/opere.asp?idope=3&idlang=UK.

9. Although the concepts of the norm and the corpus are not entirely inter-
changeable, both of them fit well in the picture I argue for. 

10. For more on how Latin was used, see J. N. Adams, The Regional Diver-
sification of Latin 200 BC–AC 600 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007).

11. As always, when speaking of languages being understood by speakers 
other than the native ones (for OCS, as for Latin, there were no native 
speakers at that time), one has to keep in mind that the levels of under-
standing are somewhat fluid and related to social and individual variables. 

12. Researchers treat documents differently, but most would agree that there 
are at least Moravian, Bulgarian, Macedonian, Russian, Serbian, and later 
Middle Bulgarian, Croatian, and Bosnian recensions. For more informa-
tion, see Sebastian Nordhoff, Harald Hammarström, Robert Forkel, and 
Martin Haspelmath, eds. “Church Slavic,” in Glottolog (Leipzig: Max 
Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, 2013); Dmitrij Čiževskij,  
Comparative History of Slavic Literatures, trans. Richard Noel Porter 
and Martin P. Rice ([Nashville]: Vanderbilt University Press, 1971); and 
Georg Holzer, “Die Einheitlichkeit des Slavischen um 600 n. Chr. und 
ihr Zerfall,” Wiener Slavistisches Jahrbuch 41 (1995): 55–89. 
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13. This can already be seen in the very name, which stems from Greek 
orthos + doxa, meaning ‘correct opinion’, but more than that in the often 
repeated views that, within the Orthodox Church, there is an unbroken 
connection to the faith, doctrine and practices of the ancient Christian 
church. For more on this, especially for the South Slavic lands, see László 
Hadrovics, Srpski narod i njegova crkva pod turskom vlašću (Zagreb: 
Globus, 2000); and Pavle Ivić, Srpski narod i njegov jezik (Belgrade: 
Srpska književna zadruga, 2001).

14. Ibid. 
15. The intellectuals from South Slavic lands who, during the Counter-Ref-

ormation, contributed the most in this respect were Bartol Kašić and 
Jakov Mikalja, as well as many others who are less well known. Bartol 
Kašić was a Jesuit clergyman and grammarian who wrote the first Croa-
tian grammar (in 1604) and translated the Bible and the Roman Rite into 
Croatian. Jakov Mikalja, or Giacomo Micaglia, was an Italian linguist and 
lexicographer of Slavic ancestry who referred to himself as “an Italian of 
Slavic language” and who, after he was sent to the Republic of Ragusa 
(Dubrovnik), taught grammar at the Jesuit College there. In Dubrovnik 
he wrote his Latin Grammar for Illyrian Students and a few years later, 
as a Jesuit project, his monumental Thesaurus of the Slovinian Language 
and Slovinian Dictionary (Where Croatian Words Are Translated into 
Italian and Latin, which was printed in Ancona in 1651.

16. Standard or literary languages can be based on organic local idioms (of 
whatever type), on the most prestigious spoken or written varieties in 
a particular region or, rarely, on a mixture of several dialectal varieties 
chosen to bridge the differences on the ground. The most common 
situation among standard languages of the world is for an organic local 
idiom, primarily an oral one, to be chosen as a base, upon which a (cul-
tural-civilizational) superstructure, which is mainly written, is later built.

17. For more about this, and especially about the relationship between Cro-
atian and Serbian as exemplars of Slavia Romana and Slavia Orthodoxa, 
see: Anita Peti-Stantić, Jezik naš i/ili njihov: Vježbe iz poredbene povijesti 
južnoslavenskih standardizacijskih procesa (Zagreb: Srednja Europa, 
2008); and Keith Langston and Anita Peti-Stantić, Language Planning 
and National Identity in Croatia ([Basingstoke]: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2014).

18. Anita Peti-Stantić and Keith Langston, “Borderlands and Transborder 
Regions of the Croatian Language: How Far Back in History Is Enough?” 
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in The Palgrave Handbook of Slavic Languages, Identities and Borders, 
ed. Tomasz Kamusella, Motoki Nomachi, and Catherine Gibson (Bas-
ingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2016), 309–29.

19. It is interesting to notice that Vrhovec and Jernej Kopitar exchanged 
letters with each other exactly around the time that Vrhovec wrote his 
call.

20. A more detailed analysis of the original text is available in Langston and 
Peti-Stantić, Language Planning and National Identity in Croatia, 84ff. 

21. He indirectly did so already in his Slovnica from 1808, and then persisted 
in this view until his death.

22. To the best of my knowledge, he expressed these views for the first time 
publicly and explicitly in a letter to his mentor and patron Žiga Zois 
on 18 October 1809, when he said that the provincial Croat is in fact a 
Slovenian according to history and grammar.

23. See more in Langston and Peti-Stantić, Language Planning and National 
Identity in Croatia, 399ff. 




