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In this paper I intend to discuss the use of myth in the effort to forge the
consciousness of a people: to create a sense of national identity, to impart
to its dialect the qualities of a language, and to create a modern literature in
that language. This process has been repeated many times, sometimes so
successfully that no one questions the national identity of the group,
sometimes with partial success—elevating the status of the "dialect" to that
of "language" but without achieving the ultimate step of a national identity,
or perhaps merely creating a modern literature, while the perception
persists that the linguistic support for that literature is somehow not a "real"
language, but merely a patois, jargon, or dialect. Examples of successful
language-based national movements abound in Eastern Europe and
elsewhere. Partial success, on the other hand, was achieved, for example, by
the Yiddishist movement, which adopted the spoken language of East
European Jews—widely perceived at the time as a "Jargon", a bastardized
German—to create a highly respected literature, boasting of such world-
renowned authors as Sholem Aleikhem, Sholem Asch, and Nobel Prize
winner Isaac Bashevis Singer, and the near-universal consensus that Yiddish
is a language. Nonetheless the ultimate step, proclaiming a national identity
among speakers of the Yiddish language—even popularizing a name for this
group—was not achieved.!

I here propose to consider a linguistically based collectivity which has
not come even as far as speakers of Yiddish: the case of Occitan. Occitan is
the Romance language indigenous to the South of France, spoken from the
Atlantic Ocean to the Italian border and from the Mediterranean to a point
two and a half hours south of Paris, comprising the areas of Gascony,
Provence, Limousin, Languedoc, the French Riviera and the Massif Central.
Urban centers within this linguistic area include Limoges, Bordeaux,
Toulouse, Marseilles, Avignon, and Nice. Occitan literature has a long and
honorable history, starting with the troubadours, who introduced lyric
poetry to modern Europe in the eleventh and twelfth century. However,
once their territory was annexed by France, the language and its literature
were reduced to an even more negligible status. By the mid-nineteenth
century, Occitan—relegated to the countryside and the urban poor—had
splintered into a multiplicity of dialectal forms varying from one village to
another and lacked a coherent writing system.
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