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Castilian


Language, Power, and the Unfinished Nation

In 1080, at the Council of Burgos, a seemingly minor liturgical decision reverberated across Iberia. The Roman Church replaced the ancient Visigothic Mass with the Roman ritual, severing centuries of continuity with the peninsula’s Christian past. But this was far more than ecclesiastical protocol. The change would be performed in a new language—or rather, it would help create one. For the first time, a single form of worship would bind together the scattered kingdoms of Christian Spain, and that binding would occur through speech. Within two centuries, the rough dialect spoken in the mountainous borderlands of Burgos would become the language of conquest, law, and empire. The story of how a frontier koiné became a global lingua franca offers profound lessons about the relationship between language and statecraft, and about why some nations achieve linguistic unity while others remain forever fragmented.



The Frontier Forges a Language

The Iberian Peninsula in the early medieval period presented no inevitable linguistic future. The collapse of Roman authority had left behind a patchwork of Romance dialects, each shaped by different patterns of settlement, trade, and conquest. Along the Christian frontier facing Al-Andalus, this fragmentation was even more pronounced. The Kingdom of León preserved a conservative, Latin-influenced speech tied to its ecclesiastical institutions. Galicia maintained its own traditions, influenced by Celtic substrates. Navarre spoke its own regional form. And then there was Castile—not yet a kingdom of note, but a rough county in the mountains around Burgos, a place of movement and mixing rather than fixed hierarchy.

It was precisely this character that would prove decisive. Castilian emerged in the ninth century as something new: the speech of a mobile, militarized frontier society composed of “caballeros villanos,” peasant-knights who fought on horseback and settled newly conquered territory. Unlike the established dialects of León or Galicia, which were bound to ecclesiastical Latin and aristocratic courts that insisted on formal speech codes, Castilian had no such anchors. It was a language of necessity and practical communication, unburden by prestige norms. It simplified complex features of older Romance speech, dropped case endings faster than its neighbors, and adopted innovations that made communication across the frontier easier. It was, in short, ruthlessly pragmatic.

The phonological features that distinguished Castilian from its neighboring Romance languages reveal the stamp of this frontier dynamism. Most strikingly, Castilian underwent a unique diphthongization of short Latin vowels—the Latin “e” became “ie” (fermosus became “hermoso,” beautiful) and the Latin “o” became “ue” (morte became “muerte,” death)—a feature found in few other Romance languages. Additionally, Castilian’s distinctive pronunciation of the “ç” and later the “z” and “c” before e and i (the “theta” sound) marked a clear phonological boundary separating Castilian speech from Portuguese and Aragonese. These were not accidental variations but systematic features born from the constant need to mark boundaries, to distinguish one settlement from another, to create sonic marks of identity in a landscape of contested borders.

The “frontier effect” did more than create a distinct dialect; it created the conditions for expansion. As the Reconquista pushed southward, a massive process of Repoblación—repopulation—began. New settlements were established in conquered territory, and they were populated by speakers of many northern dialects drawn together by the promise of land and status. These new towns became zones of intense linguistic contact. Leonese speakers lived next to Navarrese speakers; Aragonese settlers mixed with those from Castile. In such environments, the principle of mutual intelligibility becomes paramount. Speakers naturally suppress their most local and complex features in favor of forms that others can understand. This process of “koinéization”—linguistic leveling—transformed Castilian from a regional dialect into something approaching a frontier lingua franca.

Toledo, conquered from the Muslims in 1085, exemplified this transformation. The city was a microcosm of medieval Iberian diversity: Muslims, Jews, and Christians coexisted in a hierarchy of power and subordination. Toledo became the first great contact zone where Castilian speakers encountered not just other Romance speakers but also Arabic speakers whose language had influenced the local Mozarabic dialect. The city’s strategic position on the Tagus River made it a node in networks of trade and communication that stretched from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic. It was in this intensely plural environment that Castilian, stripped of its most provincial features, became the lingua franca of Christian administration. When the Spanish state later chose Toledo as the site of the great School of Translators and eventually made it the cultural capital of Castile, they were recognizing what conquest had already established: Toledo was where Castilian had proven its capacity to mediate between worlds.

By the twelfth century, Castilian had begun its relentless southward march. But this expansion required erasing a linguistic layer that had endured for centuries: Mozarabic, the Romance tongue spoken by Christians living under Muslim rule in Al-Andalus. Mozarabic had evolved in isolation, shaped by Arabic influence, and it was deeply embedded in a diglossic system where Arabic dominated public and high cultural life while Mozarabic remained confined to the home and community. The old Visigothic liturgy, performed in Mozarabic, had anchored this linguistic identity. Yet when Castilian forces advanced and the Council of Burgos replaced that ancient rite with the Roman Mass, performed in a new standardized speech, the diglossic balance collapsed. Mozarabic speakers, now under Castilian rule, found themselves subject to a new linguistic order. Within two centuries, Mozarabic had vanished, absorbed into the Castilian norm through sheer demographic and administrative pressure. This was not natural linguistic evolution; it was the erasure of an entire linguistic world through conquest and the reimagining of Spanish identity as something definitively Christian, Latin-rite, and Castilian-speaking. The very first written evidence of this emerging Castilian language appears in the Glosas Emilianenses, marginal notes in Latin manuscripts from the monastery of San Millán de la Cogolla in the eleventh century. These glosses, written in a proto-Castilian that betrays the annotator’s struggle to clarify difficult Latin passages in the vernacular, represent the first recorded moment when Castilian entered written culture. They are fragmentary, uncertain, hesitant—a language not yet sure of itself. Yet within two centuries, the language of these marginal notes had become the language of conquest, law, and empire.



The Royal Invention of Standard Castilian

If the Reconquista provided the territorial stage for Castilian’s expansion, it took a conscious act of royal will to transform it into an instrument of state power. Alfonso X, called “the Wise,” who ruled Castile from 1252 to 1284, understood a principle that would not be articulated clearly until the twentieth century: a sovereign state requires a sovereign language. Not simply a language spoken by its subjects, but one that carries the authority of the state itself, that expresses its will directly, and that cannot be questioned as less than legitimate.

Alfonso’s vehicle for this transformation was the Toledo School of Translators, a remarkable instance of state-sponsored intellectual work. The School was not a formal institution in the modern sense, but rather a collaborative project where Christian, Jewish, and Muslim scholars worked in concert, translating the scientific, philosophical, and legal knowledge of the Arabic world into Castilian. By commissioning these translations in the vernacular rather than Latin, Alfonso performed a revolutionary act. He announced to the educated world that Castilian was not a rough military speech, but a language worthy of expressing complex mathematics, natural philosophy, and law. The Lapidario, a text on the medicinal properties of gemstones, and the Alfonsine Tables, precise astronomical calculations, served as linguistic proof of concept—evidence that Castilian could carry the weight of intellectual authority.

This elevation was formalized through the creation of what historians now call the “Alfonsine norm,” a standardized written form of Castilian with agreed conventions for spelling, grammar, and syntax. For the first time in the peninsula, a vernacular Romance language had been deliberately codified, lifted out of the realm of casual variation and installed as a medium of official speech. The significance lay not in the technical rules themselves but in the act of standardization. By fixing Castilian in this way, Alfonso’s court was declaring that the language would not be the property of individual speakers or regions, but rather the instrument of royal will. Its rules would not evolve organically; they would be prescribed from above. The Alfonsine norm was disseminated through scribal schools attached to royal monasteries and chanceries, where trained copyists reproduced manuscripts and official documents with meticulous attention to the prescribed orthography and linguistic conventions. These schools became what we might now recognize as the first academies of the Castilian language, enforcing standards through the careful training of the scribal profession itself.

The most profound instrument of this standardization, however, was the Siete Partidas, a monumental law code that Alfonso commissioned as a comprehensive encyclopedia of medieval life and governance. The Partidas addressed everything from the sacred authority of the monarch and the nature of the Church, to the rights of merchants and farmers, the duties of witnesses, the obligations of masters and servants, and the proper treatment of serfs and slaves. The code encompassed commercial law, family law, property rights, criminal justice, and the hierarchy of social status that held medieval Castilian society together. It devoted entire sections to the condition of Jews and Muslims living under Christian rule, establishing a legal framework for what would later be called the “convivencia”—the coexistence of the three religions. The Partidas mapped out with extraordinary precision and detail the entire social world of thirteenth-century Castile, and it did so entirely in Castilian, establishing a complete technical vocabulary for legal discourse in the vernacular. It was written entirely in Castilian, and it was designed to replace the fragmentary local codes and fueros that had governed different regions of the peninsula. Even though the Partidas were not universally implemented during Alfonso’s reign—local powers resisted the centralization they represented—their existence as a unified, standardized text created what would later be recognized as essential to modern nationalism: a shared legal culture expressed in a single language. Judges, lawyers, and administrators who studied the Partidas acquired a common technical vocabulary and a common set of values and norms, all articulated through Castilian. This was what Benedict Anderson, writing six centuries later, would call the foundation of the “imagined community”—the sense that one belongs to a nation not through kinship or face-to-face contact, but through shared participation in the same legal and linguistic system.

The brilliance of Alfonso’s approach lay in its hierarchy of languages. He himself was a brilliant lyric poet, and he composed his greatest work, the Cantigas de Santa Maria, in Galician-Portuguese—a choice that reveals the complexity of medieval Iberian linguistic politics. He could write law and governance in Castilian, but poetry still belonged to Galician-Portuguese, the language in which the troubadour tradition had flourished. This was not inconsistency; it was sophisticated linguistic politics. It established a clear pecking order: Castilian was the language of power and seriousness, of law and administration and the state’s commanding will, while other tongues could be relegated to the realm of poetry, love, and local culture. This distinction would shape the peninsula’s linguistic politics for centuries to come. It created the template for how power and prestige would be distributed among the peninsula’s languages—Castilian as the master language, others as subordinate, however culturally rich they might be.



Empire and Grammar: Nebrija’s Vision

The year 1492 stands as the most pregnant moment in the history of the Castilian language. In that year, Granada fell, concluding the Reconquista. Columbus sailed westward, opening the Atlantic empire. And Antonio de Nebrija published the Gramática de la lengua castellana, the first grammar of any modern European language. That these three events coincided is not mere historical coincidence; they were deeply interwoven in the consciousness of the Spanish elite.

Nebrija was not a theoretical linguist in the modern sense. He was a humanist and rhetorician who understood that language was a tool of statecraft. In the prologue to his Gramática, dedicated to Queen Isabella, he articulated a principle that would become the foundation of linguistic imperialism: “Language was always the companion of empire.” Drawing on the example of Rome, Nebrija argued that the fall of empires occurred when linguistic standardization was lost, when a language became too fragmented and changeable to serve as the vehicle of law and governance. To ensure the durability of the Spanish empire—which Isabella and Ferdinand had just created through the unification of Castile and Aragon, the conquest of Granada, and the expulsion of the Jews—Castilian had to be “fixed” through grammar. Its rules had to be made explicit and binding so that it would not drift across time or space.

Nebrija’s Gramática consisted of five books structured according to the traditional categories of grammar: orthography, phonology, morphology, syntax, and matters of usage and style. Each book laid out with unprecedented systematic clarity the rules that governed correct Castilian speech and writing. The grammar was not merely descriptive; it was prescriptive and prescient. Nebrija explained that his grammar would serve the Spanish empire by ensuring that the laws issued by the monarch could be correctly understood and obeyed across vast distances and among populations of varying education and linguistic background. A uniform grammar ensured uniform obedience to the state.

Nebrija’s grammar was not simply a description of how people spoke. It was a prescription for how they should speak, and more importantly, how officials would be required to speak. For the first time in European history, a monarch had commissioned a complete, systematic grammar of the vernacular as an instrument of state policy. The grammar was published just as the Spanish began their conquest of the Americas, and Nebrija himself made the connection explicit. He urged the Queen to use his grammar as a tool to regulate the speech of her colonial subjects, to ensure that the laws of Spain could be understood and obeyed across the Atlantic world. The Requerimiento, a formal legal document read aloud to indigenous peoples before conquest could legally begin, exemplifies Nebrija’s vision made manifest. This document, typically read in Castilian to people who understood no Spanish and often with no translator present, announced that the indigenous peoples were now subject to Spanish law and the Spanish crown. The very act of reading was meant to constitute a legal taking of possession—through language, through the performance of Castilian speech. It was a remarkable and darkly ironic illustration of Nebrija’s thesis that “language was the companion of empire”: the empire did not need to be understood, only announced, in the proper language, before the machinery of conquest could be set in motion.

In the Americas, the standardized Castilian described in Nebrija’s grammar became an instrument of administrative enclosure. The Spanish established what might be called a “paper empire”—a bureaucratic state obsessed with written records, notarization, and the creation of archives. Every act of exploration, every contract of encomienda (labor distribution), every royal decree was recorded in standardized Castilian, creating a permanent written record that could be controlled from Seville and later Madrid. This meticulous record-keeping served multiple purposes. It created the appearance of rational administration. It ensured that the crown could extract wealth and labor across vast distances without direct physical presence. And it created what might be called a “colonization of memory”—when every place was renamed in Spanish, when every administrative act was recorded in Spanish, indigenous peoples were incorporated into a Hispanic narrative framework whether or not they actually spoke the language.

Yet the Spanish approach was not uniformly coercive. In many regions, rather than immediately impose Spanish on the mass population, colonial administrators actually promoted indigenous languages as instruments of control. Nahuatl became a lingua franca of administration in Mexico; Quechua served the same function in Peru. The Franciscans and Jesuits, who undertook the massive work of converting indigenous populations to Christianity, made pragmatic decisions to learn and even codify indigenous languages, producing grammars and dictionaries of Nahuatl, Quechua, and other languages. This was not tolerance in the modern sense, but rather a recognition that linguistic domination could be more effective than linguistic replacement. This pragmatism allowed the Spanish elite to maintain linguistic and social distance from the conquered populations while still extracting their labor and wealth. The Spanish ruling class would speak Spanish to each other and to God; indigenous peoples would speak indigenous languages to Spanish officials and to each other under Spanish supervision. This linguistic hierarchy mirrored and reinforced the racial and social hierarchies of colonial society. Yet by the eighteenth century, as the colonial state attempted to consolidate its power, the calculation changed. In 1770, the Spanish crown issued a decree that effectively banned indigenous language instruction from schools and churches, declaring that all subjects should be educated in Castilian. This represented the high point of linguistic absolutism, an attempt to transform the entire colonial population into Spanish speakers. The decree was largely unsuccessful—most indigenous populations continued to speak their native languages—but it marked a crucial moment: the recognition by the Spanish state that linguistic assimilation was not a natural or inevitable process, but one that had to be actively pursued through institutional force.



The Limits of Homogenization: Spain and the French Comparison

Despite the early and systematic codification of Castilian, the Spanish state never achieved the total linguistic homogenization that came to characterize the French nation-state. This failure reveals something fundamental about the nature of state power and the limits of linguistic engineering.

In his study of French nation-building, Peasants into Frenchmen, Eugen Weber identified the specific mechanisms through which the French Third Republic (1870–1914) transformed a linguistically fragmented rural population into French speakers. These “agencies of change” operated with ruthless effectiveness. Railway networks broke the autarky of isolated villages, forcing peasants into a national market where French was the only viable commercial language. Universal military conscription mixed recruits from Brittany, Aquitaine, and Provence into the same barracks, where they learned to obey orders in standard French and to identify as Frenchmen rather than Bretons or Occitans. Most importantly, the Ferry Laws of 1882 established compulsory secular education, placing in every village a schoolteacher—the “black-frocked hussar” of contemporary satire—who taught the state curriculum in standard French. By 1900, France achieved a literacy rate of 83 percent, and regional languages like Breton and Occitan had been effectively driven from public life. The state did not merely provide education; it weaponized it, employing pedagogical practices specifically designed to shame children who spoke regional languages, instituting a system of fines and physical punishment for those caught speaking anything but French in school. These mechanisms created what became one of the most successful examples of linguistic homogenization in modern European history.

Spain possessed none of these instruments with comparable effectiveness. While the Bourbon monarchs who ruled Spain after 1700 explicitly modeled themselves on the French king, they lacked the resources and the political will to implement comparable reforms. The Spanish state was chronically insolvent throughout the nineteenth century, unable to invest in railways or schools on the scale France achieved. The 1857 Moyano Law attempted to establish a national education system, but Spain remained far behind France in literacy and educational penetration. By 1900, Spain’s literacy rate stood at a dismal 44 percent. A majority of the Spanish population could not read. Moreover, those who did receive education in the nineteenth century often did so in regional institutions—seminaries, monastic schools, university faculties in Barcelona or Valencia—that preserved local linguistic and cultural traditions rather than absorbing students into a monolingual Spanish state identity.

More fundamentally, Spain’s economic geography worked against linguistic unification. While France’s industrial heartland coincided with the Parisian basin and the regions where French was native, Spain’s industrial centers lay in the linguistic periphery. Catalonia became the industrial engine of Spain; the Basque Country developed significant industries. Rather than creating incentives for these regions to adopt Castilian, economic success gave them the resources and confidence to resist assimilation. The Renaixença, a Catalan cultural and nationalist movement beginning in the 1830s, explicitly revived Catalan literary culture and historical consciousness precisely as Castilian standardization intensified. The movement began with romantic antiquarian interest in medieval Catalan literature and gradually transformed into a comprehensive project of linguistic and cultural revival. Poets like Jacint Verdaguer wrote major literary works in Catalan that demonstrated the language’s capacity to express modern sensibility and learned discourse. Publishing flourished; periodicals and newspapers appeared in Catalan; a living literary culture emerged where nineteenth-century observers had predicted only decay and disappearance. The more the Spanish state pushed Castilian, the more peripheral regions pushed back. This was not simple resistance to cultural change; it was a reassertion of linguistic modernity—a demonstration that regional languages could be vehicles of contemporary culture, not just relics of the past.

The Spanish state, moreover, never fully abandoned its character as a “composite monarchy”—a realm composed of distinct territories with their own histories and privileges. The Nueva Planta decrees issued after the War of Succession (1701–1714) abolished the formal political independence of Aragon and Catalonia and imposed Castilian law and administration. Yet these decrees were perceived as laws of conquest, not as expressions of a common national will. They created resentment rather than identification. When Madrid banned Catalan in courts and churches, it did not convince Catalans that they were really Spanish; it convinced them that Spain was imposing itself from outside.

The Bourbon monarchs also promoted a new ideology they called “civic eudaemonism” or “public happiness,” using rational administration and economic reform to justify their centralized rule. This was, in many ways, more insidious than straightforward military conquest. It suggested that centralization and cultural assimilation were simply modern improvements, inevitable components of progress. Yet for populations in peripheral regions who had their own traditions and economic networks, these “improvements” felt like erasure. The ideology of “public happiness” rang hollow when it came wrapped in decrees issued from Madrid that abolished local privileges and required the use of a foreign language.



The Unfinished Nation

The contrast between the French and Spanish cases illuminates a crucial truth about nationalism and linguistic politics: language is indeed the companion of empire, but only when backed by the full apparatus of modern state power. Nebrija’s vision proved prescient for the centuries when Spain possessed a global empire and when Castilian became a world language. But as the Spanish empire contracted in the nineteenth century and Spain itself faced the challenges of democratization and modernization, the limitation of Castilian homogenization became apparent. The state had created a “language of power,” but it had failed to create the conditions under which that language would become the native speech of all its subjects.

Today, Catalonia, Galicia, and the Basque Country retain living literary and administrative cultures in their native languages. These are not surviving relics, marginal peasant dialects kept alive by folklore enthusiasts. They are active, evolving languages with universities, publishing industries, and vibrant contemporary cultures. Their persistence is a political fact of considerable significance. It means that Spain remains, even in the twenty-first century, a “composite” state—a nation that must constantly negotiate its identity with powerful sub-national imagined communities. The Spanish state must conduct its business in Castilian, but it must also accommodate Catalan, Galician, and Basque in regions where they are co-official languages.

The Franco era (1939–1975) represents the most extreme and ultimately most revealing chapter in the history of Spanish linguistic politics. Franco’s regime undertook the most systematic attempt in modern European history to eradicate regional languages. Catalan, Basque, and Galician were banned from public life—from schools, churches, courts, and newspapers. Publishers who produced books in regional languages faced severe penalties. Even the display of regional flags or symbols was prohibited. The regime issued propaganda declaring that Spain possessed one national language and one national destiny, and that regional languages were impediments to national greatness. Yet this massive effort at linguistic suppression, backed by the full coercive power of an authoritarian state, ultimately failed. When democracy returned to Spain in 1978, the regional languages did not need to be revived; they emerged immediately and with surprising vitality, as if the suppression had only deepened their roots in local consciousness. This spectacular failure of linguistic repression—perhaps the starkest example in modern European history—demonstrates that language cannot be permanently suppressed through state force if it retains deep cultural meaning. The more Franco’s regime attempted to eliminate Catalan and Basque, the more powerfully these languages came to symbolize regional identity and resistance to central state authority.

Today, the constitutional settlement that emerged from the end of Franco’s rule acknowledges this reality. Catalan, Basque, and Galician have been granted co-official status in their respective regions. Catalan education in schools is not merely permitted but standard in many regions. The Generalitat, the regional government of Catalonia, conducts its business in Catalan. Newspapers, publishing houses, and universities operate in regional languages. The Spanish state must provide official documents and services in all official languages within their regions. This represents a remarkable, if often contentious, accommodation to linguistic pluralism. Yet the tension remains far from settled. The independence movement in Catalonia, which reached its crescendo in 2017 with the failed referendum on Catalan independence, drew much of its emotional force from language and cultural identity. For many Catalan nationalists, the long history of Spanish domination—from the conquest of Granada through the Nueva Planta decrees to Franco’s brutal suppression—created a case for independence rooted in linguistic and cultural survival. The fact that Spain’s most economically dynamic and linguistically vibrant region continues to debate whether it belongs within the Spanish state at all is testimony to the enduring power of linguistic identity and to the limits of what empire, grammar, and state policy can accomplish.

This is often presented as a problem, a failure of Spanish nation-building. But it might equally be understood as an achievement of linguistic resistance, a refusal by peripheral populations to accept the logic of total assimilation. The schoolhouses, railways, and markets that transformed France into a monolingual nation never fully extended into the Basque villages or Catalan cities with comparable force. And so something older and more resilient than the Spanish nation persists: the sense that one can be Catalan or Basque first, Spanish second, or not Spanish at all.

The Spanish case proves that while language serves as the structural scaffolding of the modern state, this scaffolding is not infinitely flexible. Castilian became a language of empire and administration through deliberate policy—through Alfonso’s creation of legal standards, through Nebrija’s grammar, through the bureaucratic practices of colonial administration. Yet these achievements, remarkable as they are, could not erase the deeper attachments that people felt to the languages and cultures of their home regions. A language imposed by law can be a companion of empire. But a language is the companion of nation only when it is also, in some deep sense, the companion of home.
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