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Human languages have developed as tools for and are constantly shaped by social interaction. Diversity
among language users as well as across situations, purposes and modes of language use entails variation
in linguistic systems and prevents stagnation. The papers of this session investigate selected aspects of
these general insights in detail, offering illustrations from various parts of the world.

Words in society

How words change their meaning, how they are used to label new concepts, but also how their use shapes
concepts and ideologies can be observed already over short periods, especially in times of conflicts and
crises [177, 770, 547]. Vocabulary is the part of language that is most easily changed deliberately, as
speakers have more control over their choice of words than over pronunciation or grammar, and members
of a linguistic community often have strong attitudes towards the use of certain words or categories such
as loanwords [455].

Writing in society

While spontaneous speech is the primary mode of language, the invention and cultural tradition of writing
has created additional ways of using language and expressing identity. Writing in public space, be it urban
cityscapes or the virtual environments of social media, shows hierarchization of languages and varieties
in society and peoples’ attitudes towards them [726, 78, 468]. In history, literacy was often restricted to a
small, educated elite. A challenge of modern egalitarian societies is to make written texts accessible to all
speakers, including groups with special needs [529].

Discourse in changing societies

Changes and trends in society are reflected in the ways languages are used in social interaction, which
includes expressing ideologies and establishing identities and roles of interlocutors. The analysis of
linguistic expression means and trends in their use is therefore an important tool for understanding what
is going on in society, in institutions and groups [361, 425]. On the other hand, language is the main tool
for reflecting one’s experience and making sense of it. The analysis of oral narratives reveals this created
sense and the self-perception of individuals and groups in society [762, 660].

Interaction across borders

Human interaction is not confined to members of one speech community. Speakers of different languages
meet in border regions [229], through migration into new territories [440], temporary stays abroad [214],
and for many other reasons. Patterns of interaction in multilingual settings are studied by linguists from
various angles [229, 214]. Successful interaction involves acquiring adequate expression means in the
languages in question, and language teaching needs to make learners aware of differences [93]. Mastering
the language of a host community inevitably includes mastering more than one variety of this language,
which may be a challenge for adult immigrants [440].
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