Language as Infrastructure
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Starting from a general working definition of infrastructure as “matter that enable

" the relationship between language and infrastruc-

the movement of other matter,
ture can be approached from several perspectives: First, language in its spoken or
written form is the basic means for exchanging information. As such, it enables in-
dividuals among many other things to pass on knowledge to others or to organize
collaborative action which would be hard to achieve without language. Thus, lan-
guage itself represents an infrastructure par excellence that paves the way for com-
munication among human beings. Second, as any other form of infrastructure, lan-
guages are to a certain extent consciously constructed by the members of respective
communities. Communities undertake numerous actions to take care of their lan-
guage or to maintain it. These efforts manifest themselves in language planning or
other forms of language policy. Third, languages interact dynamically with their en-
vironment, be it other languages or their own speakers coming from various social
or regional backgrounds. This leads to language change or the emergence of social
(“slang”) and regional varieties (“dialects”) of a language. However, language change
may be driven not only by external sources, but also stipulated by internal processes
like analogical levelling of irregular forms or other types of language-internal de-
velopmental dynamics related to language typology (e.g. the development of defi-
nite and indefinite articles in languages from demonstrative pronouns or numer-
als). Fourth, language overlaps with classically understood material infrastructures:
Information signs indicating directions of travel, place/street names, names of in-
stitutions, warnings or advertisements crucially build on language. Visible language
on public signs does not only facilitate perception of material infrastructures, but
can also function as an index of representation and power of different parts of the
inhabitants of this city/district etc.

In this essay we elaborate more on three of the above- mentioned aspects of lan-
guage as infrastructure. We start from language as a basic infrastructure for com-
munication itself and the relationship between its different forms of existence (oral

1 Brian Larkin, “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure,” Annual Review of Anthropology 42, no.
1(2013): 329, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-092412-155522.
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Section Il: Infrastructures and Communication

vs. written language), then turn to a discussion of measures undertaken by the re-
spective communities to develop and maintain languages as common infrastruc-
ture, and close with issues regarding the role of language on material infrastruc-
tures in contexts of marginalization and struggles of representation by linguistic
minorities. By doing so, we try to apply the notion of “infrastructure” as an analytical
tool and organizing concept that provides a way for crossing disciplinary boundaries
within linguistics and to counterbalance tendencies towards a separate analysis of
systemic and social aspects of language.

From Biology to Oral and Written Forms of Language

The production of language as the most widely used medium of communication
and information exchange crucially depends on the physiological infrastructure
of the human body: Speech sounds are produced through the manipulation of the
pulmonal airflow by means of articulators in the larynx (vocal folds), the velum,
the tongue and the lips.” The resulting acoustic signals are in turn perceptually
and cognitively decoded by the listener through the perceptual apparatus (organs
of the outer, middle and inner ear) organ and neuronal processes in the brain’:
“Language processing consists of a complex and nested set of subroutines to get
from sound to meaning (in comprehension) or meaning to sound (in production),
with remarkable speed and accuracy.” While oral forms of language fulfil the basic
function of an infrastructure for exchanging information and represent the basis of
natural language transmission from one generation to the next, many communities
have developed a special infrastructure to fix the elusive nature of oral language use
by inventing writing systems.

Building on a system of written signs that either iconically represent the con-
cepts denoted (cf. Egyptian hieroglyphics) or symbolically map units of sound (syl-
lables, individual phonemes) onto graphical units (letters), the invention of writ-
ing systems has made it possible to extend the infrastructural potential of language
by allowing communication across distances and times. Further, a writing system
lends power to the oral language that is encoded. Not surprisingly, one typical dis-
tinction between a dialect and a standard language is that the latter has a codified
writing system. Writing systems not only allow communication across space and
time, but they are also able to reach a large range of people (pupils) that are initiated

2 Bernd Pompino-Marschall, Einfiihrung in die Phonetik (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2009).

3 Anne Cutler, Native Listening (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2012).

4 Peter Hagoort and David Poeppel, “The Infrastructure of the Language-Ready Brain,” in Lan-
guage, Music, and the Brain, ed. Michael A. Arbib (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2013), 233, https://do
i.org/10.7551/mitpress/9780262018104.003.0009.
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in its use. Germany is a country with a diverse set of historically derived dialects,
but the Standard German writing system is quite distinct from the oral systems
used in different dialectal areas. Due to its high prestige, its use in media (radio,
TV), and possibly the availability of natural language processing devices (transla-
tion, automatic speech recognition, dictation systems), Standard German is on its
way to replace the dialectal variants. Proll even argues that “Standard German is in
the process of becoming a nativized variety of German after centuries without na-
tive speakers.” If this was the case, then the tension between Standard and regional
varieties is predicted to decrease. However, from our research on the development
of children’s lexical representations, we know that parents do speak regional vari-
eties, in particular in more rural areas.® Once the standard is acquired, the standard
becomes an infrastructure as self-evident to the language user as the regional vari-
ants in the generation before. The situation in Germany is not unique and is found
in many European countries (e.g. Italy, the Czech Republic).

Language Policy and the Struggle for a Unified
vs. Diversified Linguistic Infrastructure

Standard varieties are taught in schools, by authorities that enforce it.” This power
differential can lead to defiant reactions and to the formation of groups that vio-
late the rules on purpose. Examples are the development of youth language, soci-
olects (e.g. Kiezdeutsch) or the resurrection of dialects (e.g. “Forderverein bairische
Sprache und Dialekte e. V.,” http://fbsd.de). This goes together with an increase in
heterogeneity and individualism and more identification with the local community
orregion than with the wider society of a country. The discrepancy is even more obvi-
ous in areas, in which local community languages were systematically disfavoured.
There are many examples in the literature, the most recent being the reduction of

5 Simon Proll, “Die Nativierung Des Standarddeutschen. Mikrotypologische Evidenz fiir supra-
segmentalen Wandel,” Zeitschrift fiir Angewandte Linguistik 2021, no. 75 (2021): 305—29, https:
//doi.org/10.1515/zfal-2021-2068, 305.

6 Bettina Braun et al., “Remote Testing of the Familiar Word Effect with Non-Dialectal and
Dialectal German-Learning 1—2-Year-Olds,” Frontiers in Psychology: Empirical Research at a Dis-
tance: New Methods for Developmental Science 12 (2022): 714363, https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.
2021.714363.

7 Lisa Fairbrother, “A Language Management Approach to Language Problems,” A Language
Management Approach to Language Problems, 2020, 1-283, https://doi.org/10.1075/wlp.7.01fai;
Vit Dovalil, “Processes of Destandardization and Demotization in the Micro-Macro Perspec-
tive,” in A Language Management Approach to Language Problems: Integrating Macro and Micro
Dimensions, eds. Goro Christoph Kimura and Lisa Fairbrother (Amsterdam: John Benjamins
Publishing Company, 2020), 177-96.
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formal education in Basque or Catalan in Spain or the abandonment of Russian
language-based education in Estonia or Latvia.®

The current debate about gender sensitive language makes the power struggle
immediately obvious: on the one hand, there are conservative language users that
learnt a particular standard grammatical system during their school time and point
out its efficiency, on the other hand, there are more progressive language users that
interpret the male forms as exclusive. That this debate is a power struggle is evident
from the emotionality with which the debate is conducted and from the suspicion
with which arguments from the other side are met. For supporters of gender sensi-
tive language, language is either seen as a means to change reality (a more inclusive
language leading to a more inclusive society) or as a means to reflect the change in
reality (from a binary gender image to less binary concepts). Critics of gender sen-
sitive language argue that the linguistic forms become more complicated, making
the language less inclusive. No matter which side one takes, it is clear that there is a
fight about a new standard, which will have winners and losers.

Inclusion is, however, not restricted to debates about gender sensitive language.
Italso applies to attempts for making linguistic diversity more visible. Due to the in-
flux of several immigration waves after World War II, including the recent waves of
refugees fleeing wars in different parts of the world (Syria, Afghanistan, Ukraine,
to mention only a few), Germany has become a linguistically diverse country. Ac-
cording to recent surveys, 27% of all inhabitants of Germany have a “migration back-
ground,” i.e., they immigrated from other countries to Germany themselves or have
atleast one parent who did so.’ Thus, they normally speak other languages than Ger-
man. While the debate regarding the integration (or rather linguistic assimilation)
of guest workers (Gastarbeiter) in Germany in the second half of the 20" century
centred around issues concerning the acquisition of German as a prerequisite for
integration into the host society and individual success on the labor market, recent
discussions also underline the benefit of being bi- or multilingual not only for the in-
dividual, but also for the host society.” This calls for measures to secure that the fol-
lowing generations can also benefit from their early acquisition of another language.
The benefits include, but are not limited to, being an asset on the job market, hav-
ing access and being part of the culture of their ancestors, thus fostering intercul-

8 Monika Wingender, “Russisch als neue Minderheitensprache im 6stlichen Europa. Die ECRM
und die Diskussion um das Russische in Nachfolgestaaten der UdSSR,” in Die Sprachpolitik des
Europarats, eds. Franz Lebsanft and Monika Wingender (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012), 165-90, ht
tps://doi.org/10.1515/9783110276695.165.

9 Statistisches Bundesamt, “Bevolkerung nach Migrationshintergrund und Geschlecht,” Statis-
tisches Bundesamt, 2022, https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Gesellschaft-Umwelt/Bevoe
Ikerung/Migration-Integration/Tabellen/liste-migrationshintergrund-geschlecht.html.

10  Cf. contributionsin Ingrid Cogolin and Ursula Neumann, eds., Streitfall Zweisprachigkeit— The
Bilingualism Controversy (Wiesbaden: VS Verlag fiir Sozialwissenschaften, 2009).
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Bettina Braun and Bernhard Brehmer: Language as Infrastructure

tural sensitivity. Maintaining individual bilingualism that arises from growing up
in families where another language than German is commonly used, requires spe-
cific efforts from the individual, their parents and close relatives, i.e., by engaging in
joint reading of books or consumption of media in the home language (especially in
early childhood), by attending community schools offering additional instruction in
the home language and aspects of the home culture etc. Language minority groups
face the problem that “their” language is mostly restricted to communication within
the family domain which serves only restricted functions. From a longitudinal per-
spective, the likelihood that the language is kept, and maybe even passed over to
the following generations, depends on the possibility to use it outside of the fam-
ily domain, i.e. it requires a certain infrastructure supporting the use of the mi-
nority language for special purposes.” Research on the concept of ethnolinguistic
vitality of minority languages stresses the importance of several extralinguistic fac-
tors that facilitate the maintenance of home (or “heritage”) languages, including the
number of speakers of the minority language in the host country, its prestige in the
host society, institutional support for the acquisition of these languages (commu-
nity schools, heritage language instruction in public schools), the range of sociolin-
guistic domains where the minority language can be used (workplace, shops, church
services, leisure activities etc.), contacts to people residing in the countries of origin
etc.'” The degree to which minority communities manage to establish a certain in-
frastructure differs considerably among the individual minority communities. Rus-
sian can be seen as an example of a linguistic minority group in Germany which
succeeded in establishing an extensive infrastructure in Germany (mostly in bigger
cities, but even in Konstanz) that facilitates Russian language maintenance to a re-
markable extent.” This infrastructure includes Russian- speaking lawyers, doctors,
grocery stores offering typical food and other items from Eastern Europe, commu-
nity schools and bilingual nursery schools, clubs organizing cultural and sport activ-
ities, church communities etc. It remains to be seen how the current war in Ukraine
and the subsequent damage of the international prestige of Russian will affect the
future development of this infrastructure, although Russian is the dominant lan-
guage for most of the refugees coming from Eastern and Southern Ukraine, which
leads to a replenishment of the Russian- speaking community in Germany.

11 Suchusage extends beyond just family small-talk, cf. Monika S. Schmid and Elise Dusseldorp,
“Quantitative Analyses in a Multivariate Study of Language Attrition: The Impact of Extralin-
guistic Factors,” Second Language Research 26, no. 1 (2010): 125—60, https://doi.org/10.1177/026
7658309337641.

12 Jorn Achterberg, Zur Vitalitdt slavischer Idiome in Deutschland (Munich: Peter Lang Internatio-
nal Academic Publishers, 2005), https://doi.org/10.3726/b12748.

13 Bernhard Brehmer, “Maintenance of Russian as Heritage Language in Germany: A Longitudi-
nal Approach,” Russian Journal of Linguistics 25, no. 4 (2021): 855-85.
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