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Summary 
 

In an era characterised by increasingly rapid and dynamic population mobility, traditional 
presuppositions about the substance of individual and group identities, and about the 
social and political semiotics that shape them, seem inadequate. In superdiverse societies, 
the question of language poses a particularly difficult challenge, owing both to its 
identitarian and communicative dimensions. These new realities raise new questions, 
empirical and normative alike: in such circumstances, what constitutes a linguistic 
identity? How do linguistic identity and political agency interplay? Are all linguistic 
identities necessarily political, and, if so, are they of equal value? What forms of 
linguistic prioritisation, e.g. in civic life, education and the job market, may be considered 
legitimate? Are national governments justifiable in intervening in the linguistic 
repertoires, practices and identities of citizens and non-citizens? Are some notions of 
linguistic integration and citizenship more compatible with democratic principles than 
others? Could these notions be grounded in sufficiently common social and political 
semiotics? And what role is there for the state in a rapidly globalising world? These and 
similar questions unavoidably require principled interdisciplinary collaboration between 
linguists, philosophers, political scientists and public policy researchers.   
 
 
 

Superdiversity 
 
In a rapidly globalising world, the fundamental human predicament of linguistic 
diversity and socioeconomic interdependence is taking an increasingly complex form. 
Present-day linguistic, social, political and economic transformations brought about 
by increased migration mean that traditional frameworks in the study of language in 
society fail to adequately capture the sociopolitical dynamics of culturally diverse 
societies. Consequently, previous notions of multiculturalism, traditionally oriented 
towards ethnic minorities, are now being gradually revised in order to reflect the 
increasing place and impact of migrants on their host societies. This next-level social 
complexity has been termed by Vertovec (2007) as ‘superdiversity’. 
 
The notion of superdiversity has important implications for the study of language in 
society from both descriptive and normative perspectives. This is because it does not 
merely imply a numerically-expanded demolinguistics.  Rather, it  
 

‘is characterised by a tremendous increase in the categories of migrants, not only 
in terms of nationality, language and religion, but also in terms of motives, 
patterns and itineraries of migration, processes of insertion into the labour and 
housing markets of the host societies, and so on. The predictability of the category 
of ‘migrant’ and of his/her sociocultural features has disappeared […] Rather than 
working with homogeneity, stability and boundeness as the starting assumptions, 
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mobility, mixing and political dynamics and historical embedding are now central 
concerns.’ (Blommaert & Rampton 2012: 7).  

 
This diminishing predictability likewise applies to the individual’s linguistic identities, 
profiles, attitudes, beliefs and practices.  
 
This disappearing predictability, in turn, has far-reaching consequences for normative 
theories, which aim to provide a corresponding ‘ought’ to an increasingly complex 
‘is’. A societal context, in which a commonality of identities, interests, expectations, 
motivations and knowledge cannot simply be taken for granted, poses a significant 
challenge to traditional understandings of democracy, citizenship, justice, equality 
and liberty. This is because democratic theory, and particularly liberal democratic 
theory, has traditionally downplayed the ‘ontological multilingualism’ (Schmidt 
2014) of contemporary democratic societies. The linguistic dimension of superdiverse 
social realities provides a particularly insightful demonstration of the challenge for 
political ethics in multicultural societies, where language plays both identitarian and 
communicative roles simultaneously. The complex linguistic realities of a 
superdiverse world, therefore, call for an equally nuanced ethical analysis of its 
governance.  
 
 
Language 
 
Departing from traditional approaches even within the field of linguistics itself, the 
notion of ‘language’ has been gradually shifting from that of ‘a product/output 
generated by semantic, grammatical and phonological systems, which are themselves 
regarded either as mental structures or as a set of social conventions’ (Blommaert & 
Rampton 2012: 13) to one that is much more concerned with the social and political 
situatedness of communicative practices. In this process, traditional perceptions with 
regard to the nameability of languages, together with notions of ‘speech community’, 
‘native speaker’, have become the object of increasing scrutiny from more recent 
work in critical approaches to applied linguistics, and more recent notions of 
‘indexicality’ (the connotational significance of signs beyond literal meaning) and 
‘multimodality’ (the non-linguistic communication of meaning) (Blommaert & 
Rampton 2012: 14-15). At the same time, this shift has resulted in a widening gap 
between popular perceived notions of language on one hand, and linguistic realities 
on the other. The growing tension between the two has significant implications for 
politically potent notions such as authenticity and belonging.  
 
The complex dynamics of language (repertoires, practices, behaviours and attitudes) 
in super-diverse societies therefore questions the realism and possibility of a number 
of core concepts in social and political thought, such as public reason (‘the reason of 
equal citizens who, as a collective body, exercise final and coercive power over one 
another in enacting laws and in amending their constitution’ (Rawls 2005: 214)) and 
democratic deliberation. By dispensing ‘with a priori assumptions about the links 
between origins, upbringing, proficiency and types of language’ (Blommaert & 
Rampton 2012: 11-12), linguistic superdiversity ‘throws up some sharp empirical 
challenges to traditional ideas about the achievability of mutual understanding and the 
centrality of shared conventions’ (Blommaert & Rampton 2012: 13). The challenge of 
superdiversity therefore crucially extends beyond the question of basic mutual 
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intelligibility and into the very possibility of a ‘linguistic common (or communal) 
sense’ itself.   
 
 
Power 
 
Power, as the ‘substance’ of politics, could be thought of as the force that holds 
together the irreducible tension between linguistic diversity and societal 
interdependence. However, considerations of power in the sociology of language are a 
fairly recent development in the history of the field, whose early work perceives itself 
as largely ‘ideologically neutral’ (Ricento 2000: 200). Certainly, one of the key 
historical developments in the study of language in society, and language policy in 
particular, has been the growing acknowledgement of the centrality of power, the 
complex forms it takes, and its overt and covert structures (Ricento 2000). This recent 
work has been focused on  
 

‘the role of language – materially and discursively – in the production, exercise, 
and contestation of power at all levels of society, and the effects of power on 
language practices, from the daily interactions of ordinary people to the official 
policies of governments.’ (Ricento 2006: 17). 

 
In super-diverse contexts, the already-complex nature of power relations in language 
is further complicated by a more dynamic interplay of linguistic identities, repertoires, 
practices and attitudes. Consequently, interest in power dynamics and structures calls 
for a more nuanced analysis of power inequalities and asymmetries. So whereas in the 
past greater emphasis has been placed on examining power disparities between 
linguistic majorities and (indigenous) linguistic minorities, current demolinguistic 
transformations demand greater attention to the political agency of a growingly 
heterogeneous population, including international students, temporary workers, 
permanent residents, naturalised citizens, asylum seekers and refugees.  
 
 
Ethics  
 
The complex relations between power and language call not only for an empirical 
investigation but also a normative one. The irreducible tension between linguistic 
diversity and societal interdependence naturally gives rise to the question of the moral 
principles that ought to govern linguistically-diverse societies (Peled, Ricento and 
Ives 2014). The linguistic realities of superdiverse societies challenge key concepts of 
established (Anglo) moral vocabularies such as ‘equality’, ‘liberty’, ‘justice’, 
‘obligation’ and ‘legitimacy’, particularly when these moral vocabularies are 
investigated cross-culturally and cross-linguistically (e.g. Wierzbicka 1997, 2006, 
2013; Collin 2013). They similarly question traditional conceptions of political 
membership and political ideologies (e.g. Stroud 2001; Banai 2013; Peled, Ricento 
and Ives 2015; Williams and Stroud 2015; Peled and Bonotti, 2015).  
 
While empirical work on power in language often focuses on identifying power 
dynamics and structures, normative inquiry concentrates its efforts on the questions of 
justifiability and legitimacy. It seeks, for example, to understand the nature and scope 
of language rights (Kymlicka and Patten 2003; Wee 2010) and the ethics of English 
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as a global language (Van Parijs 2011). As such, crucially, this specific form of 
inquiry departs from traditional critical approaches to power in language, by 
examining the relative moral preferability of some language regimes over others, and 
in attempting to outline more concrete and constructive frameworks for the ethical 
governance of linguistic and cultural diversity (Oakes and Peled, forthcoming).  
 
 
Research 
 
The intricate power dynamics and ethics of language in a superdiverse contexts have 
four major research implications, concerning (i) interdisciplinarity; (ii) normativity; 
(iii) contextuality; and (iv) open-endedness. In the first instance, they require, if not 
necessitate, an inquiry which draws on a broad range of disciplines, frameworks, 
theories, concepts and methods. Such an integrative framework, however, is 
nevertheless reliant on a systematic and principled engagement with its subject 
matter(s) and awareness of their underlying scientific epistemologies. Such 
endeavours, by supplementing empirical work with normative evaluation, may also 
contribute to the ‘rehabilitation’ of the notion of normativity in the study of the social 
life of language (Peled 2014).  
 
The research on the interface between language, power and ethics, particularly in 
superdiverse contexts, emphasizes the importance of work that is situated and 
contextualised. The scientific imperative of ‘cumulative comparative generalisation’ 
(Blommaert & Rampton 2012: 25) should nevertheless remain conscious of the fact 
that language is ‘an unstable mutual interaction of meaningful sign forms, 
contextualised to situations of interested human use and mediated by the fact of 
cultural ideology’ (Silverstein, in Blommaert & Rampton 2012: 24). This very nature 
of language and linguistic interaction, finally, implies that the power relations and 
moral principles that govern superdiverse societies are better seen as dynamic and 
open-ended rather than fixed and mechanistic.  
 
 

------------------------ 
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