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Abstract 
 

This paper sets Stroud’s ‘Linguistic Citizenship’ (LC) in dialogue (a) with Hymes’ ethnographic sociolinguistics 
and (b) with language education in England.  LC’s commitment to democratic participation, to voice, to the 
heterogeneity of linguistic resources and to the political value of sociolinguistic understanding is corroborated in 
Hymesian linguistic ethnography.  But the focus on voice and text trajectories in ethnographic sociolinguistics 
forces a recognition that the pursuit of Linguistic Citizenship can often be less than transformative, entailing 
compromise and conventionalisation.  This angle is then taken further in an account of language education in 
England.  Although the discourses of language and citizenship currently dominating the UK are very much at 
odds with Stroud’s conception, it is very well suited to the multilingualism of everyday urban life, and it 
complements a range of relatively small, independently funded educational initiatives promoting similar values.  
But their efforts are currently constrained by issues of scale and sustainability, although there is no essential 
reason why the principles of Linguistic Citizenship shouldn’t be part of mainstream state education.  There was a 
period, from the 1960s to the 1980s, when they were, and it took concerted Conservative government action to 
shut this down.  In present circumstances, though, it may be in the collaboration between universities and not-
for-profit organisations that Linguistic Citizenship can find its most sustainable support.   

 

 

This paper takes the notion of Linguistic Citizenship (LC) developed by Christopher Stroud and his associates, 
and sets it in dialogue with two areas of knowledge and experience: first, ethnographic sociolinguistics of the 
kind shaped by Dell Hymes, and second, experiences of language and education over the last 50-60 years in 
England. 

Linguistic Citizenship is “an attempt at a comprehensive political stance on language” (Stroud 2008:45), 
and its central argument is that a subtle understanding of how language positions people in society can and 
should enhance democratic participation (Section 1).  This is similar to the view that motivated Hymes’ work 
on language in society in the USA (e.g. [1975] 1996:63-106), and the early sections of the paper expand on 
these connections (Sections 2 & 3).  The strength of the LC argument partly derives from the way that its 
central ideas are echoed elsewhere in the fields that Hymes influenced – in the deconstruction of named 
languages and the focus on communicative practice found in linguistic anthropology and linguistic 
ethnography as well as LC.  But these links also point to productive complications.  ‘Voice’ and the effective 
expression of one’s views and perceptions is central to Linguistic Citizenship, but getting heard and 
influencing relations of power often requires linguistic and discursive negotiation and compromise, and if the 
influence is going to be more than fleeting, some kind of institutionalisation or conventionalisation will also be 
necessary.  Both processes make it harder to speak of political and social transformation than the discussions 
of Linguistic Citizenship sometimes recognise. 

Stroud et al conceive of LC as a concept from the global South, but the second part of the paper turns to 
England.  How far and in what ways is the idea of Linguistic Citizenship relevant or achievable outside the 
African contexts they describe, and what modifications might be required?  There is certainly very little 
compatibility with the two official discourses that have linked language to citizenship in recent years.  These 
refer to the learning of European standard languages, and/or to the need for immigrants to learn English for 
social cohesion and national security (Section 4).  But on the ground, language repertoires and practices often 
involve the kinds of variety and mixing that Stroud et al describe, and discussions of superdiversity recognise 
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that contemporary socio-cultural heterogeneity challenges the demographic categories that public policy has 
traditionally relied on (Section 5).   

The terrain flagged by superdiversity has generated a significant number of relatively small-scale projects 
promoting Linguistic Citizenship – which, just in the UK, might be worth strategically renaming 
‘Sociolinguistic Citizenship’, to avoid confusion with official conceptions.  The paper describes two projects, 
and it dwells on questions of scale and sustainability (rather than their potentially transformative effects) 
(Section 6).  Both projects rely on fund-raising from charities and other sources of short-term finance, but this 
does not mean that the promotion of Linguistic Citizenship can always only ever happen outside the state.  
From the 1960s to the 1980s, state schooling in England was strongly influenced by educationalists who 
accepted linguistic diversity, promoted a broadly sociolinguistic understanding of communication, and sought 
to develop creatively independent voices among their students.  After a long struggle, this was closed down in 
the Conservative government’s transformation of education in the 1990s, but this case shows that Linguistic 
Citizenship isn’t necessarily just an alternative in the margins. It can also be a mainstream objective, 
promoted, contested and defended in the corridors of power (Section 7).   

The paper then notes the growing role that universities are now expected to play in social and economic 
well-being, in and beyond their local regions, and it suggests some practical steps for including LC in this, 
contributing to the sustainability so sorely needed at present by small-scale civil society initiatives promoting 
it in the UK (Section 8).  The paper ends by summarising its argument, and locating Linguistic Citizenship in a 
small cluster of very general concepts promoting a more perceptive engagement with the dynamics of 
language in the contemporary world.  
 
 
A. THE IDEA OF LINGUISTIC CITIZENSHIP 

 
1. ‘Linguistic Citizenship’ rather than ‘Linguistic Human Rights’ 
 
The notion of Linguistic Citizenship discussed here first emerged in Stroud’s 2001 paper on ‘African mother-
tongue programmes and the politics of language: Linguistic Citizenship versus Linguistic Human Rights’.  
The article focused on the success and failure of educational programmes which used local rather than ex-
colonial metropolitan languages as media of instruction, and it argued that although it was widely invoked, the 
idea of Linguistic Human Rights (LHR) was inadequate as a framework for understanding and promoting 
mother-tongue programmes that actually worked.  Stroud characterised LHR as an approach to language 
education that involved: 
 

A) the selective provision for a specific group, usually designed to overcome historic disadvantage.   
B) the identification, description and introduction of the group’s distinctive language as an entitlement in 

institutional activity – in schools, in law courts, in aspects of state bureaucracy  
C) an expectation that the courts and other bodies overseeing the nation-state will grant and monitor all 

this (Stroud 2001:349). 
 
With constitutional recognition given to 11 official languages after apartheid, the LHR perspective had been 
very influential in South Africa, where Stroud is based, but he pointed to a number of serious limitations (see 
also Makoni 2003; Stroud & Heugh 2004):   
 

a) the LHR approach marginalises people who use non-standard versions of the group’s language, 
generating new socio-linguistic inequalities 

b) it promotes an arbitrary and essentialist view of language and ethnicity – it creates artificial boundaries 
between ways of speaking that are actually continuous and it overlooks mixing and hybridity 

c) it appeals to a rather top-down and managerial politics; it presupposes membership of a single state; 
and it neglects population mobility.  It isn’t well adapted to the fact that “individuals now find 
themselves participating in a variety of sites in competition for resources distributed along multiple 
levels of scale, such as the nation, the supranation, the local and the regional.” (Stroud 2010:200) 

 
To overcome these problems, Stroud proposed the notion of Linguistic Citizenship which differed from LHR 
in 
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i) putting democratic participation first, emphasising cultural and political ‘voice’ and agency rather than 
just language on its own 

ii)  seeing all sorts of linguistic practices – including practices that were mixed, low-status or 
transgressive – as potentially relevant to social and economic well-being, accepting that it is very hard 
to predict any of this if you are just watching from the centre  

iii)  stressing the importance of grassroots activity on the ground, often on the margins of state control, 
outside formal institutions.  

 
Going beyond the argument with LHR, Stroud’s main contention is that an enhanced understanding of 

sociolinguistic processes should actually be central to emancipatory politics.  Linguistic Citizenship “aims to 
make visible the sociolinguistic complexity of language issues” (Stroud & Heugh 2004:192) and to promote 
“the idea of language as a political and economic ‘site of struggle’”, alongside “respect for diversity and 
difference” and “the deconstruction of essentialist understandings of language and identity” (2001:353).  This 
perspective should be “inserted into political discourses and made into a legitimate form, target and instrument 
of political action” (2001:343), and has the potential to help marginalised people change their material and 
economic conditions for the better.     
 Stroud saw these principles at work in successful language education programmes (2001:346-7; also 
Rubagumya et al 2011), and turning to currently dominant discourses that could increase its appeal, he also 
argued that the notion of Linguistic Citizenship could dovetail well with the ‘new discourses of 
entrepreneurialism that are the order of the day’ in South Africa (Stroud & Heugh 2004), even though it was 
still difficult to promote in a wider public debate:  
 

“In the African context, speakers move into… and across many different associational and socio-
geographical units… exhibiting multiple and varied practices of language use, such as language crossing 
and mixed registers. Mozambican ‘commerciantes’, for example, regularly travel from the Southern 
Mozambican province of Gaza to South Africa, Malawi and Zimbabwe, where they conduct their 
purchases and sales in various forms of indigenous African languages, not metropolitan languages… From 
an actor-oriented, or grassroots, perspective, the relevant language communities to which speakers need to 
refer on a daily basis may be both larger and smaller than the traditional nation-state, comprising 
‘communities’ delimited by both transnational varieties and local ways of speaking subnational languages.  
As these languages generate value, they provide a basis for political action.   

However,… when social and economic issues are debated in relation to language, the debate continues 
to deal with the rights and obligations that accrue to mastery of the ex-colonial, metropolitan and official 
language alone, and refer only to official and public arenas.  [So…] there is a mismatch between the 
traditional, state-based institutions dealing with language issues, and the… sociolinguistic realities. We 
need some way of capitalising on the insight that local language practices are closely connected to 
generation of capital, and develop and promote economic models for these languages as a form of 
resistance to the market hegemony of ex-colonial languages” (Stroud 2001:350) 

 
We will come back to the relationship between linguistic practice ‘on the ground’ and the ways in which 

state institutions conceive of language when we turn to language education in the UK.  But before doing so, 
we should review the sociolinguistic and political ideas that Linguistic Citizenship draws on, try to clarify the 
combination of normative political position-taking and academic theory and description that LC entails, and 
point to some complications. 
 
 
2. Sociolinguistic underpinnings in Linguistic Citizenship 
 
According to Dell Hymes, one of its founding figures, ethnographic sociolinguistics is a primarily analytical 
rather than a political or normative undertaking, focusing on first on ‘what is’ rather than ‘what should be’.  
But the careful comparative empirical study of communicative repertoires and practices ultimately serves the 
higher ethical objectives of achieving Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité  because it “prepares [sociolinguists] to 
speak concretely to actual inequalities” (Hymes 1977:204-6; 1969; Santos 2012:46).   

We can first see this interplay of the academic and the ethical/political in operation when Stroud criticises 
the way in which language and ethnicity are conceptualised in the LHR perspective (= [A],[B], [a] & [b] in 1 
above).  There is now a lot of sociolinguistic research which challenges the idea that distinct languages exist as 
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natural objects, and that a proper language is bounded, pure and composed of structured sounds, grammar and 
vocabulary designed for referring to things (e.g. Joseph & Taylor 1990; Woolard, Schieffelin & Kroskrity 
1998; Stroud 1999; Stroud & Heugh 2004:197; Makoni & Pennycook 2007).  The idea of named languages – 
‘English’, ‘German’, ‘Bengali’ – emerged with the formation of European nation-states in the 19th Century 
(and linguistic scholarship played a very prominent part in this).  Even though it is an ideological artefact, the 
traditional idea of ‘a language’ is obviously still very powerful in education, in immigration policy, in high 
and popular culture etc etc, and it is often also the object of passionate personal attachment.  But contemporary 
sociolinguists argue that it is far more productive analytically to focus on the very variable ways in which 
individual linguistic features with identifiable social and cultural associations get clustered together whenever 
people communicate (e.g. Hudson 1980; Le Page 1988; Blommaert 2005).  If we take any strip of 
communication and focus on the links and histories of each of the linguistic ingredients, we can soon see a 
host of forms and styles that are actually connected to social life in a plurality of groups – groups that vary 
from the very local to the trans-national (Stroud 2001:350 above).  From this, a differentiated account of the 
organisation of communicative practice emerges, centring on identities, relationships, activities and genres that 
are enacted in a variety of ways.  Both official and common-sense accounts often miss this, but it makes the 
ideological homogenisation achieved in national language naming rather obvious. 

This denaturalisation of distinct ‘languages’ has followed critical analyses of ‘nation’ and ‘a people’ in the 
humanities and social sciences (Said 1978; Anderson 1983).  Within sociolinguistics itself, the semi-technical 
notion of ‘speech community’ has also lost its authority, and has either been treated as an ideological concept 
or replaced with notions like network, ‘community of practice’ (Gumperz 1982; Pratt 1987; Rampton 1998).1  
Traditional ideas about the ‘native speaker of a language’ and the vital contribution that early experience in 
stable speech communities makes to competence in grammar and coherence in discourse have also been 
undermined. These beliefs were central to a good deal of linguistic model building for much of the 20th 
Century, but they are very difficult to reconcile with the facts of linguistic diversity and mixed language 
practices (Leung, Harris & Rampton 1997).  Instead, sociolinguists – especially in linguistic ethnography and 
linguistic anthropology – now generally work with the notion of linguistic repertoire.  This dispenses with a 
priori assumptions about the links between origins, upbringing, proficiency and types of language, and it 
refers to the very variable (and often rather fragmentary) grasp that individuals have of a plurality of styles, 
registers and genres, which they have picked up and maybe then partially forgotten over the course of their 
lives (Blommaert & Backus 2011).  The ideological power and persuasiveness carried by ideas about named 
languages and notions like ‘native speaker’ and ‘ethnolinguistic group’ is self-evident, and there will be many 
occasions when sociolinguists drop their analytic stance and use them themselves.  Even so, there is now quite 
widespread agreement that these notions should not feature as fundamental concepts within sociolinguistic 
theory itself, or in the empirical tool kits that are used to test and develop it.  Instead, they need to be 
‘deconstructed’ in sociolinguistic analysis, taken as objects of study. 

So this is one way in which developments in sociolinguistic theory “prepare.. [sociolinguists] to speak 
concretely to actual inequalities” more effectively.  Politically, both Linguistic Human Rights and Linguistic 
Citizenship oppose the exclusion of people who don’t have officially-approved linguistic resources in their 
repertoires.  But while LHR focuses on the recognition of named or nameable languages associated with 
specific groups judged to have been marginalised, LC works with developments in sociolinguistics that allow 
a more open and inclusive position, attending to the diversity of linguistic practices that people use/need to get 
themselves heard in arenas that affect their well-being.  

But this ‘actor-oriented’ focus on ‘practice’ raises a question about the potential effectiveness of Linguistic 
Citizenship as a political idea.  Aren’t the processes that it addresses rather small-scale (Petrovic & Kuntz 
2013:142), relinquishing the wide angle view and the potential to affect relatively large numbers of people 
identified in the debates about LHR?  Not necessarily, as we can see if we look at the way in which the notion 
of practice has been elaborated in sociolinguistics 
 In contemporary sociolinguistic (and social) theory, communicative practices are seen as basic building 
blocks in the production of society, and turning the argument around, it is now often said that studies of state-
level policy run into problems if they neglect practice, because they miss all the unpredictable complexity that 
the formulation and implementation of policy actually entails.  This is well recognised in recent research 
which treats language policy as “processual, dynamic, and in motion… [P]olicy never just ‘is’, but rather 

                                                             
1 For a long time, linguists considered a speech community to be an objective entity that could be empirically identified as a 
body of people who interacted regularly, who had attitudes and/or rules of language use in common, and it would be the largest 
social unit that the study of a given language variety could seek to generalize about .  
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‘does’… We do not restrict our analysis to… official policy declarations and texts… but place these in context 
as part of a larger sociocultural system… inferred from people’s language practices, ideologies and beliefs” 
(McCarty 2011:2).  So Stroud’s attention to practical activity is not just a reflection of his interest in local 
groups on the margins of the state – the analysis of policy, government and the state should also focus on 
practices.  At the same time, however, if we are to understand how units “both larger and smaller than the 
traditional nation-state” (Stroud 2001:350) enter the account, we need to move beyond practice to the 
networks in which it is embedded. In fact, this is implied in the notion of voice itself.   

In the first instance, we might define ‘voice’ as an individual’s communicative power and effectiveness 
within the here-&-now of specific events.  But beyond this, there is the crucial issue is whether and how their 
contribution is remembered and/or recorded and subsequently reproduced in other arenas, travelling through 
networks and circuits that may vary in their scale – in their spatial scope, temporal durability and social reach 
(Scollon & Scollon 2004; Briggs 2005; Blommaert 2005, 2008, 2010a; Kell 2015; Maybin 2017).  This is 
studied in research on ‘text trajectories’ which focuses (a) on the here-&-now activity in which some (but not 
other) aspects of what’s said get turned into textual ‘projectiles’ that can carry forward into other settings 
(‘entextualised’), and then (b) the ways in which they are interpreted when they arrive there 
(‘recontextualised’).  This kind of account can cover both ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ trajectories, involving a 
variety of people, practices, media and types of text, working in cooperative and/or conflictual relationships 
within and across specific events, and it can of course be turned to political processes.  So for example, we 
could focus on directives formulated in government offices that are turned into curriculum documents, 
transmitted to schools, and then interpreted by teachers interacting with children in class, or alternatively, we 
could look at parents complaining at a school meeting, the local press reporting the matter, and local 
politicians then taking it up or dismissing it (see e.g. Mehan 1996; Tusting 2010; Kell 2015).  These are 
obviously simplified sketches, but the essential point is that a ‘trans-contextual and multi-scalar’ framework of 
this kind allows us to investigate the resonance of particular communicative practices. 
 In fact, this view of voice and text trajectories has two further implications. 

First, it means that sociolinguists actually have to be flexible in their response to named languages and the 
essentialisation that they involve, accepting that there may be occasions when the discourse of Linguistic 
Human Rights is strategically warranted.  Certainly, when faced with data on linguistic practice situated in the 
here-&-now, sociolinguists first listen for the diversity of the communicative resources in play.  But selection 
and reduction are unavoidable parts of the entextualisation process, and if someone’s viewpoint is to be heard 
elsewhere in unfamiliar situations, it needs to be represented in a repeatable form that, regardless of its 
eloquence, inevitably simplifies the first-hand experience that motivated it (see e.g. Haarstad & Fløysand 
2007).  Named languages may form part of persuasive rhetorics that travel, and even though sociolinguists 
may worry about the negative (side-) effects and watch out for opportunities to reassert the ideological 
constructed-ness of named languages (Stroud & Heugh 2004:212), an analytic interest in the trajectory of 
voices has to accept the possibility that in certain circumstances, the invocation of named languages helps to 
advance political causes that they deem progressive.  So although Stroud’s account of Linguistic Citizenship 
includes mixed, low-status and transgressive language practices, we certainly should not assume that 
notionally purer, higher status and more standard ones are thereby necessarily excluded (Stroud & Heugh 
2004:191; Blommaert 2004:59-60). 
 Second, it is necessary to move beyond the “freedom to have one’s voice heard” to what Hymes calls the 
“freedom to develop a voice worth hearing” (1996:64).  People in the particular networks through which a 
voice seeks to resonate inevitably have their own ideas of what’s important, and if its message is to be taken 
seriously, it needs to understand and connect with these concerns.  As the word ‘develop’ implies, it usually 
takes time, effort, imagination and the support of others to learn how to say things that are relevant to people 
who you want to persuade but don’t yet know, and this brings education – formal and/or informal – into the 
reckoning.  Stroud’s 2001 discussion of Linguistic Citizenship centres more on the taking of control over 
language education programmes than on what these programmes actually teach (though see e.g. Bock & 
Mheta 2014; Stroud & Heugh 2004:201).  But if the practices that promote democratic participation and 
persuasive voices from the grassroots are to sustain themselves, it is vital to consider the organisation of 
institutionalised arenas for learning and socialisation that are at least partly sheltered from the front-line 
struggle.2 

                                                             
2 This discussion of the relationship between LC and sociolinguistic research also starts to answer another challenge posed to 
Stroud and associates.  This is the “question of how the notion of linguistic citizenship, one articulated at quite a high level of 
theoretical abstraction and with considerable intellectual sophistication, is to be made available and accessible to the 
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 We will come back to education for Linguistic Citizenship in the second half of the paper, but at this point, 
it is clear that the central ideas that Stroud et al’s Linguistic Citizenship builds on – the deconstruction of 
named languages and the focus of linguistic repertoires and practice – finds a great deal of support in 
ethnographic sociolinguistics, where Hymes also outlined broadly comparable objectives at the interface of 
research and politics.  At the same time, these links qualify LC’s radical force: if claims and voices want 
people elsewhere to listen to them, they have to make themselves relevant, and the entextualisation required to 
do so often results in messages that simplify and partly compromise the original intention.  It can also take 
time to develop a ‘voice worth listening to’, and this raises the question of institutional support.  There are 
similar effects when ethnographic sociolinguistics is drawn into interaction with discussions of citizenship in 
political theory.   
 
 
3. Sociolinguistics and citizenship in political theory 
 
In the default definition, a ‘citizen’ is an individual who has certain rights and privileges, as well as duties to 
the nation-state in which s/he lives.  But within states, what this covers is liable to change along with society 
itself, as is borne out by constant struggle over the extension of citizenship rights to previously excluded 
constituencies, e.g. women, minority ethnic groups, disabled people, sexual minorities and so on  (see Cooke 
2015:Ch.1 for an overview).  In addition, Pocock (1995) identifies two traditions in debates about citizenship.  
In the legal tradition, citizenship is a formal and legally coded status, generally signalled with a passport, 
residence permit or identification papers, and the rights of citizens are likely to include, inter alia, equality 
before the law, the right to vote, the right to own property and to accrue wealth.  The political tradition entails 
“the more substantive dimension of participation in the civic community” (Delanty 2000: 9), and citizenship 
requires the engagement and active involvement of citizens in the social institutions, organisations and 
processes of public society.  A distinction is also sometimes made between ‘bounded’ and ‘unbounded’ 
citizenship (Hennebry 2018).  Bounded citizenship is defined and enacted within institutional and legally 
defined borders, while unbounded citizenship is based on less clear-cut identities, encompassing, inter alia, 
cosmopolitan and global citizenship (Delanty 2000), eco citizenship (van Steenbergen 1994) and sexual 
citizenship (Weeks 1998).  As we will argue later on when we look back at programmes in English state 
education committed to cultivating ‘voice’ and the non-official language practices with which LC is 
associated, Linguistic Citizenship could actually be accommodated within the legal and bounded versions of 
citizenship.  But it is the political (participative) and unbounded notions that are emphasised in the first 
instance.  

Two political theorists feature especially prominently in the accounts of Stroud and colleagues.  Right 
from the start (2001, 2017), Stroud draws on Nancy Fraser’s distinction between “affirmative remedies for 
injustice [which are] aimed at correcting inequitable outcomes of social arrangements without disturbing the 
underlying framework that generates them”, and “transformative remedies [which are] aimed at correcting 
inequitable outcomes precisely by restructuring the underlying generative framework” (1995:82).3  While 
LHR takes the affirmative path, Linguistic Citizenship makes the case for transformative politics, since 
as we have seen, it challenges traditional ideas about the distinctiveness and homogeneity of language 
groups and named languages, “interrogating the historical, sociopolitical, and economic determinants of 
how languages are constructed” (Stroud 2017:3).    

                                                             
individuals and communities it aims to empower” (Orman 2012:318).  Certainly, as just noted, more could be said about the 
organisation of education, but even so, it is difficult to see the notion of Linguistic Citizenship as only an airy abstraction when 
it is situated amidst all the accounts of language and power in ethnographic sociolinguistics.  In fact, when Jaffe refers to 
Linguistic Citizenship (2012:84), she takes the opposite view, identifying “new resources for the articulation of minority 
language identity and for minority language policy, planning and educational practice” in the “kinds of discursive and 
ideological shift” that LC is associated with: “a movement away from static/essentialist models of identity and language 
towards process-oriented models of identification and communicative practice; an emphasis on linguistic repertoires rather 
than languages as fixed and bounded codes and a focus on the role that repertoires play within participatory frameworks of 
democratic practice in the public sphere” (2012:83).  Indeed, she illustrates this with the description of a project in two 
Corsican schools that bears some resemblance to the ones in London that we will outline (2012:91-94). 
3 Fraser and Stroud illustrate this in different political responses to discrimination against gay people.  Affirmative action in 
the 1970s and 80s gave legitimacy to claims for equal treatment by giving positive recognition to gay identity, while 
transformative politics would follow queer theory and question “the very basis of the distinction between heterosexual and 
homosexual, acknowledging instead the variable and amorphous sexuality of each individual,… destabilising sexual 
identities in the process” (Stroud 2001:344; Frazer 1995:85). 
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 This commitment to transformation can also be seen in more recent references to Isin’s work on 
citizenship (2008, 2017; Williams & Stroud 2015; Stroud 2017).  Like Fraser, Isin speaks of a politics that 
transgresses established frameworks (e.g 2008:18), but Isin also looks at how struggles over citizenship have 
been complicated and intensified by global mobility, arguing for an account of citizenship that reckons with 
the political agency of people like asylum-seekers and undocumented immigrants who occupy very precarious 
positions in the states where they reside (2008:15-16; 2017:504-5).  To achieve this, Isin speaks of ‘acts of 
citizenship’, in which people actively constitute themselves as citizens by making claims to particular rights 
and duties, even though they are not formally seen as citizens by the law, falling outside the realm of those 
eligible to claim such entitlements (Isin & Nielsen 2008:2).  So the focus is “not only on the exercise of rights 
and duties as they exist [for ratified citizens] but also on claiming rights and duties yet to come as a result of 
social struggles” (Isin 2017:506).  Claiming rights is a performative act and for analysis, this means “asking 
questions not simply about what a right is but also about what it is we do when we make rights claims” 
(2017:506).   

This concern with “what we do when we make rights claims” means that philosophical, legal and system-
focused accounts are insufficient – they need to be supplemented with empirical investigation of particular 
cases (e.g. Oliveri 2014, Neveu 2015).  In fact, these investigations promise to qualify and complicate the idea 
of ‘transformation’ itself.  In a distinction that resembles Fraser’s ‘affirmative’ vs ‘transformative’ politics, 
Isin starts out differentiating ‘active’ citizens who “follow scripts” ( affirmative) and ‘activist’ citizens who 
“engage in writing” them ( transformative) (2008:38).  But later when he contemplates the key issues that 
empirical work on performative citizenship should tackle, he wonders whether acts of citizenship actually 
break conventions or just change them incrementally.  The word ‘rupture’, he says, sometimes refers to 
“revolution, regime change, or revolt”, but it can also refer to a “quotidian and ordinary” act which simply 
“draws people out of themselves to take notice of the taken for granted nature of a given state of affairs and 
turn critical attentiveness toward it” (2017:519).   

The analytic difficulties involved in determining whether change is major from minor, radical or merely 
adaptive, have in fact been widely noted (e.g. Williams 1977:123),4 and linguistic ethnography also presents 
claims about rupture and transformation with a series of quite acute questions.  As sociolinguists know well, 
every communicative act entails a huge range of partly autonomous and partly interwoven structures 
(themselves ‘generative frameworks’), operating at the linguistic, interactional and institutional levels.5  
Saying for any given intervention which of these generative frameworks is and isn’t being ruptured, for and by 
whom, and with what subsequent effects, is hard, and of course it is likely to become even harder with the 
introduction of analytic schemes from sociology, politics, economics and so forth.  Analysis has an invaluable 
part to play alerting us to the intricacies of change, but in the end, the assessment of whether an action is 
transformative, affirmative, reproductive or indeed repressive is likely to involve a holistic, all-round 
judgement that is inevitably also informed by understandings and commitments that go beyond the scientific 
expertise of the observer.  This kind of shift from the technical to the ethical and subjective is wholly 
compatible with Hymes’ view of an ethnographic sociolinguistics aligned with political values like Liberté, 
Egalité, Fraternité (e.g. 1977:194). At the same time, a strictly analytic lens from sociolinguistics puts the 
brake on a romantic over-reading in which the observer attributes radical creativity to actions that participants 
see as rather mundane and inconsequential (Blommaert & Rampton 2011:9; Rampton 2014).  Exactly what 
aspects of the ‘underlying generative framework’ are challenged in an activity described as transformative, and 
what stays the same – the ideas expressed? The genre in which they’re articulated? The interactional 
relationships etc?  And how does it really ramify in subsequent events? 

With this elaboration of Linguistic Citizenship’s ties to ethnographic sociolinguistics in place, together 
with a clarification of the inescapable uncertainties that emerge in the encounter with politics and political 
theory, we can now move to the second part of the paper.  Stroud characterises “the concept of Linguistic 
Citizenship [as] a Southern and de-colonial concept”, arising from the contradictions surrounding educational 
programmes in the geopolitical South (2017:2).  So how far and in what ways can it be transferred to a rich 
country like Britain in the North?   

To answer this question, we will first provide a glimpse of discourses of language and citizenship which 
already have official backing, and with which it would have to compete.  They are not at all easily reconciled 

                                                             
4 “new meanings and values, new practices and relationships and kinds of relationship are continually being created… but it is 
exceptionally difficult to distinguish between those which are really elements of some new phase of the dominant culture… 
and those which are substantially alternative or oppositional to it” (1977:123) 
5 Pronunciation, grammar, lexis, proposition, text organisation etc  turn sequence and construction, participation and 
production format  media, genre, role etc etc. 
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with LC, but in spite of that, LC fits well with the sociolinguistic terrain in contemporary Britain.  After that, 
we will review a couple projects that can be aligned with Linguistic Citizenship, before looking back to an 
earlier period when the ideas associated with it were influential in mainstream state education. 
 
  
B. LINGUISTIC CITIZENSHIP IN ENGLAND 

 
4. State ideologies of language & citizenship in England 
 
The discourses about language and citizenship that are most dominant in England are very hard to reconcile 
with the Linguistic Citizenship envisaged by Stroud et al.  LC sees a wide range of linguistic practices being 
relevant to social and economic well-being, and some may be mixed and transgressive, in ways that are hard to 
anticipate or predict from afar.  In England in recent years, language and citizenship have been most often 
linked in two ways: (a) in aspirations to produce ‘plurilingual citizens’ fluent in European standard languages 
(though these aspiration may recede with Brexit), and (b) in assertions about immigrants needing to learn 
English for the sake of social cohesion and national security.     
 The European Union currently advocates the learning and use of three languages by its citizens, and these 
should be: their mother tongue, a “language of international communication”, and then third, a “Personal 
Adoptive Language”, conceived as a language from another EU member state selected by the individual.  But 
sociolinguists have noted several characteristics in this advocacy.  First, “all the linguistic practices considered 
worthy of mention conform to standardising… assumptions: they are named languages with unified, codified 
norms of correctness embodied in literatures and grammars. No other configurations of speaking are 
recognized” (Gal 2006:167; Pujolar 2007:78,90; Moore 2011).  Second, it is elite forms of multilingualism 
that are emphasised.  So with the Personal Adoptive Language, fluency “would go hand in hand with 
familiarity with the country/countries in which that language is used, along with the literature, culture, society 
and history linked with that language and its speakers” (Maalouf Report 2008:10, cited in Moore 2011:9).  As 
Moore elaborates, this “conjures up scenarios of culturally-enriching and self-actualizing travel: ‘mobility’, 
yes, but of an ideally voluntary sort. Thus: the Wanderjahr or international residence of the cosmopolitan 
elites of traditional upper middle-class consciousness” (ibid). 6 Third, policy texts have proposed  
 

“quite distinct, separate and unequal sociolinguistic regimes for people born as citizens of EU Member 
States and for immigrants.  While the former would be ‘free to choose’ their personal adoptive language 
on the basis of ‘subjective’, personal, family, or other ‘symbolic’ reasons, ‘for immigrants, the personal 
adoptive language should in the normal run of events be that of the country in which they have chosen to 
live’ [Maalouf 2008:19]” (Moore 2011:11).   

 
Indeed, issues of security also emerge around the importance of mother-tongue education for immigrants: “A 
young person who loses the language of his ancestors also loses the ability to communicate effortlessly with 
his parents and that is a factor of social dysfunctioning which can lead to violence” (Maalouf 2008:20, cited in 
Moore 2011:11). 
 Fears of violence and insecurity have also played a major part in a second – and more salient – set of 
debates about language and citizenship, this time centred principally within the UK itself.  Khan 2017 explains 
the history of this.  In the summer of 2001, there were riots in three northern English cities, involving (mainly 
Muslim) British Asians, far-right extremists and the police, which led to calls for more emphasis on 
citizenship as a way of fusing together ‘parallel communities’ (Cantle Report 2002).  With the 9/11 attacks a 
few weeks later and the 7/7 London bombings in 2005, the view developed that Islamic communities were 
poorly integrated and a security risk, and the expression of hostility in public discourse has since become 
much more explicit (Cooke & Simpson 2012:124-5), as can be seen in, for example, in the rise to prominence 
and acceptability of anti-immigration parties such as the UKIP (United Kingdom Independence Party), and in 
Prime Minister Cameron’s claim that too many Muslims “quietly condone” violent extremism (Daily Mail 
18/6/15).  The public is now told that it is constantly under threat, and this can be seen in the British 
Government’s comprehensive anti-terrorism strategy, Prevent, which includes local authorities as partners, 

                                                             
6 A Rewarding Challenge:  How the Multiplicity of Languages Could Strengthen Europe.  Report of the Group of Intellectuals 
for Intercultural Dialogue, Brussels, 2008. http://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/lang/doc/maalouf/report_en.pdf 
 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/lang/doc/maalouf/report_en.pdf
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education from early child care providers to universities, health services, the prison service and the police 
(HMG, 2015).  With the Counter Terrorism and Security Bill (CTS) 2015, educational institutions are obliged 
to report any children/individuals who might be being radicalized or ‘at risk’, and Muslim students – children 
– are positioned as potential terrorists, with their teachers as de facto security professionals who can also 
receive training for this.  

These political developments have drawn in the teaching of ESOL (English for speakers of other 
languages), with the argument that to be a British citizen is to be a speaker of English (Blackledge, 2005; 
Cooke & Simpson 2012:125).  In 2005, the Life in the UK test was introduced for migrants seeking British 
Citizenship (and for those seeking Indefinite Leave to Remain in 2007), and over time, increasingly 
demanding English proficiency requirements were tied into this, with, for example, a language requirement 
being introduced for the reunification of non-EU, non-English speaking spouses in 2011.  The spirit of these 
developments can be seen the words of Home Secretary (and now Prime Minister) Theresa May (2015):  
 

“Government alone cannot defeat extremism so we need to do everything we can to build up the capacity 
of civil society to identify, confront and defeat extremism wherever we find it.  We want to go further than 
ever before helping people from isolated communities to play a full and fruitful role in British life.  We 
plan a step change in the way we help people learn English.  There will be new incentives and penalties, a 
sharp reduction in translation services and a significant increase in the funding available for English” 
(Theresa May, Home Secretary, 23/3/15 A stronger Britain, Built on Values; at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/a-stronger-britain-built-on-our-values” (see Khan 2014/2017 for 
more detail).   
 
In a 2003 paper about neo-liberal globalisation and the new priority given to “autonomous self-regulating 

citizens” who no longer expect social welfare entitlements (2003:164,161), Nancy Fraser describes the 
development of a ‘dual society’, where “a hypercompetitive, fully networked zone co-exists with a marginal 
sector of excluded low-achievers” (2003:169).  The EU’s plurilingual citizenship, one might say, looks 
towards the former, while the new policy links between ESOL, citizenship and (in)security seem to target for 
the latter.  But neither is compatible with the Linguistic Citizenship described in Sections 1 to 3.  Both are tied 
to questions of bounded, legal citizenship (supra-national in one, national in the other); both speak of named 
and clearly defined national languages, not voice and non-standard linguistic mixing; and both involve top-
down management.   

But even though there are powerful state discourses that are inhospitable to the kind of Linguistic 
Citizenship proposed by Stroud and his associates, they are by no means universally accepted, and there are 
other accounts and aspirations for British society where LC fits well.  LC’s quest for a conception of 
citizenship that recognises unpredictable diversity and avoids essentialist social categories connects well with 
the sensibility articulated in a 2010 report from the Institute of Public Policy Research, entitled ‘You Can’t Put 
Me in a Box’ (Fanshawe & Sriskandarajah 2010).  This calls for a new kind of policy discourse in Britain, 
much more in tune with Linguistic Citizenship than Linguistic Human Rights, and it criticises “the tick-box 
approach to identity [which] seems to be missing out on growing numbers of people who fall outside or across 
standard classifications... We need a new way of talking about diversity in the UK.  Overzealous pursuit of 
crude equalities measures… have created a lot of awkwardness… when talking about identity, diversity and 
equality.” (Fanshawe & Sriskandarajah 2010:5,33-4; see also e.g. Isin above).  The word ‘superdiversity’ also 
features in the report’s title, and this refers to the ‘diversification of diversity’ in Britain and “a level and kind 
of complexity surpassing anything… previously experienced… a dynamic interplay of variables including 
country of origin,… migration channel,… legal status,… migrants’ human capital (particularly educational 
background), access to employment,…locality… and responses by local authorities, services providers and 
local residents” (Vertovec 2006:2-3).  In fact, as a term, ‘superdiversity’ has gained a good deal of currency 
elsewhere: it now figures in a range of academic fields (Vertovec 2017) and it has been adopted in a number of 
local state arenas (e.g. Amsterdam, Birmingham, Frankfurt, Ghent).  The links between superdiversity and 
linguistic ethnography have also been elaborated in detail, in ways that are wholly consistent with Linguistic 
Citizenship (Blommaert & Rampton 2011; Arnaut et al (eds) 2015; Arnaut et al (eds) 2016).  It is worth now 
turning to the kind of sociolinguistic terrain where these alternative accounts take root, revealing that on the 
ground in Britain, social and linguistic practices and repertoires aren’t nearly as tractable as central 
government desires. 

 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/a-stronger-britain-built-on-our-values
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5. Sociolinguistic repertoires in England  
 
There is in fact a good deal of research showing that the UK is a highly multilingual country (see e.g. Britain 
(ed) 2007; Rampton et al 2002; Working Papers in Translanguaging & Translation).  But a case study drawn 
from a project in South West London 7 can perhaps illustrate this more vividly than a review of the research, 
taking us close to the lived texture of contemporary British multilingualism.  So to begin with, here are 
transcripts from two brothers in their 40s talking about the family business. One of them was born in Pakistan 
and the other in England, and the transcription shows how their pronunciation of T sounds is variously 
influenced by vernacular London English, Standard English, and Punjabi:  

 

 

Extract 1 

Anwar (businessman, male, 40s, Punjabi background), in interview with Devyani Sharma.   

Key:  London vernacular; Punjabi; STANDARD ENGLISH PRONUNCIATION/RP 

 

Anwar: out of the forty years that er:: of my age  

twenty years of thaT i've been working in the business um:: tha's commiTTedly 

°and er°.. [… ]  
well w- we used to start in a very mediocre type of set-up 

 

 

 

Extract 2 

Naseem (businessman, male, 40s, Pakistan, Punjabi background) in interview with Sharma.   

Key:  London vernacular; Punjabi; STANDARD ENGLISH PRONUNCIATION/RP 

 

Naseem: I doubT it ..   

now there there's so many  

no noT doubT iT  

there definitely there's not  

there's a a lod of legislation   

that you have To be under a cerTain age   

y’ ave To-  

oh you're only allowed To work a cerTain amount of hours 

 

 
Table 1 shows what the patterns were for their interviews overall: 

 
 

Table 1: % of Punjabi, standard and er a ular E glish T i  the t o rothers  i ter ie  speech 
 

Punjabi retroflex T STANDARD ENGLISH T Vernacular English 

glottal T 

Anwar 

(349 T tokens) 

38 55 2 

Naseem 

(328 T tokens) 

15 65 12 

 

 

From the fact that he uses Punjabi Ts more than twice as often as his brother, you might infer that it was 
Anwar who was born in Pakistan, but that is actually incorrect – it was Naseem, even though he uses Anglo Ts 

                                                             
7 The data come from a 2008-2009 project with Devyani Sharma, Lavanya Sankaran, Pam Knight and Roxy Harris, entitled 
Dialect Development and Style in a Diaspora Community, funded by the UK Economic & Social Research Council (RES-062-
23-0604).  There were >70 informants with mainly Punjabi ethnic backgrounds, aged between 14 and 65, born both in the UK 
and abroad (in India, Pakistan, East African, Malaysia and Hong Kong).  Fieldwork was conducted by Devyani Sharma and 
Lavanya Sankaran, and it involved participant observation, interviews and self-recordings conducted by a smallish subset of 
the informants. 

https://bham.academia.edu/TLANGResearchTeam
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much more frequently.  This would be surprising if one believed the ideology of the native speaker, which 
holds that your speech is shaped by your early socialisation, but it makes sense (a) if we interpret a person’s 
linguistic repertoire as a reflection of their biography, and (b) when we learn more of the two brothers’ 
backgrounds: Punjabi-accented Anwar was a prominent local community activist, cultivated transnational 
business links in Pakistan, and insisted that when he went there on his regular visits, he really mixed in.  In 
contrast, more Anglo-accented Naseem focused mainly on work and close family, and said that when it came 
to the Pakistan cricket team, he’d support anyone playing against them. 
 So that is a small problem for native speakerism and the assumption that how you sound equates with 
where you’re born and grow up.  But it is also worth considering vernacular speech in the local community, 
and in Extract 3, we can see Anwar on the phone talking to an old neighbourhood friend who he went to 
school with, and with whom he’s been doing some business:  

 

 

 

Extract 3 

Anwar (businessman, M, early 40s, born in London, Punjabi background) phoning Ronni (M, early 40s, Punjabi 

background)  on his mobile.      

Key:  CREOLE; London vernacular; Punjabi ; [ ] IPA phonetic transcription 

 

5   ((ringing tone)) 

6 R:  ((inaudible))    

7 Anw:  ((in Jamaican accent:)) WA:APN     RA:NNI  

                 [w:m][:] 
8   ((in a more London accent:)) ow’s ‘ings man 

                              [ø ] 
9 R:  ((inaudible))  

10 Anw: nice one man 

11   ((in Punjabi:)) kiddaan     

          ((Translation: ‘what’s up’)) 
12   everything alright? 

13 R:  ((speaks for 2.0 – inaudible))  
14 Anw: wha’s happening 
15 R:  ((speaks for 3.5 – inaudible))  
16 Anw: yeh man yeh yeh (.) 

17   hows everyfing      everyfing cool 

18 R:   ((speaks for 2.5 – inaudible)) 
19 Anw: ((with sigh?:)) yes bruv yeh yeh yeh yeh (.) 

 

((the conversation is interrupted by an incoming call.  When the incoming call 

is completed, Anwar rings Ronni back and they discuss a business arrangement. 

Then in line 73, Anwar shifts the topic: 

 

72 R:  ((speaks for 1.4 – inaudible)) 
73 Anw: hor   kiddan  –          wha's goin down man everyfing cool 

     ((trans: ‘what else is up?’))  
74 R:  ((speaks for 2.3 – inaudible)) 
75 Anw: how's ‘ings a’ e YARd 

        
 

 
The influences on Anwar’s speech are shown in Table 2:  
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Table 2: Some of the linguistic resources in play in Extract 3 

 

Creole features Punjabi Traditional London vernacular 

 li e : aap  used as a greeti g  
(Hewitt 1986:130)  

 line 7: fronting of [] to [] in the 

frie d s a e (Wells :Ch. ; 
Sebba 1993) ;  

 li e 5: yard  used for ho e  

 

 li e  & : kiddaa , attri uted 
inter-ethnic currency in Extract 10 

line 27  

 li e 5: Ja ai a  yard  pro ou ed 
with short central vowel [] and a 

retroflex D 

 

 lines 8 & 75: zero-TH i  aa s 
[ø]i gs (Wells 82:329) 

 line 8: H-droppi g i  o s  

 lines 18,16,73: TH-fro ti g i  ru  
a d e eryfi g  

 line 73: alveolar –ING i  goi  

 li e : e tri g diptho g i  do  – 

[dn] (line 73) (Wells 1982:305) 

 

 
This might initially look like kaleidoscopic linguistic chaos where the old hierarchies and boundaries between 
languages and dialects have dissolved, but in fact there is stable and predictable structuring to Anwar’s 
repertoire in at least two ways.  First, Anwar says that he has been talking like this since he was a teenager, 
and we have very similar recordings from adolescents in the 1980s (Rampton 1995,  20xx for elaboration).  So 
speech of the kind evidenced in Extract 3 has been a stable part of British urban life for more than 30 years. 
Second, Anwar’s speech shows considerable sensitivity to traditional British sociolinguistic class structure, as 
can be seen in Extract 4 and 5, where he tells a barrister and a mechanic the reason for his phone call: 

 

 

Extract 4 

Anwar with Bilal the barrister, turning to the reason for his call. 

Key:  Traditional London vernacular; Punjabi ; STANDARD ENGLISH PRONUNCIATION/RP ;  [ ] IPA phonetic 

transcription 

.   

12 Anw: oh oh OKAY yeah  

13    øa's greaT   

14    .hh  e:::hm BILAL        

15   THe Reason why I called you is e::h  

16   I jus’ waNTED TO LET you KNOW THat ((X - a name pronounced in Punjabi))  

17   He came.. and e::h we DECIDED not to pursue His case 

18   (.) 

19 Bil: [righT 

20 Anw: [and e::h He was gOING back aND e::h he was gonna  

21   get  His work permit visa (.) 

      [Ɂ]        [Ɂ] 
22    SO so THAT He coulD jusT e::hm..  

23   you know DO everyTHING above eh eh above board an’ ehm 
24 Bil: fair fair enough okay 

25 Anw: AN’ beING THe ceLebriTy He is ..  

 

 

 

Extract 5 

Anwar with Ishfaq the mechanic, turning to the reason for his call. 

Key:  Traditional London vernacular; Punjabi ; STANDARD ENGLISH PRONUNCIATION/RP ;[ ] IPA phonetic 

transcription 

 

11 Ish: yeah yeah n’ too bad bruv  

12   (.) 

13 Anw: yeah y’ kNow e::hm e::h  

14   TH-  THis THese eh iNsuraNce peopLE  

15   THey're ReaLLy me- muckiNG me aRoun ri:gh 
16   (.)                  

17   [now- 

18 Ish: [(wha- wha they sayin 

19 Anw: weLL        you   kNow wh’  I    mean  
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[w:ll j  n        mi:n]  

20   THey're jusø (.) pussyfooin abouT THey are you kNow 

    [ɪn] 
21   (0.5)             

22 Ish: hhahahahaha[haha 

23 Anw:            [ you kNow 

                       [n::] 
24 Ish: hehehehe[hehehe 

25 Anw:         [so:: {smiley voice} 

26   (.) 

27   So liSTEN 

28   loo- ‘ow we g’nna  ge  dis car sored  ou man 
29 Ish: righ   

30   wha I’m gonna do yeah  

31   ((continues with a plan of action)) 

 
 

The differences are summarised in Table 3, and they show Anwar retuning his own speech to a barrister 
talking posh and a mechanic talking Cockney.  Even so, things aren’t quite what they used to be: the posh and 
Cockney people in these two episodes both have family roots in Pakistan, just like Anwar. 
 
 

Table 3: Qua titati e o pariso  of t o pho ologi al aria les i  A ar s pro u iatio  to the mechanic and 

barrister in Extracts 4 & 5 
  Conversation with   

the barrister 

(Extract 4) 

Conversation with  

the mechanic  

(Extract 5) 

 

 

T in word medial 

and word final 

positions 

alveolar [t] 

(STANDARD BR ENG) 

5 
(lines 13,16,16,22,25) 

1 
(line 20) 

glottal []  

(non-standard 

London) 

 

2 
(line 21,21) 

 

5 
(lines 15,20,28,28,28) 

 

retroflex []  
(Punjabi) 

 

2 
(lines 16,17) 

 

0 

 

 

-ING in 

participial  

suffixes 

 

velar [] 

(STANDARD BRENG) 

 

2 
(lines 20,25) 

 

1 
(line 15) 

 

alveolar [n]  

(non-standard 

London) 

 

0 

 

1 
(lines 20) 

 

Proportion of  

STANDARD BRITISH ENGLISH  features 

 

64% 
(7 out of 11) 

 

25%  
(2 out of 8) 

 

Proportion of  

non-standard London features 

 

18% 
(2 out of 11) 

 

75% 
(6 out of 8) 

 

 
 Here is a final piece of data: Anwar in his role as an employer, talking to a Sri Lankan woman who doesn’t 
know much English:  

 

Extract 6 

A ar o  the pho e ith a Sri La ka  o a  ho does t speak u h E glish. 
Key:  Traditional London vernacular; Punjabi ; STANDARD ENGLISH PRONUNCIATION/RP .   

 

1 Anw:   HeLLo: yes e:h (.) 

 2    hello   

3    how are you  

 4    you okay? 

5 Woman:  ((speaks for 3.0)) 
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6 Anw:   ye::s you keeping well? 

7 Woman:  ((speaks for 5.0)) 

8 Anw:   yeah 

9 Woman:  ((speaks for 2.0)) 

10 Anw:  yah I need you do job fo:r me                           

 
 

Anwar speaks here in a telegraphic ‘foreigner talk’, not only turning up the Punjabi features in his 
pronunciation but also simplifying the grammar (see line 10), and he later told us that although he produces 
this style unthinkingly, his daughter comments on it critically, referring to it as ‘bud bud’, which is a(n often 
racist) term widely used to derogate the English of migrants from the Indian subcontinent. 
 Together, these extracts provide a glimpse of the sociolinguistic repertoire of a successful, middle-aged 
British citizen born and raised in London.  Although the traditional distinction between standard and 
vernacular English serves as one dimension in Anwar’s speech, this is mixed with other ingredients (Punjabi, 
Jamaican) in a variety of adjustments that are rhetorically tuned to the people with whom he interacts in a 
range of different capacities – as interviewee, as friend, business associate, client, employer.  Looking back at 
Stroud’s account of Linguistic Citizenship, London doesn’t look like a completely different universe from the 
African context described by Stroud, where “speakers move into… and across many associational and socio-
geographical units… exhibiting multiple and varied practices of language use, such as language crossing and 
mixing” (2001:350, above).   But even though sociolinguistic repertoires like Anwar’s create social and 
economic potential, they are not embraced by the discourses of language and citizenship described in Section 
4.  Indeed, as a Muslim, Anwar belongs to a ‘suspect community’ in the eyes (and ears) of the contemporary 
British state (and is potentially subject to rather high levels of surveillance, scrutiny and distrust (Khan, 
2017)). 
 But as we saw with the 2010 IPPR report and the currency of the term ‘superdiversity’, there are others 
who seek to make more of the landscape that superdiversity points to.  As we shall see in the next section, this 
terrain has inspired a lot of quite small -scale local educational initiatives that are much more in tune with 
Stroud’s Linguistic Citizenship than the highly bounded ideas propounded by the EU and the UK government.  
Admittedly, the dominance of these ideas means that as a phrase on its own, ‘Linguistic Citizenship’ is very 
likely to be misinterpreted in the UK, along lines that are quite contrary to what is actually intended.  So to 
avoid this risk, it may be better to speak of ‘Sociolinguistic Citizenship’ when referring specifically to Britain.  
But there is no theoretical revision involved in this tactical local adjustment – if anything, it simply makes the 
disciplinary foundations of ‘Linguistic Citizenship’ more explicit. 
 
 
6. Projects promoting Sociolinguistic Citizenship 

 
Educational projects that, like Linguistic Citizenship, promote the voice of relatively marginalised people 
through the recognition of mixed/non-standard language practices and sociolinguistic awareness have a 
substantial pedigree in critical pedagogy and beyond (e.g. Freire 1970; Heath 1983).  There has been, for 
example, a good deal of work with pedagogies involving hip hop, in USA (Alim 2009), Hong Kong (Lin 2009, 
2011), Finland (Pietikäinen & Dufva 2014), and Denmark (e.g. Madsen & Karrebk 2015; 
www.rapolitics.org), to name just a few of the locations.  But before considering two educational projects in 
London in more detail, it is worth returning to the question of transformation, this time locating it more fully 
in education.  To do so, we can refer to debates about ‘translanguaging’, an umbrella term for hybrid language 
mixing that has a good deal in common with LC (Pennycook 2016). 

‘Translanguaging’ has gained a great deal of currency in recent years, and it is sometimes said that its 
recognition in education can be transformative.  According to Garcia & Li Wei, for example, translanguaging 
in education is associated with “creativity, criticality and transformations” (2014:66).  Among other things, 
creativity is “the ability to choose between following and flouting the rules and norms of behaviour”; 
criticality “is the ability… appropriately, systematically and insightfully to inform considered views of 
cultural, social, political and linguistic phenomena [and] to question and problematize received wisdom” 
(2014:67); and their combination in the kinds of practice that Garcia & Li Wei describe makes 
“translanguaging… transformative for the child, for the teacher and for education itself” (2014:68).   

The question of whether practices targeting change are transformative or not is a very important one, but it 
is not at all easy to answer, because in education generally, it is usually very difficult to predict the outcomes 
of particular pedagogies.  As Jaspers 2017 notes in a discussion of translanguaging in education, “all 

http://www.rapolitics.org/
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classrooms must be approached as complex interactive settings where, rather than simply accepting what is 
offered, pupils always negotiate what is put on the table (curricula, teaching styles, teachers) and develop 
different strategies depending on their short- and long-term ambitions, the classroom climate, and local socio-
economic conditions” (2017:11; Charalambous et al 2016).  Jaspers also draws attention to Bourdieu & 
Passeron’s scepticism “of the school’s potential to change society [and their belief] that any well-intentioned 
change at school would be quickly re-infected by the unequal structures around it”, and he notes as well the 
wider range of sociologists who “question the idea that interventions at school can transform society in any 
significant way” (Jaspers 2017:7,11).8  So although it is a major question and often (but not always) a valuable 
ideal, there are substantial grounds for being more cautious about transformation than some of the claims 
about translanguaging.  We will take a comparably cautious line in the ensuing description of two educational 
projects, which can be linked to Linguistic Citizenship because of the political intentions driving them 
(democratic participation, voice, linguistic inclusivity, sociolinguistic understanding), and our argument will 
centre more on questions of scale and sustainability than transformative impact. 

The first project represents an alternative to British government discourses on citizenship and immigration, 
and it was an ESOL course entitled Our Languages. It took place within a small charitable organisation called 
English for Action (EfA) that was set up in 2012 to support London Citizens’ campaigning work.  The vision 
that motivates EfA involves “UK migrants hav[ing] the language, skills and networks they need to bring about 
an equal and fair society” (EfA 2016:7), and according to its 2015-16 Annual Report 9: 
 

“[w]e remain absolutely committed to community organising; that is listening to people's concerns in our 
classes and communities, connecting people, training people to listen and take action, taking action to 
effect change and building powerful groups to be able to hold powerful people and organisations to 
account. Our approach is above all, to develop the capacity of our students to effect change. Campaigns, 
such as to secure better housing or living wages, emerge from classroom work and our community 
organising. Across the organisation, we are committed to the campaign to promote and defend ESOL and 
we encourage all our students, teachers, trustees, volunteers and supporters to get involved.” (EfA Annual 
Report 2015-16 p.5)  

 
During 2015-16, 391 people accessed the 19 free of charge ESOL courses that EfA ran in seven London 
Boroughs, and “over 100 students took action on a range of social justice issues” (p.11).  The courses were 
taught by a staff team of ten, with volunteers attending 85% of the classes, and this activity was supported 
with an income of £178,000, mostly raised from about a dozen charitable foundations. 
 The Our Languages course ran in 2017, and it formed one strand in a three year linguistic ethnography on 
‘Adult Language Socialisation in the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora in London’ funded by the Leverhulme Trust 
(2015-2018; £227,500).  The course was designed to explore how far the linguistic experience of the Sri 
Lankan Tamils studied in the ethnography resonated with other migrant groups, and it involved participatory 
education (which EfA also explicitly aligns with Freire, critical pedagogy, and democratic education).  Instead 
of relying on pre-planned schemes of work, this takes an over-arching theme and then allows the exact shape 
of the course to emerge from session to session.10  Working in two classes with a total of about 36 students 
originating in 18 countries, the courses began by playing the recording of someone from Sri Lanka talking 
about how he’d practiced his English working in an off-license, and by the end of the eight weeks, the students 
had covered: non-standard language varieties; bi/multilingual language practices; language identities; 
intergenerational language transmission; multilingual communicative repertoires; language ideologies; 
language discrimination and the social processes of learning English in the UK.  In this way, the course 
addressed what Stroud and Heugh see as a substantial problem for Linguistic Citizenship: the “problem… is 

                                                             
8 Jaspers also says that some of claims made about the educational benefits of translanguaging focus too exclusively on 
language, downplaying all the other cultural and material processes that generate unequal social outcomes, and that they are 
too emphatic in the advocacy of fluid and mixed language, ignoring the politically strategic value that named languages can 
have in some contexts (2016:8-9,12).  But neither of these criticisms can be applied to Stroud et al’s account of Linguistic 
Citizenship.  In work on LC, there is ample attention to the cultural and material processes in which language is embedded, and 
the emphasis on voice (rather than just language) allows for the possibility that at certain points in the trajectory of a political 
message or argument, relatively fixed and standard language forms can contribute to emancipatory effects (see Section 2 
above).   
9 http://apps.charitycommission.gov.uk/Accounts/Ends68/0001133268_AC_20160731_E_C.pdf 
10 Sub-themes are drawn out and elaborated on through the use of a range of tools, activities and texts – see the accounts of two 
previous short courses in Whose Integration? (Bryers et al 2013) and The Power of Discussion (Bryers et al, 2014; Cooke et al 
2014). 

http://www.efalondon.org/who-we-are/our-story-and-values
http://apps.charitycommission.gov.uk/Accounts/Ends68/0001133268_AC_20160731_E_C.pdf
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that much current theorisation of language and political is often unavailable to those communities who are 
theorised… [L]inguistic knowledge needs to be built in dialogue with communities” (2004:209-10).  Within 
this, students used languages other than English in a range of different ways (see Cooke et al 2018 for details).  

At the end of course, one of the groups said they wanted another eight weeks to continue the discussion, 
which was rare: in EfA’s experience of other participatory ESOL projects, a topic generally holds the classes 
interest for three to six sessions.  There were gains in language learning, in pragmatic and ‘multilingual 
narrative’ competence and in vocabulary: one of the students reported “jokingly but proudly – that her family 
had commented that she was coming home from class ‘sounding like a dictionary’, [using] research related 
terms such as ‘theme’, ‘data’ and ‘participant’” (Cooke et al 2018:25).  And one of the groups also made 
representations to the All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Social Integration, whose chair happened to 
be the local MP (Chuka Umunna).  The APPG was conducting an inquiry into the integration of immigrants, 
and its interim report was picked up by the Daily Mail with the headline ‘All migrants should learn English 
before moving to UK: Verdict of Labour MP...it's time to ditch failed multiculturalism’.  Students objected to 
the negative stereotyping, to the way in which learning English was presented as an obligation rather than a 
right, and to the lack of any reference in either the Interim Report or the Mail article to major cuts in state 
funding for ESOL (c. 60% since 2007) and the long waiting lists for classes that these produced.  EfA 
subsequently submitted written evidence to the inquiry (along with 66 other individuals and organisations) and 
Umunna was invited to the class.  He came and admitted that the interim text should have taken more care to 
avoid interpretations like the Mail’s.  In fact, the APPG’s final report was entitled Integration not 
Demonisation, and it warned against rhetorics that encouraged racism (p.16), discussed the adverse effects of 
the ESOL funding cuts at some length (2017:69-70), and acknowledged EfA and “the testimony of… 
community group members” (2017:83,9). 
 The question of whether this political action was transformative, affirmative or trivial could produce a 
range of answers, depending on whether the focus was on state policy for ESOL, the AFFG’s committee 
deliberations, or the development of particular individuals making representations.  But whatever the 
assessment, there were other quite significant limitations and difficulties on the course.  The ethnographic data 
on Sri Lankan Tamils raised issues about the relationship between language learning, securitisation and the 
legacy of war, but the project researchers didn’t present these to the Our Languages team, so they weren’t 
addressed in the course.  On occasion, students themselves expressed racist ideas, and the session on 
intergenerational language transmission generated quite a lot of frustration and guilt when students talked 
about their children’s lack of heritage language competence.  In one of the groups, there was also quite strong 
support for an ‘English Only’ policy in ESOL lessons, in spite of the encouragement they had been given to 
draw on their multilingual repertoires during the course.  The tutors tried and hoped to argue with these views, 
but assessing their success in this could be as complex as settling the questions about 
transformation/affirmation/insignificance.  Even so, its alignment with the ideas of Linguistic Citizenship 
outlined by Stroud et al is clear. 
 English for Action also aims to encourage the growth of participatory ESOL courses by sharing best 
practice (and beyond the account in Cooke et al 2018, the project team is working on dissemination of the 
materials from Our Languages).  The sharing of practice in pedagogies committed to the fluidity of language 
and identity, sociolinguistic understanding, linguistic inclusivity and voice was central to the second project, 
Multilingual Creativity. 

The Multilingual Creativity project ran from January 2015 to November 2016, and it has been summarized 
as follows:  
 

“Across the UK more than one million children and teenagers use languages other than English in their 
daily lives. They become adept at mixing and matching these languages to tailor conversation to fit their 
situations.  This has led to hybrid and innovative language use emerging as new 'plurilingual' practices that 
go beyond the simple coexistence of separate languages. The skills that plurilingualism foster offer 
immense creative potential but this is still largely unrecognised within public policy and education.  This 
project sought to answer the question ‘How can plurilingualism among young people be harnessed for 
creativity?’ It built on existing work in the area of ‘multilingual creativity’ already taking place in 
universities, schools, and arts & cultural organisations aimed at helping young people recognise, develop 
and benefit from their plurilingual skills”  (www.kcl.ac.uk/Cultural/-/Projects/Multilingual-
Creativity.aspx)  

 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4089544/ALL-migrants-learn-English-moving-UK-Verdict-Labour-MP-s-time-ditch-failed-multiculturalism.html
http://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/themes/570513f1b504f500db000001/attachments/original/1483958173/TC0012_AAPG_Interim_Report_Screen.pdf?1483958173
http://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/themes/570513f1b504f500db000001/attachments/original/1504379228/TC0016_AAPG_Integration_not_Demonisation_Report.pdf?1504379228
http://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/themes/570513f1b504f500db000001/attachments/original/1504379228/TC0016_AAPG_Integration_not_Demonisation_Report.pdf?1504379228
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/Cultural/-/Projects/Multilingual-Creativity.aspx
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/Cultural/-/Projects/Multilingual-Creativity.aspx
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The initiative recognized that there were a lot of unconnected grassroots projects which engaged with young 
people’s hybrid multilingualism, and it set out to build links between them, developing something of a ‘sector’ 
for this kind of work.  As well as these projects themselves, it drew on resources that included: Sam Holmes’ 
prior experience as a school teacher and tutor in creative translation projects (e.g. 
www.translatorsinschools.org); the Free Word Centre’s commitment to “exploring the political and cultural 
power of words”; the Gulbenkian Foundation’s interest in literature in translation for adults and children; and 
support for projects developing the non-academic impact of research channeled through the Cultural Institute 
at King’s  and the ESRC Doctoral Training Centre at King’s College London.  The total budget was about 
£67,000, made up of five or six grants that ranged from c. £2k to £22k. 

There were three elements in the programme: research on current practice, the development of a website 
(www.multilingualcreativity.org.uk), and a series of 6 events.  The events focused on language communities, 
multilingual projects, performing and visual arts, print and multimedia texts, networking, and a review of the 
MC series, and there was participation from 52 cultural organisations (covering education, museums, libraries, 
publishing and the arts and cultural sector), 17 artists, 12 academics, and 32 members of the general public.  
The research part of the programme surveyed existing projects, and identified five pedagogic principles in 
what could be taken as the manifesto for an emerging sector, illustrating them with examples of film making 
in Arabic supplementary schools, German teaching with hand-puppets for primary children, three-day 
workshops in creative translation and a national language challenge (Holmes 2015).  The five principles were: 
plurilingualism over monolingual usage (the use of different ‘languages’ within the same utterance or 
activity); exuberant smatterings over fluency (‘bits of language’ as opposed to ‘fluency’ as a legitimate goal in 
language learning); reflexive sociolinguistic exploration over linguistic ‘common sense’ (focusing on 
participants’ own language practices); collaborative endeavour over individualisation (drawing on the pooling 
of repertoires within a group); and investment over ‘immersion’ (fostering a genuine desire to participate, 
rather than insisting on exclusive use of the ‘target’ language).   

Although it formed part of the underlying rationale (Holmes 2015:10), politics was less explicit in 
Multilingual Creativity than in Our Languages.  But the involvement of arts organisations pointed to a contrast 
with schools that speaks back to questions about change, with pedagogy looking more ‘transformative’ in the 
arts and ‘affirmative’ in education: 

 
“A [school] teacher’s approach can be very focused on building. It often starts with planning out the 
edifice of knowledge and skills a child needs according to the prescriptions of the curriculum, then takes 
stock of what foundations they already have, before using all this to design the scaffolding required to 
support the next bricks…. The approach of arts practitioners can be quite different and often starts with an 
element of destruction. Those foundations a child has can be a prison of limited and limiting 
conceptualisations which stymie creative potential. Once this is exposed children are empowered to 
become architects as well as brick-layers.” (Holmes 2015:3) 

 
But the issue of actual outcomes is obviously more complex,11 and so too is the positioning of these pedagogic 
strategies within broader institutions.  The glove puppet activity with which Holmes illustrates the ‘exuberant 
smatterings over fluency’ principle was produced by the Goethe Institut, which is funded by the German 
government to promote German language and culture at all levels world-wide, using German “as the teaching 
language… right from the start”.12  So ‘Felix und Franzi’ is, relatively speaking, just a tiny innovation in 
which language mixing is a tactic to take small children on their first steps into a much larger programme of 
monolingual Deutsch, perhaps ultimately leading to the kind of plurilingual citizenship advocated by the EU.  
Does this make it irrelevant to the kind of Linguistic Citizenship described by Stroud and his associates?   
 Obviously not, because pedagogic methods can be adopted and recontextualised in different kinds of 
programme and organisation.  But the case of Goethe Institut raises a much larger issue, because it stands in 
sharp contrast to virtually all of the other projects involved in Multilingual Creativity.  While the Goethe 
Institut can rely on large-scale long-term financing from the German state, most of the rest depended on 

                                                             
11 Although Holmes does offer a personal interpretation: “Arvon’s (M)Other Tongues creative writing courses provide a good 
example of this [difference], as participants are encouraged to prioritise expressing their ideas over employing conventions of 
literacy…. Rather than limiting their narratives to the words and concepts they can express in one standard language, the 
children disregard these restrictions and write stories which reflect their own individual linguistic repertoires. The resulting 
narratives are both more complex and more detailed than the texts the children produce when limited to what they can write in 
one standard language” (Holmes 2015:3-4).   
12 https://www.goethe.de/en/spr/kup/kon.html.  Visited 22/12/17 

http://www.translatorsinschools.org/
http://www.freewordcentre.com/
https://gulbenkian.pt/uk-branch/our-work/other-initiatives/literature-in-translation/
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/Cultural/Cultural-Institute/index.aspx
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/Cultural/Cultural-Institute/index.aspx
http://www.multilingualcreativity.org.uk/
https://www.freewordcentre.com/explore/mcs-communities
https://www.freewordcentre.com/explore/mcs-projects
https://www.freewordcentre.com/explore/mcs-performing
https://www.freewordcentre.com/explore/mcs-multimedia
https://www.freewordcentre.com/explore/multilingual-creativity-speed-dating
https://www.freewordcentre.com/explore/mcs-looking-back
https://www.freewordcentre.com/explore/mcs-looking-back
http://www.arvon.org/schools/mother-tongues/
https://www.goethe.de/en/spr/kup/kon.html


 

 19 

relatively short-term, project-specific funding from charitable foundations and local communities and 
institutions (including universities).  Indeed this can be seen in both of the projects we have described, which 
depended on the initiative of a few dedicated individuals and their perseverance and success in raising income 
from a plurality of funding sources.  This raises the crucial issue of sustainability, both for the projects and for 
the linguistic repertoires and capacities that they seek to develop.  As we saw in the Our Languages project, 
ESOL students themselves recognised and objected to government cuts, and as noted by one of the 
organisations quoted by Holmes, “creativity is not simply a matter of letting go. Serious creative achievement 
relies on knowledge, control of materials and command of ideas” (2015:14).  Is one intensive three-day 
workshop in the course of 12 year school career, or a couple of hours a week for 5 weeks, really enough to 
develop sophisticated plurilingual writing and ‘a voice worth hearing’?  It would be optimistic to say ‘yes’, 
and this in turn raises the question: is civil society really the only place for educational programmes committed 
to the development of powerful but unorthodox voices and the sophisticated acceptance of mixed and non-
standard language?  Or could Linguistic Citizenship be incorporated within state provision?   

The official visions of citizenship sketched in Section 4 might look inhospitable to this, but there are 
actually precedents, as we shall see in a historical glance back at language education in English schools in the 
1960s-80s. 
 
 
7. Sociolinguistic Citizenship in English state education from the 1960s to the 1980s? 

 
Calls for language education to focus on Standard English, grammar and correctness have a long pedigree in 
the UK (Rosen 1981), but the period from the 1960s to the late 80s was dominated by ‘progressive’ 
pedagogies, supported by major Committees of Inquiry (DES 1967, DES 1975) which stated for example that: 
 

“The aim is not to alienate the child from a form of language with which he has grown up… It is to 
enlarge his repertoire so that he can use language effectively in other speech situations and use standard 
forms when they are needed…No child should be expected to cast off the language and culture of the 
home as he crosses the school threshold… Every school with pupils whose original language is not 
English should adopt a positive attitude to their bilingualism and wherever possible help maintain and 
deepen their knowledge of their mother-tongue…”” (DES 1975: paras 10.6, 20.5, 20.17; Carter 1988)  

 
In contrast to the system operating from the 1990s onwards, there was no national curriculum and regular 
standardised assessment testing during this period (apart from the school-leaving exams), and “no pressure of 
a stringent accountability framework that would make… teachers… or their senior managers in school… risk 
averse” (Gibbons 2017:40).  Local authorities, teaching unions and subject associations had much more 
influence than central government, and in language education, the London Association of Teachers of English 
(LATE) played an especially significant role (Gibbons 2017:Ch.2).   LATE was “never a top-down policy-
making body that decided on some theoretical or ideological sense of the best way to teach English; its 
approaches evolved from the projects of its study groups”, and they were “rooted in the challenges [teachers] 
identified in their own classrooms” (ibid p.17).  Aware of Hymes and sensitive to contemporaneous 
developments in ethnographic sociolinguistics (Rosen & Burgess 1980:140; Burgess 2002), there was a great 
deal of attention to their pupils’ own language use (e.g. Barnes et al 1969), and for many, this “brought politics 
into the classroom as it would be impossible not to consider issues of gender, class and – increasingly in 
multicultural environments – ethnicity in English lessons.” (Gibbons 2017:30).   
 Admittedly, there were different lines of thinking within broadly progressive language education during 
this period (Stubbs 1986:78; Rampton et al 1988:10; Hewitt 1989:127-33; Cox 1990:21; Burgess 2002), and 
not all would fit the model of Linguistic Citizenship outlined by Stroud.  One influential strand, for example, 
spoke of the natural growth of the individual child, rather than socialisation and the politics of identity. For the 
most part, ‘mother-tongues’ like Punjabi and Greek were also treated within an essentialist framework similar 
to the arguments for LHR described in Section 1 (Rampton 1995:Ch.13.3, Rampton et al 2001:10, 2008:428-
9).  There were exceptions – Rosen & Burgess 1980 insisted that  
 

“no nice sharp dividing lines separate many of our categories.  When do you say that for practical 
purposes, someone is no longer speaking like a foreigner?  When we say, ‘She can also speak Turkish’, 
what does that mean?... There are many children now who grow up able to understand a language quite 
well but speak it very little and read and write it not at all… Fluidity is… the hallmark of users of dialect 



 

 20 

in London schools, a fluidity which is both within and between individuals” (1980:2,33; also Hewitt 
1982).   

 
But at this point, arguments for the educational potential of mixed language hadn’t been formulated in 
anything to compare with recent talk of translanguaging.  

There was however, a great deal of emphasis on voice, and together with the idea that English teaching 
should seek to broaden the child’s repertoire rather than impose Standard English on its own (DES 1975 
above; DES 1981), this itself created openings for mixed and non-standard language.13  In 1979, the ILEA 
English Centre published Our Lives: Young People’s Autobiographies, saying that “community publishing 
groups have begun to show that local working class autobiographies can contribute to the making of history 
every bit as forcefully as the autobiographies of the rich and powerful” (1979:v).  Rosen noted this and spoke 
of “sympathetic vibrations between ventures in popular theatre and drama in schools, between new black 
literature and the writing of dialect stories and poetry in schools, between a revitalised interest in the oral 
tradition and the classroom extension of this tradition” (1981:17).  Initiatives of this kind were supported by 
the National Writing Project (1985-89) and the National Oracy Project (1987-93), two very large-scale 
curriculum development initiatives  
 

“that saw central funding being used to enable teachers, working with local authority advisers, their 
subject associations and higher education colleagues, to explore and investigate their own practice and 
develop new approaches rooted in the evaluation of their own experiences in collaboration with peers. 
Genuinely bottom up, these projects mirrored the ways in which associations like LATE and NATE had 
been working for 40 years” (Gibbons 2017:53). 

 
The third curriculum development project of this kind focused on language itself, and was called the 

Language in the National Curriculum project (LINC).  This was supported with £21 million from central 
government (£165 million at current values), and it ran from 1989-1992, involving 25 coordinators and more 
than 10,000 teachers in over 400 training courses (Carter 1992:16; Gibbons 2017:73).  The project drew on 
applied linguistics as well as the experience of teachers, but “recognise[d] that some aspects of language resist 
systematisation”, and that “language and its conventions of use are permanently and unavoidably unstable and 
in flux. Much of the richness, pleasure and creativity of language use inheres in such play with these 
conventions” (Carter 1990:17).  LINC’s 6 main principles included the idea that “[b]eing more explicitly 
informed about the sources of attitudes to language, about its uses and misuses, about how language is used to 
manipulate and incapacitate, can empower pupils to see through language to the ways in which messages are 
mediated and ideologies encoded” (Carter 1990:4), and it drew explicitly on Critical Discourse Analysis 
(“once people know that rules of accuracy and appropriacy are not fixed but subject to social influences, they 
will want to choose between conforming to them, reproducing the conventions as they are, or challenging 
them, helping to break new ground” (Ivanic 1990:128)).  Acknowledging mixed language and the fact that 
“many bilingual children operate naturally… switching between languages in speech or writing in response to 
context and audience”, teachers in multilingual classrooms were encouraged to “create the conditions which 
enable children to gain access to the whole curriculum by encouraging them to use, as appropriate, their 
strongest or preferring language” (Savva 1990:260, 263; Morrison & Sandhu 1992).  All these ideas were 
turned into professional development materials for teachers – 12 flexible units supported by BBC TV and 
radio, each designed to take up one to 1.5 days of course time, organised into sections on development in 
children’s talk, reading and writing, together with a block devoted to language and society (Carter 1990:2).  

These values did not, however, go unopposed.  During the 1980s, the cultural politics around English 
teaching had intensified, with critics advocating meritocratic individualism, the needs of industry and/or going 
‘back to basics’ (spelling, grammar & punctuation) (Bourne & Cameron 1988; Rampton, Harris & Leung 
2007).  Within the LINC project itself, there was a good deal of political manoeuvring, and the government’s 
original plans for a centrally run project to support the implementation of a new National Curriculum for 
English were subverted at a number of points by project leaders sympathetic to the perspective of teachers on 

                                                             
13 Indeed, this climate encouraged the following suggestion for pupils learning English as a second language: “even for the 
very earliest learners there should be lessons set aside for something such as ‘creative language’, in which learners would be 
free to use English, their mother-tongue, or a mixture, according to what suited their own and their peers’ expressive interests.  
The emergent uses of language might well be transient or they might stabilise.  The crucial point is that teachers would be in 
no position to assess the developmental value of such activity directly (though they might well manage to identify indirect 
benefits in other spheres).  What assessment there was would be the responsibility of the peer group” (Rampton 1985:194) 
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the ground (Gibbons 2017:72-73; Carter 1992; Richmond 1992; Rampton 1995b:240-1).  But this struggle 
came to a spectacular climax in 1991 when the government refused to allow publication of the LINC training 
materials, objecting, among other things, to a chapter on multilingualism (Abrams 1991), and asking, in the 
words of the minister of state: “Why… so much prominence [is] given to exceptions rather than the norm - to 
dialects rather than standard English, for example… Of course, language is a living force, but our central 
concern must be the business of teaching children how to use their language correctly” (Eggar 1991).   

More generally over the period that followed the 1988 Education Reform Act, the Conservative 
government engaged in a major process of reform, gradually closing down on the idea of using school to 
develop creative critical voices. The design of the curriculum for 5 to 16 year olds was centralised, and by the 
mid 1990s, there was a legally binding National Curriculum for 80% or more of the school day, together with 
a system of national tests for 7, 11 and 14 year olds.  The emphasis now was on carefully graded inputs from 
the teacher, on the specific texts and skills the learner was expected to acquire and produce, and on the extent 
to which the learner matched these, focusing on what was missing (Rampton et al 2007:432).  There were 
other major changes.  The ‘Local Management of Schools’ was one of the cornerstones of the 1988 Act, and it 
paved the way for a shift of power away from Local Education Authorities to individual schools.  In 1990, 
head-teachers and school governors controlled 5% of the money spent on schools, but by the year 2000, this 
had shifted to 82% (Audit Commission 2000).  So while the curriculum was taken over from the centre, a 
market opened up in the structures of provision.  These changes also saw the demise of large-scale, teacher-
driven language curriculum development initiatives like LINC and the National Writing and Oracy Projects 
(Gibbons 2017:126).  Admittedly, several centres that had played a major role supporting innovative language 
education survived, but they lost state funding and became independent charities in the voluntary sector 
(English & Media Centre; Centre for Literacy in Primary Education). Overall, from a review of English 
teaching from the 1950s to the present, Gibbons concludes that 

 
“the legacy of nearly thirty years of top-down reform has been profound de-professionalisation – leaving 
English teachers with the underlying sense that the critical decisions about what to teach and how to teach 
are no longer theirs to make. So hegemonic seems the discourse around standards, accountability, 
performance and attainment that it can appear that this is just the way things are.” (2017:3) 

 
It is important, of course, not to romanticise language education in England from the 1960s to the 1980s.  

The caution that Jaspers calls for in discussions about the transformative effects of translanguaging is needed 
here too, and after all, this historical sketch only describes the thinking of educationalists – it is far harder to 
know what young people themselves actually made of it all (though see Medway et al 2014).  Indeed, 
conservatives weren’t the only critics.  There were educationalists on the political left who argued that far 
from empowering students, pedagogies committed to voice masked the stratification and social filtering that 
schooling entailed, and that they failed to provide students with access to the genres that held greatest power in 
society (Reid 1987; Kress 1982; Rampton et al 1988).  But even if we believe that the Conservative’s 1988 
Education Reform Act introduced the only changes that we can characterise as ‘transformative’ with 
confidence, and even if we accept that language pedagogy from the 1960s to 1980s provided no special 
exemption from the dullness and distraction that have always been a significant part of ordinary school life, we 
can still say: (a) that these ideas about developing creatively independent voices ‘worth hearing’ wouldn’t 
have lasted as long as they did things if they hadn’t worked with at least some of the students; and (b) that the 
students who were affected positively in this way must have been far greater in number, over much longer in 
their educational careers, than anything that the ‘third sector’ projects described in Section 6 can hope to 
achieve.   

Indeed, we can’t even say that in being placed outside the state sector, projects aligned with Linguistic 
Citizenship now have more license and power to trouble government policies.  Under neo-liberalism, the state 
itself has massively shrunk since the 1980s, and  

 
“government.. in the name of the national… [has given] way to government of particular zones - regions, 
towns, sectors, communities – in the interests of economic circuits which flow between regions and across 
national boundaries. The economic fates of citizens within a national territory are uncoupled from one 
another, and are now understood and governed as a function of their own particular levels of enterprise, 
skill, inventiveness and flexibility” (Rose 1996:338,339).   

 

https://www.englishandmedia.co.uk/about/
https://www.clpe.org.uk/clpe/about-us
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In this context, it is quite possible for central government to welcome projects like Our Languages and 
Multilingual Creativity as examples of the “enterprise, skill, inventiveness and flexibility” now needed in local 
regions, all at no cost to the taxpayer.  Indeed, Multilingual Creativity offers a potential in the new economy 
that is now rather well recognised: the cultivation of trans-linguistic practices and repertoires that have 
potential to feed into the contemporary creative industries and cultural markets where hybrid styles are valued 
for their authenticity (Pujolar 2007:90; Androutsopoulos 2007; Rampton 2015; Stroud 2001:350). 

Stroud himself recognises the “shifting significance of language in citizenship across time and space, and 
across different political and economic structures” (2008:45).  From the story of language education in 
England, it is clear that these political and economic structures can, at any given time, be either more or less 
conducive to realising the ideals of Linguistic Citizenship, and this necessarily affects the spirit and the 
locations in which they are pursued. 
 Although he cites exceptions, Stroud’s starting assumption is that ‘traditional, state-based institutions’ are 
antipathetic to non-standard language mixing and he emphasises grassroots activity at some distance from the 
centres of power (see Section 1 above).  Most probably because of this, in a recent paper looking at how the 
idea developed, he stresses LC’s ‘utopian’ qualities: 

 
“[t]he contestations played out in ‘acts of citizenship’ frequently prefigure a better world… tantamount to 
anticipating or imagining a world in which harmful categories and systems of othering are deconstructed. 
The ‘utopian’ in this case… references a better way of living that is foreshadowed in the present (and past) 
but is as yet unrealized (cf. Anderson & Holden 2008)... These foreshadowings may often be experienced 
as aesthetic or euphoric resonances of subjectively experienced events or states: Linguistic Citizenship 
carries a utopian surplus in this sense” (Stroud 2017:4) 

 
But compare this with the view of Michael Stubbs in Educational Linguistics in England in 1986, who also 
envisaged “[a] reconstructionist [language] curriculum [which] sees education as a way of understanding and 
improving society”, which would give students “the ability to analyse, criticise and possibly reconstruct social 
norms and practices”, and which was “essentially democratic in that all children have the right of access to 
such means of cultural analysis” (1986:78).  But in this vision, Stubbs insisted that “[n]o utopian assumptions 
are necessarily made: it need not be assumed that there is one ideal kind of society, or that perfection will be 
attained” (ibid).  This pragmatism was well judged – just two years later, he was appointed to a government 
Working Group tasked with designing a national curriculum for English, and this committee soon produced a 
document that combined well with LINC and was well received by teachers (DFE 1989; Cox 1992:264).   

Admittedly, their text didn’t survive the transformations of the 1990s and it was soon overtaken by “a 
series of event which should not have occurred in a democratic society.  From 1991 to 1995 a small group of 
Conservatives interfered with the National Curriculum in order to impose an extreme right-wing version of the 
knowledge and skills necessary for the education of our children” (Cox 1995:185).  Even so, in this context, it 
was tactics in the corridors of power that mattered, not utopianism at the margins. Many of the political 
manoeuvrings that this involved has been described in vivid detail by Committee’s Chair, Brian Cox (in a 
manner that is fully compatible with the focus on acts, actors, practice and text trajectories associated with LC 
and contemporary work on language policy) (1992, 1995).  Indeed Cox also suggests that there are also 
moments of euphoria within the practical business of policy formulation (e.g. 1992:258).  But it was much 
more than just aesthetic foreshadowings that drove all this.  Cox, Stubbs and their associates were fighting for 
specific proposals, building on existing language education practices at least in part, and they were also 
targeting a clearly bounded citizenry – 5 to 16 year olds attending school in England.   

So the struggle for Linguistic Citizenship doesn’t have to be confined to relatively short-term projects, and 
it is possible to work on a scale which reaches far beyond local initiatives involving critical pedagogy or 
creative production that symbolically challenges the linguistic status quo.  But this is likely to require 
penetration of (whatever’s left of) the state, with all the pragmatic compromises that this entails.  The kinds of 
abstraction and strategic simplification described in the discussion of entextualisation, hearability and the 
effective circulation of ideas in Section 2 inevitably form part of this, and the challenge is to ensure that the 
core commitments of Linguistic Citizenship remain intact –  commitments to democratic participation, to 
voice, to the heterogeneity of the linguistic resources that these entail, and to the political value of 
sociolinguistic understanding.  
 In the UK at present, there is little hope of persuading central government to provide financial resources to 
support the kind of Linguistic Citizenship conceived by Stroud and his associates.  But regional bodies may 
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well be more receptive, and in the final section, it is worth turning to the contribution that universities can 
make to sustaining initiatives that promote LC. 
 
 
8. Universities as a durable resource for Linguistic Citizenship 
 
As economies become more regional, universities are expected to play a larger role in their local areas.  
According to an OECD-based14 study of higher education (HE) in 12 countries, “increasingly universities are 
expected to take the lead and to rearrange the structures so that entrepreneurship and technology transfer 
activities form part of the academic heartland of research and teaching” (Goddard & Pukka 2008:19).  Shifts in 
HE pedagogy are implicated in this:  
 

“learning and teaching activities have moved away from a linear model of transmission of knowledge 
based upon the classroom and are becoming more interactive and experiential, drawing upon, for example, 
project work and work-based learning, much of which is locationally specific… [T]he most effective 
technology and knowledge transfer mechanism between higher education institutions and the external 
environment is through… staff and students via the teaching curriculum, placements, teaching company 
schemes, secondments, etc” (Chatterton & Goddard 2000:480,488).  

 
This reaches right across the disciplinary spectrum: “the new emphasis on social innovation, tourism, the 
creative industries and welfare widens the academic domain from science and technology and medical 
faculties to the arts, humanities and social sciences” (Goddard & Pukka 2008:14).  Similar shifts can be seen 
in the UK: the actual and/or potential ‘non-academic impact’ of research is now evaluated both in individual 
project proposals and in the large-scale national assessments of research conducted every five or six years, and 
as elsewhere, there is increasing pressure for teaching to cultivate employability and social responsibility 
among students.  

In ethnographic sociolinguistics, there is a very well-established tradition of action research and outreach, 
with university staff and students working with local groups to promote the kind of Linguistic Citizenship we 
have been discussing (see e.g. Hymes 1980; Gumperz et al 1979; Heath 1983; Van de Aa & Blommaert 2011; 
Rampton et al 2014:16-24).  Perhaps “unexpectedly”, however, “growing [neo-liberal] emphasis on the 
economisation of research, commodification of teaching, and a need to demonstrate a ‘return on investment to 
clients and sponsors’ creates favourable conditions” for strengthening this tradition (Matras & Robertson 
2017:5: Rampton 2015b).  Both of the projects described in Section 6 draw on these developments, and if 
opportunities for placements and practical work outside the academy are to become an established feature of 
the university curriculum, then individual modules could be built around efforts to promote Linguistic 
Citizenship, providing them with greater institutional durability, introducing undergraduates or Masters 
students to the underlying ideas on an annual basis, involving them in sites where they have the chance to 
explore these ideas in action.   

Exactly what this kind of module covered would depend on the requirements and support provided in the 
particular institution where it was taught, on the sorts of non-academic organisation that it was linked to, and 
staff experience, expertise and interests (at least to begin with).  But it probably ought to cover sociolinguistic 
concepts of the kind outlined in this paper (language & superdiversity; ‘named languages’ and language 
mixing; repertoires, practices, voice and trajectories of text).  This would obviously be warranted not only by 
their relevance to Linguistic Citizenship but also their significance within the discipline, and there are 
textbooks to support this (e.g. Bock & Mheta 2014; Weber & Horner 2012).  The course would certainly need 
to promote an ethnographic stance – a readiness to push sociolinguistic theories into open-ended dialogue with 
the rationales and practices ‘on the ground’ in the non-academic activities that they and the module were 
linked with.  In the process, they would also need to think hard about the ways in which concepts are variously 
complicated and simplified as they travel in and out of the academy and other contexts.   

Embedded like this in the teaching module, one of the core structures of the university, the promotion of 
Linguistic Citizenship could spread in other ways, and Manchester University’s Multilingual Manchester is a 

                                                             
14 The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development was set up in 1961, and its members are Austria, Belgium, 
Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, United Kingdom, United States. 

http://mlm.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/about/
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spectacular example of this (Matras & Robertson 2017).15  But even within the relatively limited horizons of 
the single module, universities could provide a high-status platform for discussion of LC ideas, and 20-30 
people would emerge every year with an understanding of how language diversity privileges some and 
disadvantages others, and of what might be done to change these relationships.  In their interaction with 
university students, third sector organisations like the ones mentioned in Section 6 could get tasks done that 
they wouldn’t otherwise have the resources to complete, and they’d engage with frameworks for 
understanding their activity that were different and maybe more elaborate than the ones they were used to.  
The students and organisations would now know each other, and opportunities would emerge to develop their 
relationship in all sorts of unanticipated ways. 
 
 
9. Conclusion 
 
Committed to democratic participation, to voice, to the heterogeneity of linguistic resources and to the 
political value of sociolinguistic understanding, “the concept of Linguistic Citizenship is”, as already noted, 
originally “a Southern and de-colonial concept” (Stroud 2017:2).  But it chimes well with the programme for 
ethnographic sociolinguistics outlined by Hymes in north America, who was himself highly committed to 
developing forms of study that could be politically productive and transcend ‘scientific colonialism’ 
(1969:49,55).  LC is also congruent with a line of thinking in language education that developed at roughly the 
same time as Hymes’ work, and that was very influential in the mainstream of English state schooling for 
more than two decades.  Central government shut this down in the 1990s, so that initiatives promoting 
Linguistic Citizenship now tend to rely on relatively short-term project-specific funding raised from non-state 
sources.  But university-based sociolinguists have continued the lines of study initiated by Hymes and have 
quite often collaborated with teachers, arts organisers and community activists in small-scale projects 
promoting LC principles outside the academy, in relationships that are now incentivised, perhaps somewhat 
ironically, by the neo-liberal agenda driving higher education. 
 Sociolinguists can’t predict or ‘scientifically’ assess the effects produced by practical initiatives promoting 
Linguistic Citizenship, and obviously, the more there are and the longer they last, the harder this gets (even 
though the expansion would itself be welcomed).  Finding the resources and institutional space to run these 
initiatives also takes hard graft and tactical planning.  Nevertheless, over the last few years, a set of 
overarching terms seem to have crystallised in sociolinguistics that start to answer the 2010 IPPR report’s call 
for “a new way of talking about diversity in the UK” (Fanshawe & Sriskandarajah 2010:5).  Superdiversity 
characterises the linguistic terrain, translanguaging points the kinds of communicative practice we find there, 
and linguistic ethnography identifies the stance and methods needed to understand them.  To these, Linguistic 
Citizenship – or in the UK, ‘Sociolinguistic Citizenship’ – adds the need to strengthen democratic participation 
with political and educational efforts tuned to the significance of language.  Of course, each of these concepts 
can and should be interrogated, unpacked, refined, applied and compared, in and against different frameworks 
and situations, and this is grist to the academic/non-academic collaboration.  But despite their flexible 
generality, these four concepts coalesce in a loosely coherent perspective on language and social change that 
denaturalises the traditional equation of language, culture and nationality, and promotes a clearer 
understanding and more constructive engagement both with the patterning and the unpredictability of 
contemporary sociolinguistic experience. 
 

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

                                                             
15 Manchester University’s Multilingual Manchester programme (MLM) began in 2009 with “a new second year 
undergraduate module on Societal Multilingualism” and “benefit[ed] from the new opportunities for digital learning and the 
emerging Social Responsibility agenda” (Matras & Robertson 2017:8).  Since then it has grown very substantially: it is 
currently supported by three fixed term project managers (Matras & Robertson 2017:10); it has been adopted as one of 
Manchester University’s flagship regional engagement programmes; and it “bring[s] together university students, experienced 
researchers of international repute, community representatives, and members of local services”, inviting “contacts, offer[s] for 
collaboration, and requests for information, from school, local authorities and local services, businesses, media, related 
research projects, and students wishing to carry out research on one of Manchester’s many community languages, or on 
language policy and community multilingualism” (MLM website at 1/7/15).  Admittedly, continuity and stability are major 
challenges for a programme of this size, because without “a long term commitment to providing core resources”, it is caught 
up in the university’s “volatile processes of prioritisation and internal competition for resources” (ibid p.11,10).  But working 
on a smaller scale, within the boundaries of the individual module, acute issues of sustainability like these are less likely to 
arise. 

http://mlm.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/about/
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