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Abstract 
 
In this paper, I critically question the focus on ‘the city’ that has characterized much of recent 
sociolinguistic research. Besides uncertainty on how to define a city, the assumption that 
demographic density and territorial closeness of users of different linguistic resources (as is typical 
for cities) necessitates contact-based language patterns is not always plausible. The article gives 
insight into linguistic anthropological theories on the relationship of language, social space and 
place-making. These indicate that it is particular political economies and the related institutional 
practices that cause interactional networks and thus contact – or non-contact – among speakers of 
different languages, not territorial proximity. In the third section, I present empirical data from 
different socio-geographical contexts that demonstrate that rural places may well be diverse, while 
urban contexts, despite displaying statistical diversity, have a potential for reproducing patterns of 
homogeneity in specific contexts (which implies that the term diversity should be specified in 
relation to different social scales, such as territorially conceptualised social spaces, social networks 
or individual practices). Overall, I emphasise that (a) ‘the city’ is a fuzzy concept whose effects on 
language practice need to be empirically verified, (b) if we mean by cities densely populated 
environments that are discursively constructed as cultural centres of globally connected economic 
activity (and in this role function as cultural model), we can show that such places have not only 
the potential for cultural and linguistic diversity but may foster patterns of social and linguistic 
segregation, (c) an uncritical construction of cities as places where linguistic mixing and cultural 
contact occur ‘by nature’ is epistemologically related to modernist language ideologies. Here, 
territorial belonging is typically conceived as defining language use. Thus, besides the attractive 
‘aura’ (Spitzmüller 2019) that concepts like urbanity and the city entail for the researchers who 
study them, a celebration of the city runs danger of reproducing modernist, essentialist paradigms 
on the smaller scale of ‘the city’. This may erase reproductions of homogeneity – with which 
academics may be complicit. 

 

 

1. The Urban as a hub of sociolinguistic diversity: Conceptual troubles and empirical erasures  

 
Sociolinguistics as a discipline, since its inception, has a particular leaning towards the study of 
language in urban settings. From Labov’s famous department store study (Labov 1972) to today’s 
work on superdiverse neighbourhoods (see e.g. Blommaert 2013), an interest in linguistic diversity 
and how it relates to social structure has often been entangled with the idea that cities, with their 
complex population structure and particular potential for language contact, are ideal places to study 
language in diverse society. Within the last decades, the enthusiasm for language in the city has 
brought about a large number of conferences, books and articles that, in one way or another, tacitly or 
openly, focus on urban contexts as key for conducting state of the art research (Smakman and Heinrich 
2018b) and for developing innovative models of language variation and change, mixing and linguistic 
reconfigurations such as metrolingualism or translanguaging (see e.g. Canagarajah 2013, Creese and 
Blackledge 2010, García and Wei 2014, Jørgensen et al. 2011, Pennycook and Otsuji 2015). And yet, 
as I will argue in this article, it remains notoriously vague what actually constitutes a city and, 
secondly, it is unclear how urban space is related to patterns of language contact. At the same time, a 
celebration of urban diversities runs the danger of erasing the fact that urban demographics have the 
potential to not only enable language contact but may, at the same time, imply social segregation and 
therefore linguistic isolation and the reproduction of homogenous linguistic form. Both patterns of 
diversity and segregation are part of urban sociolinguistic makeups and their existence relates to 
structures of the political economy, that is, economic practices, related socio-political discourses and 
institutional responses, which is the central claim of this article.   

I first briefly introduce the currently popular sociolinguistic discourse on language in the city, 
present some human geographic work that shows why the spatial concept of the city is not easy to 
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define and give insight into linguistic anthropological theories on the relationship of language, social 
spaces and place-making. The latter argue that it is not space that impacts on language but that 
language ideologies mediate between social spaces (imagined as tied to place in a national age), actual 
interactional networks and language practice.1 In the third part of the article, I give insight into 
different empirical data sets that illustrate that settings of smaller size may well be very diverse, while 
urban contexts have a potential for practices of segregation and homogeneity (and maybe even more 
so than rural contexts).  

Both the presence of diverse linguistic resources in one place and the usage of homogeneous form 
are related to particular political economic histories, as both language contact and linguistic isolation 
depend on actual and real-life interactional networks, and these are intertwined with political 
economic histories, and mediated via language ideologies. On this ground, I argue in the fourth section 
that, in order to understand patterns of language contact or language maintenance (within or outside of 
cities), we should avoid a simplistic argument that the city is diverse and instead study socio-political 
discourses, including those that co-construct the city, the associated language ideologies (which we as 
linguists co-produce) and actual interactional networks that emerge in relation to these. The 
enthusiasm for the city in sociolinguistics is partly explicable in terms of the ‘aura’ (Spitzmüller 2019) 
that this socio-economic construct, as cultural, political and economic centre, entails.  

 
 

2. Questioning the city as concept and linguistic anthropological insight into language and place 

making 

 
In many social discourses, it is currently common to find quotes that maintain that “we now live in an 
‘urban age’ because, for the first time in human history, more than half the world’s population today 
purportedly lives within cities” (Brenner and Schmid 2014b: 731). In much of recent sociolinguistic 
research, the effects of urban development are greeted with enthusiasm, as cities are celebrated as hubs 
of linguistic diversity and creative language contact: “Sociolinguistically, cities have always been 
extraordinary places. City people come into daily contact with strangers having different belief 
systems, behavioural norms, day-to-day rituals and linguistic practices” (Smakman and Heinrich 
2018a: 4). It is also argued, for example, that urban multilingualism is “a creative space of language 
making, where rules and boundaries are crossed and changed” (Pennycook and Otsuji 2015: 16) and, 
more generally, that “[t]he growth of the city has been central to the development of humans” (ibid.: 
141). Besides oftentimes uncritical positions with regards to the role of urban centres in worldwide 
capitalist exploitation, environmental damage and in histories of colonial oppression in many of these 
texts, as sociolinguists, we want to understand how social constructs – among them the city – and 
language use relate to each other. We thus have to consider that there are also other traditions of 
studying language in the city, for example, in urban dialectology. Here, it has been suggested that 
speakers in cities may be more oriented towards standards than rural ones (see e.g. Kallmeyer 1987). 
This illustrates the role of cities in establishing or reproducing homogeneity, which has moved a bit 
out of focus in the current praise of multilingual diversity. In order to get a better grasp of the 
relationship of urban places and linguistic diversity we thus have to ask whether the city is what makes 
people interact with each other and whether such interactions are intrinsically bound to generate 
changes in rules and boundaries or the emergence of fluid forms. 

To understand the socio-territorial concept of the city, it is fruitful to consider the discipline of 
human geography, which is essentially concerned with the study of human place making, in discursive 
and in practical terms. Contemporary human geography is closely related to cultural anthropology and 
has a solid tradition of studying spatial constructs like villages, cities or nations (for an introduction, 
see e.g. Jonas, McCann, and Thomas 2015). In these socially oriented studies of human place making, 
space is described as “the raw material for the construction, by human societies, of landscape, or, more 
abstractly, place” (Johnstone 2009: 8) and “it is through ways of talking that arise from and evoke 
particular linked sets of ideas that people come to share or attempt to impose ideas about what places 

                                                     
1 I use the concept of network to refer to the social ties of individuals, which I understand as being closely associated with the 
concept of communities of practice (see e.g. Holmes and Meyerhoff 1999). I want to conceptually focus the actual interaction 
events that speakers are engaged in, which I regard as taking place in interactional networks and therefore here prefer the 
term network over community of practice.  
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mean and how to behave in them.” (ibid. 11).2 These ‘sets of ideas’ about place are related to socio-
political discourses on social order, which are, if they become dominant, materialized in institutions 
(e.g. borders, passports, language policies, school syllabi etc.). Scholars concerned with the study of 
spatial cultures thus overall argue that geographical space is “mediated by political practices” (Gal 
2009: 33). 

The discourse on the urban in human geography is complex and contested and it is here not the 
place to present all different positions in these disciplinary debates. It is safe to say, however, is that 
there is no agreed-upon definition of what actually constitutes ‘a city’. In empirical reality, 
governmental definitions of cities diverge strongly on this point. Thus, according to Brenner and 
Schmid (2014), 109 UN member states apply only administrative criteria (e.g. the presence of 
particular institutions) but population size is irrelevant. In contrast, in 98 UN member states the 
population size is the only criterion, where the actual numbers to define ‘cityhood’ differ. The 
numbers of inhabitants here range from 100 (Uganda) or 200 (Iceland, Sweden) to 10.000 in Benin 
and Italy (see ibid.: 741). It is thus interesting to note that in sociological discourse, cities have rather 
been defined on grounds of their position in global economic networks, as central places in the 
development of markets and trade (Sassen 1994)3 but not in terms of their geographical, architectonic 
or demographic characteristics. 

Besides these different approaches to defining urbanity, the question of what distinguishes rural 

and urban places is unresolved. It is sure, however, that “[t]he ways we conceptualise ‘urban‘ and 
‘rural’ are strongly conditioned by a range of discourses (institutional, public, media)”, and that these 
discourses are “deeply ideological” (Britain 2017: 171). One human geographic theory to problematise 
the conceptual difficulty of distinguishing urbanity and rurality is the concept of ‘planetary 
urbanisation’ (see e.g. Brenner and Schmid 2014a, Derickson 2015, Merrifield 2012). Here, 
urbanisation is equated with capitalist development and the resulting economic networks. It is argued 
that all places (urban as well as rural) are nodes in a hyper-networked and all-encompassing process of 
urbanisation. What is formerly conceptualised as ‘rural’ is here described as the ‘backoffice’ of urban 
society that provides, for example, food or relaxation for the urban clientele (Derickson 2015: 648). 

 
This situation of planetary urbanisation means, paradoxically, that even spaces that lie well 
beyond the traditional city cores and suburban peripheries – from transoceanic shipping 
lanes, transcontinental highway and railway networks, and worldwide communications 
infrastructures to alpine and coastal tourist enclaves, ‘nature’ parks, offshore financial 
centres, agro-industrial catchment zones and erstwhile ‘natural’ spaces such as the world’s 
oceans, deserts, jungles, mountain ranges, tundra, and atmosphere – have become integral 
parts of the worldwide urban fabric. (Brenner and Schmid 2011: 13) 

 
Without delving deeper into the conceptual advantages and disadvantages of this idea (and here 
ignoring the problem of what distinguishes planetary urbanisation from good old globalisation4), we 
can argue that the boundary between urban and rural is shaky. In addition, a critical view on the 
relationship between more and less densely populated environments, understanding that such 
relationships constitute a network, opens our gaze to the fact that small dwellings are rarely autarkic 
and isolated but are deeply integrated into global political economies. Many times, this integration of 
non-urban settings implies mobility, diversity and contact (shown, for example, in Britain’s work on 
linguistic patterns in rural settings as e.g. below and presented in Britain 2019) so that the urban-rural 

dichotomy is conceptually important but not necessarily indicative of linguistic behaviour. As Britain 
argues, while there may be different tendencies in urban and in rural settings we should not 
overestimate them: 

 
…we might quite reasonably find strong tendencies (e.g. for diffusing linguistic innovations to 
originate in urban areas; for weaker networks to be found in heterogenous and mobile 

                                                     
2 Note that some scholars conceptualize the relationship of these two terms the other way around so that space is described as 
the socially constructed element and place as concrete and material (Smith and Low 2006). 
3 See https://worldmap.harvard.edu/maps/europeoutlinemap on the link of trade routes and cities from the Roman Empire to 
the Middle Ages in Europe, which illustrates the interrelations of networks of trade and the development of urbanity in 
European history. 
4 I thank David Britain for pointing out this problem with the notion of ‘urban planetarisation’. 

https://worldmap.harvard.edu/maps/europeoutlinemap
https://worldmap.harvard.edu/maps/europeoutlinemap
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metropolises; for conservative linguistic forces to be most evident in rural areas), we have to 
quite simply recognise that these are but tendencies. The sorts of strong social networks that are 
often used to justify rural linguistic conservatism can be present in urban areas – after all, social 
network models in sociolinguistics, and especially the role of strong networks in language and 
dialect maintenance, largely drew on research in large urban centres, often drawing from the 
concept of the urban village (Milroys). (Britain 2009: 232) 

 
In order to understand actual language practices, it does not suffice, however, to say that we may 

find diversity also in villages. As linguistic anthropology convincingly has shown, territorial co-
residing is not necessarily a factor that explains interaction or contact phenomena. An early observer 
of the fact that even where there is interaction of people living ‘side by side’, social segregation may 
lead to the avoidance of linguistic adaptions, is Gumperz, who argues that  

 
[i]n highly stratified societies speakers of minority languages or dialects typically live side 
by side, trading, exchanging services, and often maintaining regular social contact as 
employer and employee or master and servant. Yet despite this contact, they tend to 
preserve their own languages, suggesting the existence of social norms that set limits to 
freedom of intercommunication. Compartmentalization reflects such social norms. 
(Gumperz 2001 (1968): 72) 

 
To further deepen an understanding of how political economies, social concepts and language 

practice interact and impact on ‘compartmentalization’ or contact, I turn to linguistic anthropological 
work on language ideologies. Here, theories on the relationship of language, social space and place-
making have been developed that argue that language ideologies mediate between broader social 
constructs, imaginations of place and actual interaction and language use (see Gal 2009, Gal and 
Woolard 2001, Irvine and Gal 2009). This implies that particular political economies and the related 
institutional practices interact with the emergence of language ideologies, which together cause 
interactional networks and thus contact (or non-contact) among speakers of different linguistic 
resources. Similar to Gumperz’ claims above, in these theories, it is not territorial proximity that is 
understood as bringing about language contact and change or, in contrast, community formation and 
linguistic homogeneity. Rather, socio-political constructs shape social communities and these are in a 
dialectical relationship to language ideologies (which, at the same time, impact on linguistic 
behaviour). Socio-political/language ideological constructs of community entail specific relationships 
to actual geographic space – in national epistemologies, for example, communities are regarded as 
linguistically homogenous and as residing in one territory. The idea that territories host users of the 
same linguistic resources, and that linguistic compartmentalisation is based on territorial 
compartmentalisation (and not e.g. on social inequality), is thus a particular language ideological 
concept that is interwoven with community concepts of the nation-state era. 

In Western settings, the socio-political construct of the nation-state as ethnopolitical and territorial 
unit is crucial to understand dominant and often naturalised language ideologies in today’s mainstream 
social discourses, which typically do not question the imagination of nation-states as monolingual 
bodies. Even in academic discourse, it is common to find an unquestioned assumption that the world is 
‘naturally’ divided into nations, where these nations are conceptualised as residing in clearly 
demarcated territories and as having a clearly identifiable culture and language – an epistemological 
fallacy that is today referred to as methodological nationalism (Wimmer and Schiller 2002). In many 
approaches of social and linguistic sciences, the historical development of the purported homogeneity 
of nations is not further explained and it is assumed that diversity, but not homogeneity, requires 
explanation (which is critically questioned by e.g. Pennycook 2010). The idea that the world consists 
of bounded and unambiguous socio-spatial categories is part of Western modern epistemologies, 
which, even where faced with complex social realities, have a tendency to construct discursive 
categories of solidity and unambiguousness, undermining processuality, cross-territorial relations, 
ambivalence and change over time (on epistemologies of modernity and late modernity, see e.g. 
Bauman 2012, Beck, Bonss, and Lau 2003, Schneider 2017a). 

In the modernist socio-spatial construct of the nation, language ideologies of monolingualism are 
an intrinsic moment. Thus, the one nation-one territory-one language nexus constructs a particular 
relationship of language, groupness and territory, which is a discourse that has been extraordinarily 
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successful in social as well as academic spheres (for deconstructivist perspectives on this, see e.g. 
Heller and Duchêne 2012, Irvine and Gal 2009, Makoni and Pennycook 2007). In other words, in an 
age of nationalism, we find an ideology of groupness that is tied to a construction of territorial place, 
where this place is understood as linked to a particular kind of language practice. This language 
ideology mediates between the socio-political construct of nation and actual language practice (see 
Gal 2009 for a much more elaborate analysis of these relationships, conceptual metaphors and 
alternative ways of imagining relationships between social ties and geographical territories). 

Considering these perspectives, it becomes clear that there is no straightforward connection 
between territorial space and language. In the study of language and society, we rather have to do with 
a relationship between socio-political, potentially spatial, constructs and activities, language ideologies 
and language practice. And particularly in contemporary, late modern, post-national cultural contexts, 
it is pretty obvious that access to linguistic resources is not only explicable via place of residence. 
Thus, even if I live in the same street, or, in the case of an apartment building, in the same house with 
individuals who use other linguistic resources than I do, this does not imply that I regularly interact 
with them, unless we get together in institutional interaction (e.g. school) or because of private 
motivation (e.g. particular communities of practice) (see Stevenson 2017 for a study on language 
diversity on the scale of a Berlin apartment building).5 Individual interaction practices depend on the 
social networks in which speakers participate, not on the territorial environment in which they live. 
Interestingly, if we assume social networks (in the traditional understanding of the term, see e.g. 
Milroy 1987) to define individual language use, geographical localities that display demographic 
density may even have more potential for compartmentalisation and social segregation than dwellings 
of a smaller size. There is a higher potential for segregated and socially specialised networks where 
there are more people, more places to meet (e.g. bars or restaurants representing particular lifestyles) 
and more institutions like, for example, schools (e.g. with particular educational concepts) or 
community clubs.  

While there may be only one school, one pub and one church in a village, an individual can choose 
among different such institutions in an urban context – an individual may thus have access to more, 
but also to more specialised, networks in urban settings. Even though this increases diversity in terms 
of the number of different networks, and increases the likelihood of individuals to participate in 
different networks, each network has a higher potential for uniformity. To illustrate this with an 
example, we can think of a pub in a village where all the different inhabitants of the village meet, 
while pubs in cities are typically differentiated according to age, class and lifestyle orientation. It thus 
makes sense to carefully distinguish observations on diversity in relation to territorial perspectives, 
individual practices, network formation and network conventions.  

Overall, this shows that, while concrete, tangible space does not define linguistic affiliation and 
language practice, discursive constructions of place are central to understand language ideologies. 
Besides constructions of urbanity and rurality, the territorial concept of the nation-state has a 
particularly relevant role. In many discursive and practical contexts, national concepts of groupness 
and traditional nationally oriented language practices are central for the emergence or reproduction of 
network ties. This is true even where national groups do not reside in the ‘original’ national territory. 
It has been shown, for example, that common national background is often central for the 
establishment of migrant networks (see e.g. Bauer and Zimmermann 1997). In relation to language, 
such migrant networks may hold nationalist and conservative attitudes and evaluate their own 
practices, which frequently show impact from language contact, negatively and in accordance with 
traditional national standards as they exist in the country of origin (for an example of Turkish speakers 
in the Netherlands, see Doğruöz and Gries 2014). Generally, constructions of place continue to be 
central in discourses of belonging and individuals often feel emotionally attached to particular places 
(see e.g. Scannell and Gifford 2010). And yet, in an age of mobility and transnational communicative 
practices, territorially grounded networks and socio-political constructs of national or ethnic belonging 
increasingly interact with other types of social constructs, such as, for example, job-related practices, 
lifestyle interests (what Blommaert 2018 calls ‘communites of knowledge’), religion or trade but also 

                                                     
5 Another level that may have to be considered is cultural concepts on linguistic behavior in public settings among strangers. 
Expectations on how neighbours talk with each other differ according to context (and may be different in different cultural 
settings, neighbourhoods or houses – my observations may be influenced by living in an environment where communication 
among neighbours is typically limited to a word of greeting or a nod with the head. It has been suggested that such behavior 
is typical for city life (Simmel 1903) but it would require empirical study to confirm this. 
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transnational, multi-ethnic family ties. Typically, this brings about polycentricity, that is, multiple 
points of prestige orientation (see e.g. Blommaert 2010), where not only the speech of national elites is 
considered as model. This does not mean, however, that traditional discourses of belonging dissolve 
and in some cases, these may become even stronger, as a reaction to patterns of globalisation or 
because of their entanglement with other constructions of social hierarchy, such as racist or class-
based social orders (see e.g. the increase of nationalist sentiment in most globalised European 
societies). 

Instead of a simplistic projection of the city as a space of diversity, a consideration of network ties, 
local and non-local, their political-economic grounding and associated language ideologies allows for 
a more complex understanding of linguistic diversity (for example in a place, in a network and in the 
practices of individual speakers). In the following, I introduce four examples that illustrate that, firstly, 
interaction in networks as well as language ideologies explain patterns of language contact 
(irrespective of the size of dwelling) and that, secondly, these interactional networks and language 
ideologies are related to the political economy. The examples stem from one setting that is rural (a 
village in Belize, Central America), two that are considered urban (Berlin and Cologne, Germany), 
and one example is from a transnational, deterritorialised community. We here see that diversity is 
well possible in small dwellings, while urban demographics, besides indeed existing patterns of 
diversity and language contact phenomena, maybe have a particular potential for social segregation 
and homogenous form. The examples serve as illustrations and are not to be understood as fully-
fledged studies (even though example 1 and 3 are based on larger projects, which are referred to 
within the respective sections). 

 
 

3. Intersectional studies of language, place and political economy 

 

3.1 Heterogeneity in a village: Effects of planetary urbanisation 

 
The first example to illustrate the interrelationships of political economies, language ideologies and 
place is based on an ethnographic study conducted in Belize, Central America. The field stay was 
mainly realised in a village on a small island that has 1500 to 2000 inhabitants, depending on season 
(it is a touristy setting with seasonal workers) and took place for three months in 2015 and two weeks 
in 2017. This was accompanied by observations in Belizean online environments (traditional media 
(TV, radio) and social media) from 2012 to 2019. Belize is a highly multilingual setting were language 
use and ethnic belonging are not congruent as most families are transculturally mixed. This has the 
effect that many individuals cannot be clearly identified – or identify themselves – as belonging to a 
particular ethnic group. It is common that individuals use linguistic resources that linguists would 
classify as belonging to three or four different languages on a daily basis. The aim of the overall study 
was to understand patterns of language use and language ideologies where languages6 and ethnic 
belonging do not relate to each other in a straightforward manner. This is conceived as accessing the 
construction of the link between the linguistic and the social and to understand how languages are 
discursively constructed where national concepts of social and linguistic order are not hegemonic 
(Schneider in preparation, see also Schneider 2017b, c for details on methodological background and 
theoretical embedding). 

Language-wise, the village is highly diverse. On the basis of asking 10% of the population 
randomly on the streets, using a questionnaire that asked for language use across domains (family, 
friends, work) and including only people who permanently live on the island, it can be maintained that 
the majority of residents use linguistic resources from what is classified as stemming from more than 
one language.  

 
 

 

 

                                                     
6 Note that the term language is here used to refer to discursive constructions that evolve in historical discourse processes, 
see also e.g. Le Page & Tabouret-Keller 1985, Makoni & Pennycook 2007 (on the related notion of translanguaging, see e.g. 
Canagarajah 2013, García and Wei 2014, for critical discussion, see Jaspers 2017). 
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Table 1: Reported home language use of village residents 

 
How can we explain this degree of diversity in a small village? It is obvious that linguistic diversity is 
nothing that is particular to cities. The particular formation of the presence of linguistic resources in 
this place is explicable in relation to the political-economic macro structure. I briefly present some of 
the political and economic events and processes that relate to the presence of diverse linguistic 
resources in this setting, which as well explain why there is intense language contact among various 
cohorts of speakers (for details, see Schneider in preparation: Ch.3). 

1) Colonialism – Belize is a place where British pirates met Maya populations and colonisers from 
Spain before the time of official colonisation (see Shoman 2011 for an excellent insight into the 
political history of Belize). Struggle over the territory of Belize among Europeans of British and of 
Spanish descent started before Belize became a British crown colony (as late as 1862) and 
discursive animosities between speakers of English and Spanish continue until the present day as 
Belizeans today do not struggle with the Spanish but fear to be annexed by Guatemala (see ibid.). 
Together with the fact that Belize was a British colony, these struggles enforce the role of English 
as official language in Belize, which is, in demographic terms, Spanish dominant (see also Weston 
2015 on other contexts where the language of the former coloniser is praised in face of a third 
political opponent).  

Another very relevant impact on Belizean language discourse was the development of Kriol, an 
English-lexified creole language that came to Belize via slaves from Jamaican ports. Belizean Kriol 
and Jamaican Patois are similar and Belizeans report that Jamaican Patois is intelligible to them (on 
Kriol, see also Decker 2013, Escure 2013). Kriol is today considered the beloved index of Belizean 
identity and is a highly popular oral lingua franca, even though it is not the first language for the 
majority of Belizeans. As national myth has it, the relationships between slave masters and slaves 
in Belize were not as cruel as elsewhere, which may have some potential empirical grounding as 
the Belizean economy has never been based on plantations but, after the abolishment of pirating, 
mostly on mahogany trade. In order to efficiently cut mahogany, the slaves had to be equipped with 
heavy tools and, at least according to national narratives (see e.g. Edgell 2007 for a literary 
representation), slaves and their masters had to work side-by-side and masters had to make sure not 
be attacked by their slaves. Today, Belizeans are proud of a less hierarchical relationship between 
‘black’ and ‘white’, the national coat of arms depicts a lighter-skinned and a darker-skinned worker 
and there are historical reports that the mixing of families – and with it, the rising of people with 
darker complexities into leading social positions – became a norm already in the 19th century (Wilk 
2006). It can be assumed that the unclear boundaries between English and Kriol, which I present in 
more detail below, are related to this particular situation of parallel prestige formation of English- 
and Kriol-speakers in the national setting of Belize. 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
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2) Transnational ties, based on warfare, regional trade and US economy – Another political-
economic aspect that has contributed to linguistic diversity in Belize is the Mexican Caste War that 
took place in the mid-19th century. Brutal fights between Spanish colonists and Mestizo and Maya 
populations led to large numbers of immigrants coming into Belize and it is assumed that since 
then, the demographic majority of people residing in Belize speaks Spanish (among other Mayan 
languages, primarily Yucatec) (see e.g. Bulmer-Thomas 2012, Wilk 2006: 73). Spanish-speakers, 
however, did not live in the political centre of Belize (the Belize district with the former capital 
Belize City) and continue to be discursively constructed as ‘foreign’, even where they are dominant 
in numbers. This holds also true for the village I focus on in this study, where refugees from the 
Mexican Caste war were the first permanent residents and are still important in the local village 
council and form a kind local social elite.7  

Other transnational ties of Belize on the national level are based on the fact that Belize, due to 
its British colonial history, is a member of the Commonwealth and is considered to be part of the 
Caribbean cultural space. The education system is ruled under the Caribbean Examination Council. 
This implies that Belizean feel Belize to be part of a transnational Creole space. In addition, Belize 
has very strong economic ties to the USA – there are very active import and export traditions, the 
banking system of Belize is part of the US American system (the Belizean dollar is directly tied to 
the US dollar so that effectively, Belize does not have its own currency), an estimated third of the 
Belizean population has left Belize in the 1970s and 1980s to live in the US and there were even 
(short-lived) political movements that aimed to make Belize a state of the USA (see Wilk 2006). 
The dominant role of English in official domains such as education, trade and media is reinforced 
by such relationships.  

 
3) Patterns of international trade in the local economy – Also on the level of the local village, 

economic activities are clearly responsible for linguistic diversity. The above-mentioned social 
elite of families who bought the island when coming as Mexican refugees were originally speakers 
of Spanish and Yucatec. In the 1960s, the residents of the island began to professionalise their 
fishing activities and started to sell their fish and lobster directly to the US and founded a 
cooperative (see also Gomoll 2003). For administrative purposes to organise the export, they had to 
deal with the national administration in Belize and thus had to interact with speakers of Kriol and 
English. The status of Kriol as ‘language of Belize’ had already been established in the 1970s (see 
the seminal study by Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985) so that they were confronted with a 
symbolic hierarchy with Spanish at the lower end of the stratum. When more and more Kriol-
speaking fishermen came to the island to profit from the growing fishing export, the national 
prestige patterns led the Spanish/Yucatec speaking elite to partially shift to English and Kriol (see 
also Schneider 2017d) – which does not mean that Spanish is no longer spoken as many villagers 
still consider themselves to be members of a ‘Spanish community’.  

In the 1970s and early 1980s, tourists started to come to the island and today, the island is well 
known in international tourism and is particularly popular with divers. The tourism industry 
brought more and more people from elsewhere, tourists as well as those catering to tourists’ needs. 
This implies an increase of speakers of internationally acknowledged forms of English (e.g. from 
the UK, US or Canada) and of speakers of other prestige languages – among them international 
standardised languages, spoken by ‘leisure’ migrants (e.g. hotel owners from Italy, German, 
France, Argentina or Poland) and the languages of poor and precarious seasonal workers (e.g. 
international standardised languages like Spanish but also other creole languages or minority 
languages from Guatemala, El Salvador or Honduras). As workers from many different language 
backgrounds have to interact with each other, for example in the hotel business, patterns of 
language contact are frequent. 

Other sources of diversity are the supermarket business, which is predominantly in the hands of 
Chinese, who seem to be less involved in local transcultural family mixing (see also below, 

                                                     
7 This does not imply that there aren’t other elites at the same time, such as wealthy North Americans, for example, who have 
bought beach front houses. There are different kinds of ‘eliteness’, related to local, national or transnational scales, which 
may intersect on the local ground of social relationships in the village. Given that the village situation implies that people 
meet and interact frequently, the different ‘groups’ are not clear-cut nor autonomous from each other. In addition, there also 
may be transnational family ties involved, which further complicates these relationships (e.g. US Americans whose parents 
stem from Belize and who have access to both local and transnational discourses of producing status). 
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footnote 4), and, more recently, the international drug trade. Given that informal and unwritten 
forms of interaction are associated with drug trade, and that formal education is not necessary for a 
‘career’ in this very profitable business, teachers report that this economic network has brought 
about an increased value of Kriol and a lessened interest in the acquisition of formal English (see 
Schneider 2017). At the same time, some of these networks function in Spanish so that this may 
also bring about an increase in the prestige8 of Spanish. 

 
Overall, the presence of diverse linguistic resources on this small island are based on political 
economic structures where the island forms a ‘node’ in different forms of power hierarchies. It is thus 
not only the national elite that is a hegemonic cultural centre but there are ‘polycentric’ (Blommaert 
2010) power relations. Polycentricity also impacts on the simultaneous use of various linguistic 
resources among individual speakers. The observation of polycentric discourse is actually already 
found in Le Page’s and Tabouret-Keller’s observations on Belize (1985) who argued that the complex 
situation of Belize implies multiple points of ‘focusing’. The notion of ‘focusing’ here relates to the 
development of a shared understanding of ‘correct’ or ‘appropriate’ forms of language through the 
projection of groupness (see e.g. ibid. 181 ff.), and already in Le Page’s and Tabouret-Keller’s 
account, the multiple kinds of orientation, based on the simultaneous presence of different discourses 
of groupness, explain the use of multiple resources – which may impact on a lack of ‘focusing’ (that 
is, ‘diffusion’, in the authors’ terminology).  

As can be inferred from Table 1, most people indicate that they use at least three languages, which 
is Spanish, Kriol and English. It here needs to be noted that English remains the official language of 
Belize and is thus used in education and in formal media (e.g. news broadcasting). Kriol, however, is 
regarded as the language of Belizeans and an indexical marker of distinction in the overall Central 
American region (see also Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985). Both English and Kriol are important 
to mark national and local authenticity and the two groups of linguistic resources are structurally very 
similar, as the lexicon of Kriol predominantly derives from English (see e.g. Escure 2013). Given that 
neither social boundaries nor linguistic boundaries are very clear in the overall setting, and given that 
particularly both English and Kriol hold considerable prestige (see also Schneider under review) and 
are used frequently by the majority of residents, it is not surprising that the distinction of both 
categories of linguistic resources is blurred (as mentioned above, Spanish, in contrast, is stigmatized in 
national discourse and thus has a different and much more marginal role, see e.g. Schneider to appear). 
The resources of what is understood to be Kriol and what is understood to be English are therefore 
very close and oftentimes, the boundary is not relevant for communicative nor for prestige-indexing 
purposes. 

In contrast to Western perceptions of language boundaries, it is here not assumed that children 
come to school with the ability of using resources from one language and then have to acquire other 
(typically more formal) resources but it is the ability to keep linguistic resources apart that is described 
as something that has to be acquired in officially sanctioned, formal knowledge of school 
environments. Interestingly, the linguistic term code-switching appears as locally enregistered term to 
refer to this particular ability, as we can infer in this quote from an interview with a local high school 
English teacher: 

 
Because it’s [Kriol] sort of our common ground (2 second pause)  
But we’re supposed to be able (.) and  
We’re supposed to be able to codeswitch  
We’re supposed to be able to you know and (2)  
To the extent that we can do that (.)  
Then becomes a reflection of (3)  
Your class yóur (haha) the level you know  
Where you are at how you’re perceived and that sort of thing.  

Kriol is here described as ‘common ground’, which entails that Kriol, a so far almost only orally used 
and non-standardised code, functions as index of national belonging in Belize; the pronoun our here 

                                                     
8 Note that the example of Kriol and Spanish in drug trade networks illustrates well that a binary concept of ‘covert’ and 
‘overt’ prestige is not adequate when the national centers of state administration are not the only source of power. 
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relates to what is projected as the national community of Belizeans (note that not all Belizeans would 
agree to this statement as parts of the national economic elite is proud of not using Kriol). However, as 
English and Kriol are so closely intertwined, the ability to ‘codeswitch’ – here used with the particular 
emic meaning of being able to produce recognisably different forms of either Kriol or English 9 – is 
described as linked to social prestige. Language ideologies that assume that the ability to communicate 
via verbal means should appear in clearly distinguishable forms (in other words, ideologies of purism) 
here guide practices of formal education and impact on symbolic practices that indicate social 
hierarchies. The desire to create clear distinction relates to Le Page’s and Tabouret-Keller’s notion of 
focusing (1985) and to the general language ideological work of differentiation (as discussed in Irvine 
2001 and Gal and Irvine 2019: Ch.3). The informant explicitly refers to the notion of ‘class’, ‘the level 
where you are at, how you’re perceived’ and thus constructs an image of the social as hierarchically 
ordered in which language ideology plays an important part. It is in this context interesting to mention 
that I also interviewed two elderly fishermen who never attended formal education and who were 
unable/unwilling to say which language they use at home and simply responded to the question of 
how they speak at home by saying that they used “mix”. Ideologies of focusing and differentiation 
may thus be dependent on general modernist ideals of forming clear categories (further discussed in 
Schneider 2017a). 

Returning to the overall argument of this article, the above observations show that it is historical 
and contemporary relationships, not territories, that make for interaction and contact. Perspectives of 
urban planetarisation appear adequate if we consider the multiple economic ties this village has to 
other places (e.g. by selling fish and lobster to the US, being a host to international tourists, family ties 
to the US, Mexico or Guatemala, colonial histories …). Actual interaction in such ties is what 
produces language contact. In the case of the Belizean village presented here, language contact is 
particularly pronounced, which has to do with the socio-economic history, with job practices and 
trading activities and political discourses that have produced sociolinguistic markets of polycentricity. 
This brings about pronounced forms of translingual mixing (which are sanctioned through language 
ideologies in the education system). Finally, patterns of contact and mixing can also be related to the 
demographic situation of the village as people come into contact more easily than they would in a city 
– they attend the same primary school, go to the same church, spend leisure time together in bars or on 
the streets and thus see each other very regularly.10 In addition, the fact that some speakers do not refer 
to their linguistic practices with a formal name and instead say they use ‘mix’ suggests that it would 
be important to understand more about how language categories discursively come into being, how 
homogeneity comes into being, instead of assuming that it is diversity that requires explanation (as 
already implied in Le Page's and Tabouret-Keller's concepts of focusing and diffusion and discussed in 
e.g. Pennycook 2010, see Schneider in preparation for a tentative suggestion of how discourses have 
constructed languages in European modernist settings). 

In order to get a better grasp of patterns of homogeneity, the following section turns to a European 
and urban setting, where it is, again, political economic conditions that are crucial for understanding 
contact but also of segregation. 
 
 
3.2 Homogeneity in the city: Patterns of segregation in relation to the Berlin Wall and the real-

estate market 

 
The following section gives insight into linguistic diversity in the German capital of Berlin on the 
basis of statistical numbers. Even though such a macro view on language is no substitute for a study of 
actual language behaviour in interactional networks (and even though we have to assume statistical 
numbers to be strongly influenced by language ideological discourse), the patterns of diversity of the 

                                                     
9 Note that the work of sociolinguists Robert B. Le Page and Andrée Tabouret-Keller, and of Le Page’s student Colville 
Young, who later became the prime minister of Belize, is prominent in Belizean educational discourse (see e.g. Young 1995). 
It is probably via these paths that the term was enregistered in everyday discourse (it also appears in other interviews where 
e.g. people proudly report on their children’s ability to codeswitch). 
10 It needs to be noted that there are, nevertheless, speakers who do not participate to the same extent in local interaction 
networks, which were, at the time of my field stay, particularly Chinese supermarket owners. This has to do with local 
patterns of social discrimination but also with the fact that Chinese individuals often belong to transnational economic 
networks and do not necessarily plan to stay for good (on transnational Chinese networks, see e.g. Ong 1999). 
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city of Berlin are particularly interesting in how they show that political-ideological systems influence 
the presence of particular linguistic resources in a particular place. The Berlin Wall that divided the 
city until 1989 still shows considerable effects on the linguistic composition of the population, which 
allows an illustration of how political systems and discourses, with their particular conceptualisations 
of territory, influence patterns of diversity. I furthermore show that statistical diversity on the scale of 
‘a city’ does not necessarily imply diversity on local grounds, the actual empirical setting that brings 
about face-to-face interaction. In this context, I argue that the real-estate market is another contributing 
political-economic factor in the composition of local diversity or homogeneity, in other words, in 
processes of diffusion and focusing. 

Consider Image 1 below, which depicts the number of residents in different districts of Berlin who 
do not hold a German passport. As there is no question in the official German census on language use, 
I cannot show numbers of linguistic affiliations here but nevertheless assume that the number of non-
naturalised residents of Berlin points to the continuing impact of the Berlin Wall: 
 
Image 1: Numbers of Berlin residents without German passport according to district (composition by 

author, numbers based on https://www.statistik-berlin-brandenburg.de) 

 
 
It is particularly revealing to consider the different numbers of people with a Turkish (Türkei) passport 
in different districts. Berlin’s districts are larger administrative entities that each contain various sub-
districts that until 2001 were administratively autonomous so that, for example, the district Pankow 
entails the former districts Pankow, Prenzlauer Berg and Weißensee; Mitte consists of former Mitte 
(which belonged to the east), Wedding and Tiergarten (formerly west). Note that districts represented 
in blue were under capitalist, west German rule and those depicted in red under socialist, east German 
rule. Those depicted in two colours are districts that were newly formed as united districts in 2001. 
The red line shows where the wall was before reunification in 1990. Turks are the most dominant 
group of immigrants in Berlin and they came to Berlin during the west German guest worker 
programme that started in the 1950s (see e.g. Terkessidis 2000). The numbers above stem from 2016 
but we can still see very obvious effects of this programme. Thus, the highest number of individuals 
with Turkish passports are found in western districts, in Neukölln (20.960) and in western parts of 
Mitte (22.034). In the case of Mitte, only less than a third of the population resides in what formerly 
belonged to the east, which is the sub-district that traditionally carries the name Mitte, today a 
gentrified and touristy area where only few people with Turkish heritage live, contrasting with the 
western sub-districts of Wedding and Tiergarten. In the overall eastern district of Treptow-Köpenick it 
is only 976 people who hold a Turkish passport (but note that less inhabitants live in Treptow-
Köpenick than in Mitte). As it was only after 1990 that it became possible for Turkish migrants to 
move to eastern districts, and as local interactional networks with users of Turkish linguistic resources 
already had been formed, the number of people of Turkish descent remains small in eastern districts. 
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In addition, there is a public discourse that conceives of eastern districts as displaying stronger forms 
of racism against people of non-German descent.11 Whether such discourses, and the related practices 
of verbal and bodily violence, impact on demographic patterns is speculative but well possible.  

And yet, the east also has its history of immigration and it is particularly Vietnamese that are found 
in substantial numbers in the eastern districts of Lichtenberg and Marzahn-Hellersdorf, as the GDR 
(German Democratic Republic) also had guest working schemes, the so-called Vertragsarbeiter. The 
overall numbers of foreign citizens nevertheless remain remarkably low in the east districts, compared 
to the western districts. The map and the numbers thus illustrate that diversity is not simply ‘in the 
city’ but that the particular patterns of diversity are tied to political-economic histories and the 
resulting continuing translocal-transnational networks, and very likely, also to related discursive 
conditions that construct local belonging and, unfortunately, also local exclusion. These overall 
conditions interact with the real-estate market and have the potential to create homogenous living even 
in very central parts of the city. 

Thus, if we scale down our perspective, and look at data from educational institutions, we can see 
that the demographic patterns of urban centres not only display diversity according to political 
histories but also entail forms of local homogeneity. The below table shows the numbers of pupils 
whose parents indicate that they speak another language than German. The local school administration 
board of Berlin does not collect data on linguistic resources of pupils but, instead, asks parents at 
school entry whether any other language than German is spoken in the family. If so, a child is 
classified as ndH (nicht-deutsche Herkunftssprache, non-German heritage language). It is obvious that 
these numbers not only produce a biased and deficit-oriented view on diversity but that they are also 
very unreliable (for various language ideological reasons, which I do not spell out here in detail, but 
also for financial reasons, as schools with higher ‘ndH’ numbers receive more money). And yet, at the 
moment of writing this text, these numbers are the only statistical account available where residents of 
Berlin are explicitly asked about linguistic resources. 

In Table 2 below, we see, first of all, a similar picture as in the above image (Image 1). Diversity in 
Berlin is not distributed evenly in all districts but can be remarkably different in terms of numbers. 
Note that, for example, the highest contrast of percentages of pupils classified as ndH is found 
between Mitte, where in total (Insgesamt), 73,9% of pupils are registered as non-German heritage 
speakers, and the east-southern district of Treptow-Köpenick, where only 8,9% are registered as such 
(note that discourses of racism may here come into play as neither parents nor school officials might 
be interested in having high numbers of what is still described as ‘Ausländerkinder’ (foreign kids) in 
educational discourse). Furthermore, the numbers interact with patterns on the real-estate market. 
Without going into detail in specific districts and without discussing reasons, it is a well-known fact 
that rent prices differ according to districts.12 It is interesting to observe that the numbers of ndH 

interact not only with the formerly much more homogenous demographics of eastern parts of the city 
but also with rent prices. Patterns of ethnically-based discrimination on the real-estate market, 
different patterns of participation on the job market and, in the case of more recently immigrated 
citizens, potentially different or unacknowledged educational socialisation trajectories lead to different 
numbers of non-German heritage language pupils in the educational sector according to rent prices.  

As we can see in Table 2 below, in the eastern district of Pankow, below 15% percent appear to be 
of ndH-status (note that the chart is from 2017 and numbers may be higher today). The east Berlin 
district of Pankow is a rather bourgeoise middle-class setting. It had very high numbers of 
incomers/immigrants from west Germany and its sub-district of Prenzlauer Berg is particularly well-
known for extreme forms of gentrification so that the formerly eastern neighbourhood that once was 
associated with resistance towards the GDR regime, and then with 1990s punk and party culture, is 
now known for being pretty and expensive but also boring, clean and ‘spießig’ (a German term for 

                                                     
11 On histories of racism and the GDR, see e.g. https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/woher-die-baseballschlaeger-kamen-ist-
rechte-gewalt-im-osten-ein-erbe-der-ddr/25182938.html or, for a personal report of feeling unsafe in east Berlin in 2019 (in 
English): https://www.thelocal.de/20191015/who-knew-you-could-feel-so-uncomfortable-in-your-own-sk). 
12 For an overview of rent prices in different Berlin districts, see e.g. https://archiv.berliner-kurier.de/berlin/kiez---stadt/die-
aktuellen-mietstandsmeldungen--es-bleibt-ungemuetlich-32111256 – note that current legislation may change some of the 
patterns as the leftist local government has implemented the so-called Mietpreisbremse in 2020 (rent-price-break), see 
https://www.stadtentwicklung.berlin.de/wohnen/mieterfibel/de/m_miete1.shtml.  

https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/woher-die-baseballschlaeger-kamen-ist-rechte-gewalt-im-osten-ein-erbe-der-ddr/25182938.html
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/woher-die-baseballschlaeger-kamen-ist-rechte-gewalt-im-osten-ein-erbe-der-ddr/25182938.html
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/woher-die-baseballschlaeger-kamen-ist-rechte-gewalt-im-osten-ein-erbe-der-ddr/25182938.html
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/woher-die-baseballschlaeger-kamen-ist-rechte-gewalt-im-osten-ein-erbe-der-ddr/25182938.html
https://www.thelocal.de/20191015/who-knew-you-could-feel-so-uncomfortable-in-your-own-sk
https://www.thelocal.de/20191015/who-knew-you-could-feel-so-uncomfortable-in-your-own-sk
https://archiv.berliner-kurier.de/berlin/kiez---stadt/die-aktuellen-mietstandsmeldungen--es-bleibt-ungemuetlich-32111256
https://archiv.berliner-kurier.de/berlin/kiez---stadt/die-aktuellen-mietstandsmeldungen--es-bleibt-ungemuetlich-32111256
https://archiv.berliner-kurier.de/berlin/kiez---stadt/die-aktuellen-mietstandsmeldungen--es-bleibt-ungemuetlich-32111256
https://archiv.berliner-kurier.de/berlin/kiez---stadt/die-aktuellen-mietstandsmeldungen--es-bleibt-ungemuetlich-32111256
https://www.stadtentwicklung.berlin.de/wohnen/mieterfibel/de/m_miete1.shtml
https://www.stadtentwicklung.berlin.de/wohnen/mieterfibel/de/m_miete1.shtml
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being conventional, rule-loving and quiet).13 This contrasts, for example, with the east Berlin district 
of Lichtenberg. This part of the city is entirely outside of what is locally known as the S-Bahn-Ring 
(the S-Bahn is an over ground public transport train, and one of its lines runs in a circle), which is 
perceived as marking a boundary between popular inner-city districts and less popular suburban 
districts. Lichtenberg is associated with a working-class history and contains various neighbourhoods 
with large Plattenbauten (prefabricated high and large buildings). It is thus a less popular district with 
cheaper rents. Even though it has, like Pankow, a GDR history, the number of pupils listed as ndH is 
considerably higher, namely more than 30%. 

 
Table 2: Pupils classified as foreigners (light brown) or as having one family language that is not 

German (ndH) (dark brown), according to district (from: https://www.statistik-berlin-

brandenburg.de/publikationen/stat_berichte/2019/SB_B01-01-00_2017j01_BE.pdf) 

 
 

Applying the same view to the western districts, we can see a similar pattern, with overall higher 
numbers of children classified as ‘non-German heritage speakers’. The bourgeoise and expensive 
south western district of Steglitz-Zehlendorf hosts many beautiful villas, leafy streets and various 
lakes within walking distance of residential housing areas and has a bit more than 20% of ndH. The 
central southern district of Neukölln, in contrast, shows a much more diverse pattern as more than two 
thirds of school children are listed as speaking another language than German at home (almost 70%). 
Northern Neukölln is now often part of public discourse on gentrification as many young students, 
artists and English-speaking ‘hipsters’ have moved into the northern Neukölln area that is close to 
Kreuzberg.14 And yet, a decade ago, this more central part of Neukölln was known for with what the 
rest of the district is still associated in public discourse: a poor working-class setting with cheap rents 
and a high number of immigrants and descendants of immigrants from Turkey and Arab-speaking 
countries.15 

As it is important to differentiate levels of granularity if we study patterns of diversity, the below 
example shows that even where statistical numbers suggest diversity, we can find local linguistic 
homogeneity. I scale down to the level of single school districts and give a final example of one 
particular school in Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg’s eastern sub-district of Friedrichshain. The example 
indicates that the former socialist system, in combination with patterns of gentrification, potential 
impacts of racist discourse and rising prices on the real estate market can lead to homogeneity even in 
very central parts of Berlin that at first sight appear as very diverse. The following are the official 
numbers of pupils registered as ndH in one particular primary school (where the overall district has an 
official ndH percentage of about 50%, see Table 2).  
 

                                                     
13 See e.g. https://www.zeit.de/wissen/geschichte/2018-02/prenzlauer-berg-historie-ddr-opposition-gentrifizierung-berlin-
revolte.  
14 There is also a public discourse on the increasing use of English in this part of Neukölln, see e.g. 
https://www.zeit.de/2017/50/berlin-neukoelln-englisch-hipster-cafe-praxistest.  
15 Recent statistics show that Neukölln remains a district with particularly low incomes, see e.g. https://www.berliner-
woche.de/pankow/c-soziales/armutsgefahr-in-neukoelln-am-hoechsten_a199123.  

https://www.statistik-berlin-brandenburg.de/publikationen/stat_berichte/2019/SB_B01-01-00_2017j01_BE.pdf
https://www.statistik-berlin-brandenburg.de/publikationen/stat_berichte/2019/SB_B01-01-00_2017j01_BE.pdf
https://www.statistik-berlin-brandenburg.de/publikationen/stat_berichte/2019/SB_B01-01-00_2017j01_BE.pdf
https://www.statistik-berlin-brandenburg.de/publikationen/stat_berichte/2019/SB_B01-01-00_2017j01_BE.pdf
https://www.zeit.de/wissen/geschichte/2018-02/prenzlauer-berg-historie-ddr-opposition-gentrifizierung-berlin-revolte
https://www.zeit.de/wissen/geschichte/2018-02/prenzlauer-berg-historie-ddr-opposition-gentrifizierung-berlin-revolte
https://www.zeit.de/2017/50/berlin-neukoelln-englisch-hipster-cafe-praxistest
https://www.zeit.de/2017/50/berlin-neukoelln-englisch-hipster-cafe-praxistest
https://www.berliner-woche.de/pankow/c-soziales/armutsgefahr-in-neukoelln-am-hoechsten_a199123
https://www.berliner-woche.de/pankow/c-soziales/armutsgefahr-in-neukoelln-am-hoechsten_a199123
https://www.berliner-woche.de/pankow/c-soziales/armutsgefahr-in-neukoelln-am-hoechsten_a199123
https://www.berliner-woche.de/pankow/c-soziales/armutsgefahr-in-neukoelln-am-hoechsten_a199123
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Table 3: Ethnic homogeneity in a primary School in Berlin’s central district of Friedrichshain (from 
https://www.berlin.de/sen/bildung/schule/berliner-
schulen/schulverzeichnis/schuelerschaft.aspx?view=ndh)  
 

 
 
As Table 3 shows, in the school year 2019/2020, there are only 61 children (10,2%) of overall 

almost 600 who say that they use not only German at home. The particular school district is an east 
Berlin neighbourhood, the Samariterkiez, that hosted many empty buildings after German 
reunification and, due to WWII bombings, there were still several larger empty spaces between 
buildings until the early 2010s. The area attracted a resistance oriented, often ethnic German left-wing 
squatter scene in the 1990s, who moved into some of the empty buildings and enjoyed the relative 
freedom and space. With the rising prices on the real estate market, many new – more expensive – 
flats were constructed quickly after 2010.16 The conditions and prices of the new buildings apparently 
continue to reproduce German intersections of ethnicity and class, where German public discourse 
typically constructs non-German background as tied to social precarity (see e.g. Koopmanns 2001, 
Tanager 2019). This may have material effects as the ndH numbers in this particular school suggest 
that about 90% of families with children in this now expensive neighbourhood say that German is 
their only family language. In addition, it needs to be mentioned that the public primary school 
depicted above has an alternative Montesorri school programme, which probably enforces ethnic 
division as it is particularly popular with German middle-class families to send their children to 
schools with alternative teaching styles.17  

Coming back to the overall argument of this article, in contrast to the often-heard claim that cities 
are diverse and entail practices of language contact, language mixing and linguistic creativity, we here 
see that some parts of cities have a potential for social segregation that is, in its foundations, related to 
of political-economic conditions. In the case of the primary school presented above, political systems, 
the real-estate market, very local settlement histories, discourses of racism and educational aspirations 
of middle-class families interact to produce a monolingual space in which children grow up who have 
only few opportunities to experience linguistic diversity. 

If we therefore speak about language in the city, we have to acknowledge that there are unequally 
divided forms of statistical diversity in the city that are interrelated with local but also large scale 
political-economic histories. It thus makes sense to pay attention to different degrees of granularity18 
and to look at city districts, neighbourhoods or school districts, as these different scales are relevant to 
understand demographics of diversity in relation to social segregation or economic inequality. It is 

                                                     
16 The clash of the established left-wing culture and real-estate investors brought about various conflicts, discussions and 
demonstrations, see e.g. https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/mai-demonstration-in-berlin-polizei-fuerchtet-ausschreitungen-
in-der-rigaer-strasse/24253138.html.  
17 It is difficult to prove this claim statistically as not only private but also state schools over alternative teaching methods so 
that there are no numbers on how many children in German schools experience such methods. The claim is based on personal 
experiences and on the observation that between 1992 and 2018 there was an increase of 81% of private schools which often 
have alternative approaches (see https://www.spiegel.de/lebenundlernen/schule/privatschueler-zahl-der-privatschulen-steigt-
weiter-a-1246918.html) and attendance is clearly related to income and educational background of parents, see e.g. 
https://www.diw.de/documents/publikationen/73/diw_01.c.610567.de/18-51-1.pdf. 
18 Thanks to Lars Bülow for pointing this out to me. 

https://www.berlin.de/sen/bildung/schule/berliner-schulen/schulverzeichnis/schuelerschaft.aspx?view=ndh
https://www.berlin.de/sen/bildung/schule/berliner-schulen/schulverzeichnis/schuelerschaft.aspx?view=ndh
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/mai-demonstration-in-berlin-polizei-fuerchtet-ausschreitungen-in-der-rigaer-strasse/24253138.html
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/mai-demonstration-in-berlin-polizei-fuerchtet-ausschreitungen-in-der-rigaer-strasse/24253138.html
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/mai-demonstration-in-berlin-polizei-fuerchtet-ausschreitungen-in-der-rigaer-strasse/24253138.html
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/mai-demonstration-in-berlin-polizei-fuerchtet-ausschreitungen-in-der-rigaer-strasse/24253138.html
https://www.spiegel.de/lebenundlernen/schule/privatschueler-zahl-der-privatschulen-steigt-weiter-a-1246918.html
https://www.spiegel.de/lebenundlernen/schule/privatschueler-zahl-der-privatschulen-steigt-weiter-a-1246918.html
https://www.spiegel.de/lebenundlernen/schule/privatschueler-zahl-der-privatschulen-steigt-weiter-a-1246918.html
https://www.spiegel.de/lebenundlernen/schule/privatschueler-zahl-der-privatschulen-steigt-weiter-a-1246918.html
https://www.diw.de/documents/publikationen/73/diw_01.c.610567.de/18-51-1.pdf
https://www.diw.de/documents/publikationen/73/diw_01.c.610567.de/18-51-1.pdf
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also relevant to observe that linguistic homogeneity, at least in the case of Berlin, seems to be 
associated with social privilege.  

And yet, considering the argument made above that language contact happens in interactional 
networks, not in places, we still know little about the actual linguistic behaviour of the people living in 
particular neighbourhoods or streets. In order to get a better understanding of patterns of interaction, it 
thus makes sense to approach the interactional networks of speakers and not only the places where 
they live (in which individuals usually mostly develop interactional networks via institutions (schools 
etc.)). In the following section, I have chosen a particular local community of practice (see e.g. Eckert 
and McConnell-Ginet 1998) that, despite its very urban orientation, transnational embeddedness and 
cosmopolitan outlook, shows stark tendencies to produce patterns of homogeneity. 

 
 

3.3 English monolingualism in Third-Wave Coffee Culture: Transnational community ties 

through trading  

 
The community of practice that I focus on in this section is constituted as part of the so-called Third 

Wave Coffee Culture, which is a contemporary trend in locations all across the world, tied to an urban 
lifestyle and associated with other elite practices of food consumption (see also Heyd and Schneider 
2019, Saraceni, Schneider, and Bélanger to appear, Schneider in press). The particular coffee 
consumed here is referred to as specialty coffee and the cultural orientations of this setting have been 
described as elitist and exclusionary, while simultaneously producing discourses that conform to the 
demands of egalitarian, democratic values through emphasising, for example, ecologically and socially 
fair conditions of producing the coffee (Cotter and Valentinsson 2018). The transnational ties between 
local communities of practice may be described as constituting a “community of knowledge” 
(Blommaert 2018: 73) as there is shared knowledge of codes of conduct, cultural symbolism and 
language use across local communities of practice. The distribution of such knowledge is explicable 
via digital language practices, transnational trade networks and events (e.g. barista championships, 
‘coffee festivals’, etc.). There is a surprising translocal similarity of Third Wave coffee bars in terms 
of furniture, design and products sold. The production of cultural homogeneity is here not based on 
shared ethnicity and not co-constructed by governmental institutions but is based on economic 
activities (the production, distribution, sale and consumption of coffee) and a shared understanding of 
related cultural values. Actors here engage in practices of iteration (see e.g. Pennycook 2010, Wirth 
2002) and thus produce cultural homogeneity, where prestige does not depend on official 
administrative institutions but is related to global neoliberal discourses of economic success (which 
today typically entail discourses of social entrepreneurship and/or ecological awareness – Third 
Wave’s focus on ecological demands and social support for, for example, disadvantaged coffee 
farmers does not oppose its basically capitalist aims). 

Language-wise, the use of English plays a prominent role in this community of knowledge. English 
is not only used as a transnational lingua franca for communication across national boundaries but also 
locally, at least in the Berlin community of practice. The starting point for this research project was the 
observation that particular café bars and coffee roasteries in the centre of Berlin have a strong 
tendency to carry English names (such as, for example, Coffee Circle, The Barn or Five Elephants), 
sell products with English (or Italo-English) names (e.g. Flat White, Iced Latte) and that in many of 
these café bars, the staff prefers to use English over German or are not competent in using German so 
that it is not at all uncommon that the customers have to order their coffee in English (as documented 
in various locations through participant observation). In the summer of 2017, the dominance of 
English in these Berlin gastronomic settings aroused a public language ideological debate. Local 
(Kräge 2017, Schlagenwerth 2015) but also national (Spahn 2017) and even international newspapers 
(Oltermann 2017, Rose 2017) reported on the dissatisfaction of (some) German consumers that the 
competence to order in English is assumed in these contexts, leading to headlines such as Hilfe, mein 

Kellner versteht mich nicht mehr! (Help! My waiter no longer understands me) (Thalmann 2017). 
There are various reasons for the particularly robust enregisterment of English in Berlin’s coffee 

scene. As I have elaborated in more detail elsewhere (Heyd and Schneider 2019, Schneider in press), 
there are historical factors: informants report that Third Wave Coffee culture was first instantiated in 
Australia and the west coast of the US. English can be considered the language of the ‘founder’ 
population (Mufwene 1996) of this cultural phenomenon. Also, in the interactional economic 
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networks responsible for the existence and sale of specialty coffee, English has been used as a lingua 
franca since the 1980s. Furthermore, international coffee festivals (such as the Berlin Coffee Festival) 
or barista championships (see e.g. https://worldbaristachampionship.org) typically take place in 
English. In addition, it can be assumed that the discourse on English as a language associated with 
neoliberalism and economic success (Cho to appear, Warriner 2016) motivates consumers and staff to 
make use of resources of English to perform a particular kind of cosmopolitan, educated and 
economically successful identity. 

One of the central events for the local scene is the Berlin Coffee Festival (see 
https://berlincoffeefestival.de/en/). The following quote is from an interview with a staff member of 
one of the most successful and most prestigious Third Wave coffee roasteries in Berlin. At the time of 
the interview, he was responsible for organising the company’s events during the Coffee Festival. As 
can be inferred from the quote, these events – coffee tastings (‘cuppings’), discussions and lectures – 
all took place in English. The interesting point in the quote below is that the informant needs several 
seconds to think about whether or not the events take place in English, his lack of awareness 
demonstrating the dominance of English in this Berlin setting (see Schneider in press for the originally 
German quote): 
 
 Britta:  Are the events all in English? 
 Interviewee:  (3) 
 Britta:   Well 

Interviewee:  I am trying (.) I have to think whether (1-second pause) If we also (2-second 
pause). Have some that are non-English (2-second pause). I just  
went through the list with the events that we plan for the Berlin Coffee Festival. 
There is non uhm. No event where we say we do this in German. 

 
The particular community values and the international embedding of this interactional network 
produces a context that is relatively homogenous in terms of language use. This type of linguistic 
homogeneity is also tied to social privilege, similar to observations made in the previous section, as 
participants in this social environment not only have access to linguistic resources to fulfil the English-
language requirement but are also economically privileged as individuals who spend time and money 
in coffee bars, or are employed as staff with the right kind of cultural and linguistic competence. Thus, 
one may speculate more generally whether the development of linguistically and culturally 
homogenous settings is entangled with access to educational and economic resources, in other words, 
with power.  

In the context of the argument I want to make in this article, it is again political-economic 
conditions that impact on the emergence of this rather monolingual social space (that is hosted in a 
transnational and complex territorial context). It is because of international trade relations that a 
transnational community of ‘coffee lovers’ with specific but apparently globally shared ideals related 
to coffee consumption comes into being (that is oftentimes related to other associated homogenous 
cultural practices, of, for example, clothing, food consumption or use of particular brands of electronic 
devices). Digital interaction is certainly relevant for such homogeneity to emerge across different 
geographical settings, as it is only via digital communication that the transmission of these practices 
can be explained. The need for a transnational lingua franca is relevant here, as well as particular 
language ideologies that produce an image of English linguistic resources as tied to economic success 
and cultural advance. And despite Third Wave Coffee Culture being a very urban phenomenon, it is 
not a setting that can be described as linguistically diverse or as making prominent use of translingual 
phenomena (with exceptions, see e.g. Schneider in press for an example of mixes of English and 
German on a menu of a coffee bar). Rather, the fact that the community of knowledge has come into 
being as a non-ethnic, economic and transnational practice has brought about local communities of 
practice that have a strong monolingual leaning. The territorial ground of the city, due to its 
demographic density and cultural complexity, has a potential for specialisation and thus for social 
segregation and homogeneity – even in populations that are not part of traditional, dense, territorially-
based networks, but who are mobile along international lines and understand themselves to be 
cosmopolitan and culturally flexible (on monolingual types of cosmopolitan ideology, see e.g. 
Schneider 2017a). 

 

https://worldbaristachampionship.org/
https://worldbaristachampionship.org/
https://berlincoffeefestival.de/en/
https://berlincoffeefestival.de/en/
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3.4 Kölsch: Rituals of local place-making, political resistance and commercialisation in Cologne 

 
As a final example, I turn to the west German city of Cologne, which has slightly more than one 
million inhabitants. It is host to particular lingua-cultural practices that demonstrate that cities not only 
have potential for rather monolingual neighbourhoods (see 3.2.), or for localisations of transnational 
monolingual communities of consumption (see 3.3.), but that the discursively constructed status of 
cities as ‘central’ may bring about a greater stability of language form and slower patterns of language 
change. This is particularly pronounced if, as in the case of Cologne, there is a meta-discourse on the 
importance of the local language – Kölsch – which is here part of a specific cultural ritual that is 
indexically interwoven with the construction of local belonging (on the linguistic indexing of local 
belonging, see e.g. Johnstone and Kiesling 2008). 

To understand Cologne urban language practices, it is important to consider the city’s specific 
carnival festivities. Carnival is a crucial element in the local discourses of belonging. During one week 
in February or March each year, the entire city centre is filled with local inhabitants and tourists 
celebrating the event, which is not limited to parades but also contains the important element of 
Kneipenkarneval (bar carnival). During Kneipenkarneval, local bars become places of celebration and 
participants come in disguise to sing and dance together. Traditionally, a large share of the songs 
played in the bars are from local bands that sing in local dialect. These are not only old, traditional 
songs but each year, there are new songs, which align with contemporary forms of popular, 
commercial music. The bands creating these songs are not composed of elderly male singers but there 
are regular new appearances of bands, which are reminiscent more of pop bands than of traditional 
folklore musicians (even though mostly male dominated). The following is a passage from the song 
Kölsche Jung (Cologne boy) from the band ‘Brings’, composed in 2013. Since its first publication, the 
song is one of the very popular local carnival songs, regularly played during the yearly 
Kneipenkarneval. The official music video gives relevant insight into musical and clothing style, 
indexing local but non-traditional identity and an orientation towards popular culture (see 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rx1gTG2lGtA). 

 
Kölsch (original) 

Deutsch Unterricht, dat wor nix för 

mich 

Denn ming Sprooch die jof et do nit 

„Sprech ödentlich“ hät de Mam jesaht 

Di Zeuchniss dat weed keene Hit 

Ich sprech doch nur ming eijene  

Sproch 

Wuss nit, wat se vun mir will 

Ejhal wat ich saachen dät, et wor 

verkeht 

Denn ich ben nur ne Kölsche Jung 

Un mie Hätz, dat litt mer op d'r  

Zung 

Op d'r Stross han ich ming Sprooch 

jeliehrt 

Und jedes Wort wie tätowiert op 

minger Zung 

Ich ben ne Kölsche Jung 

… 

Hück ben ich jlöcklich, dat ich et kann 

Uns Sprooch, die mäht uns doch us 

Mor hürt schon von Wiggem 

Wenn eener Kölsch schwaad 

Do föhl ich mich direkt zu Hus 

Wemmer se spreche, dann läävt se 

noch lang 

Dann jeht se och niemols kapott 

Uns Sprooch iss en Jeschenk 

Vom leeve Jott 

German (standard) 

Deutsch Unterricht, das war nichts für 

mich  

Denn meine Sprache die gab es dort nicht 

„Sprech ordentlich“ hat die Mutter gesagt  
Das Zeugnis, das wird kein Hit  

Ich sprech doch nur meine eigene 

Sprache 

Wusste nicht was sie von mir will 

Egal was ich sagte, es war verkehrt 

 

Denn ich bin nur ein Kölner Junge 

Und mein Herz, das liegt mir auf der 

Zunge 

Auf der Straße habe ich meine Sprache 

gelernt 

Und jedes Wort wie tätowiert auf meiner 

Zung 

Ich bin ein Kölner Junge 

… 

Heute bin ich glücklich, dass ich es kann 

Unsere Sprache, die macht uns doch aus 

Man hört schon von Weitem 

Wenn einer Kölsch redet 

Da fühl ich mich direkt zu Haus 

Wenn wir sie sprechen, dann lebt sie 

noch lang 

Dann geht sie niemals kaputt 

Unsere Sprache ist ein Geschenk 

Vom lieben Gott 

English (translation) 

German lesson, it was not for me 

 

Because my language, it wasn’t there 

“Speak properly” said my mother  
The marks will not be great  

I just speak my own language 

 

Didn’t know what she wanted from 
me, it didn’t matter what I said, it was 
wrong 

Because I am just a Cologne boy 

And my heart lies on my  

tongue 

On the streets is where I have learned 

my language 

And every word like tattooed on my 

tongue 

I am a Cologne boy 

… 

Today I am happy that I can speak it 

Our language is what makes us 

You can here it from far away 

If someone speaks Kölsch 

I directly feel at home 

If we speak it, it will be alive for a long 

time 

Then, it will never come apart 

Our language is a present 

From the good Lord 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rx1gTG2lGtA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rx1gTG2lGtA
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The song’s lyrics are interesting for its form as well as for its content. Some of the linguistic features 
are different from standard German and yet, to avoid methodological nationalism, we should not only 
consider the national standard language as point of reference19 and it would be worthwhile to compare 
the features of these lyrics with German, Dutch and to older forms of Low or Middle German. As 
standard German is the language used in public contexts, media and in education in Cologne (for an 
overview of the historical development of German varieties, see e.g. König, Elspaß, and Möller 2015), 
it still makes sense to scrutinize the differences between standard German and Kölsch. There is a 
distinct Kölsch vowel system that the letters represent, which entails vowels that are lower than 
standard German – standard /a/ is realised as /ɔ/ and /y/ as /œ/. There are monophthongs instead of the 
standard diphthongs (standard German auf as op); there are also differences in consonant use (stops 
realised as fricatives – standard German lieb as leeve or as glides – standard glücklich as jlöcklich) and 
we find different lexemes (e.g. schwaaden for sprechen). Even without a more detailed linguistic 
analysis, we can argue that the lyrics of this song are distinct from standard German and show traits 
from Low German forms. Speakers accustomed to standard German linguistic resources will not 
necessarily be able to decode its contents.20  

Given that Cologne is not a rural but an urban destination, these features seem unusual as such 
stark non-standard forms(whereas they are present in more peripheral settings as, for example, in rural 
northern Germany, in the south west or in Bavaria. For a cursory look at German dialects, see e.g. 
Göttert 2011). It can be assumed that the yearly Cologne carnival rituals are central in understanding 
these public and urban practices of language maintenance, where the forms are reproduced in the 
social events of dancing and singing and in popular and contemporary performances of music. Apart 
from these linguistic practices, the bands’ performances are not associated with local traditions but 
appear more aligned with e.g. rock, ska or pop music so that the usage of traditional Kölsch is here not 
part of an indexical field (cf. Eckert 2008) of historic, seemingly unalterable traditions but 
appropriated in a contemporary discourse of party events, everyday commercial music culture, 
‘coolness’ and fun.  

On the content level, language is the main topic of the above song (and, more generally, Kölsch is 
frequently mentioned also in other Cologne carnival songs see e.g. songs from the bands Querbeat, 
Cat Ballou, Kasalla or Höhner). The song creates a close indexical relationship of local belonging and 
language use – “if someone speaks Kölsch, I feel at home” – but also, in a stereotypical association, of 
social orientation and language. The language is not used in school but is learned “op dr Stroß”, “on 
the streets”. Connections between personal emotions and these linguistic resources are expressed 
metaphorically: “my heart lies on my tongue”. We find the illustrative image of words that are 
“tattooed” onto the tongue, enforcing the concept of an intense relationship between the speaker and 
the usage of particular lexical items by evoking a haptic and embodied image. Discourses of language 
endangerment are indirectly referred to – “if we speak it, it will be alive”, showing the potentially 
precarious status of this local dialect, despite its popularity in carnival culture and popular music. This 
may be an indication that we have to interpret the linguistic forms above as a kind of stylisation 
(Coupland 2001), used in a performance of a song but not necessarily in everyday interaction. And 
yet, there are (apparently mostly elderly and non-academic) speakers who do use these forms in 
everyday conversation (personal communication and Sommerhage 2019). It can be assumed that the 
reproduction of these forms in everyday conversation is influenced by the preservation and re-
enactment of linguistic resources in songs and the accompanying carnival rituals (particularly the joint 
singing in events). 

In the context of the argument that language practices in cities, on the level of specific networks, 
can display patterns of homogeneity and stability, the example demonstrates that the reproduction of 
vernacular and local forms is, again, not alien to the sociolinguistic economies of cities (which of 
course has been shown in earlier dialectal research, see e.g. Kallmeyer 1987 for an overview). The 
popularity of traditional dialectal features in Kölsch may be an inspirational example for effective 
practices in the support of other minority languages, where we see a successful reformulation of 
discourse in which local, non-standard language form is not associated with ‘traditional’ (anti-modern, 
pre-industrial or farming) culture. The example also shows that language use has to be studied in 
                                                     
19 I thank Ferdinand von Mengden for this important comment. 
20 The ability to decode these forms depends on individual language acquisition trajectories – it might be interesting to 
mention that the author of this article grew up in a location of about 160 km distance to Cologne and was unable to 
understand such lyrics when first hearing them. The distribution of these forms is territorially limited. 
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relation to cultural practices as the ritual of carnival is clearly co-responsible for the maintenance of 
these forms.  

As in the other examples presented above, political economic discourse interacts with the cultural 
and social aspects that come into play in the carnival rituals in Cologne. There are various political 
economic factors that (a) explain the historic development and existence of carnival in the local 
context and that (b) enforce the continuing use of the local dialect in it. There is, first of all, the 
development of carnival as such. Carnival celebrations have a long history in European cultures (see 
e.g. Matheus 1999) and have the traditional function of putting social orders upside-down for a 
specific timeframe (for a semiotic consideration of carnival and the carnivalesque in relation to 
Bakhtinian thought, see e.g. Lachmann 1988). In the case of Cologne, many of the local practices are 
linked to historical political struggles with both French and Prussian military powers, which, as 
changing actors in the suppression of local elites, became subject of ridicule (Rundfunk Berlin-
Brandenburg 2020). Thus, the traditional Cologne disguise for male carnival participants is a fake 
uniform, mimicking French soldiers (for images, search the web for e.g. Kölner Karneval Uniform) 
and there are dancing rituals that make fun of military parades (e.g. the Stippeföttche, where Prussian 
military performances are ironically mimicked, see e.g. https://www.koelner-
karneval.info/stippefoettche or YouTube for examples). Even if today not all participants are aware of 
these histories, the traditional function of carnival to question the social order remains in place. The 
tradition of political resistance via carnival practice remains part of some of the carnival songs (there 
are, for example, political messages in many songs relating to a critique of capitalist systems or 
explicit anti-racist statements).  

And yet, and that is the second political economic aspect that relates to these cultural rituals, 
carnival is of course also relevant in actual financial economies and in this sense maybe rather 
enforces than questions the local social order. In the year 2019, the local economy made an estimated 
turnover of 631 million Euro with carnival celebrations.21 The production of carnival songs and with 
it, the reproduction of vernacular linguistic forms, is linked to such very concrete economic 
motivations. At the same time, the non-carnival related local economy is also entangled with carnival 
traditions. Membership in one of Cologne’s prestigious carnival societies has been described as crucial 
to become part of the local business and political elite and thus for realising economic or political 
projects in Cologne. The semi-public networks that here have developed are referred to as Kölner 

Klüngel (see e.g. Überall 2007) and have been discussed as being in risk of practicing forms of 
corruption (for a sociological analysis, see also Scheuch and Scheuch 1992). Even though the music 
performances and the singing and dancing practices in the actual carnival events cannot be assumed to 
be involved in these Klüngel, the existence of such networks, together with their political and 
economic interest, may be interpreted as co-responsible for the stability of the cultural practice of 
Kölner Karneval and therefore, indirectly, also for the continuing popularity of local vernacular 
speech forms. Due to their perceived centrality, but probably also due to their actual financial 
capacities and their relative institutionalisation in societies, the political and economic power of these 
networks may imply a high potential for stability and reproduction (more so than smaller networks in 
more peripheral villages). Again, this challenges the popular assumption that contact and change is 
what generally dominates linguistic life in the city.  
 
 
4. Discussion: Urban sociolinguistic erasures and urbanity as an auratic field 

 
Having given insight into four different examples that give an empirical base for a critical questioning 
of monolithic and under-theorised perspectives on urban linguistic diversity, I summarise the overall 
theoretical and methodological consequences of these observations and discuss some epistemological 
and affective reasons for the popularity of language and the city imaginations in current 
sociolinguistics. 

A critical questioning of ‘the urban’ as necessarily entailing experiences of diversity has formed 
the starting point for the above analyses. I have argued that we have to interrogate what actually 
constitutes the urban and that interaction happens in networks, which, due to productions of social 

                                                     
21 https://www.sueddeutsche.de/wirtschaft/wirtschaft-koeln-karneval-wird-als-wirtschaftsfaktor-wichtiger-dpa.urn-newsml-
dpa-com-20090101-191110-99-664784  

https://www.koelner-karneval.info/stippefoettche
https://www.koelner-karneval.info/stippefoettche
https://www.koelner-karneval.info/stippefoettche
https://www.koelner-karneval.info/stippefoettche
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/wirtschaft/wirtschaft-koeln-karneval-wird-als-wirtschaftsfaktor-wichtiger-dpa.urn-newsml-dpa-com-20090101-191110-99-664784
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/wirtschaft/wirtschaft-koeln-karneval-wird-als-wirtschaftsfaktor-wichtiger-dpa.urn-newsml-dpa-com-20090101-191110-99-664784
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/wirtschaft/wirtschaft-koeln-karneval-wird-als-wirtschaftsfaktor-wichtiger-dpa.urn-newsml-dpa-com-20090101-191110-99-664784
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/wirtschaft/wirtschaft-koeln-karneval-wird-als-wirtschaftsfaktor-wichtiger-dpa.urn-newsml-dpa-com-20090101-191110-99-664784


 21 

difference, are not necessarily evenly available or accessible in one place. This is even less so if we 
consider practices of digital communication. Also, perspectives that we find in concepts like planetary 

urbanisation make it difficult to draw a strict dividing line between demographics, economics and 
language practices in cities and in rural areas. At the same time, discourses on urbanity may impact on 
language practices and their perception. These discourses of prestige formation are fundamentally 
entangled with the political economy. What is perceived as ideal model  in diverse forms of cultural 
practices (e.g. language, clothing, leisure time practices, patterns of consumption…) typically derives 
from urban centres, which are hubs for political and economic elites. And, as some of the above 
examples have indicated, it seems that access to political and economic power is interrelated with 
practices of homogeneity and the ability to maintain language form. Thus, besides the indeed existing 
contexts of diversity, contact and mixing (often illustrated with reference to lower class settings like 
food markets, construction sites or restaurant kitchens, see e.g. Pennycook and Otsuji 2015), language 
practices in networks that localise in urban settings clearly also reproduce homogeneity, normativity 
and standardisation. The above examples of homogeneity in a central school district of Berlin, of the 
use of English and consumption practices in transnational Third Wave Coffee Culture and in Cologne 
carnival practices have illustrated such urban potentials. The use of very standardised English in the 
text that you read at this very moment may be taken as another example of the interaction of social 
privilege, linguistic homogeneity, and urban lifestyle, as academia is localised in places we perceive as 
cities. A limited focus on urban space as diverse erases such interrelations. It also erases that we have 
to differentiate between scales when we study linguistic diversity – while there clearly is diversity on 
the scale of a city, this has to be distinguished from individual language practices and practices within 
or across particular networks. Educated academic urban dwellers, for example, may be not very 
creative and experimental in their speech, in contrast to many multilingual and more precarious 
speakers, and there are very distinct social networks in cities with different leanings towards diversity, 
mixing and change. Conceptualisations of place may be of different relevance in different networks, 
which will be an interesting field of research in the increasing number of transnational networks. 

The example of a very heterogenous village has shown that diversity, translingualism and contact 
dynamics are well possible in non-urban networks. It is the political economic history that explains 
why political hegemonies, together with their hegemonic sign relations, become enregistered or 
reproduced – or not, as in the case of this Belizean village, where a complex of different power 
relations has not led to the emergence of hegemonic structures. Thus, overall, interactional networks 
appear under specific socio-political conditions and in relation to particular economic motivations (and 
media interact with these conditions and motivations, (e.g. consider that the existence of the nation-
state is linked to printing culture, see e.g. Anderson 1985). An a priori assumption that specific 
territories are diverse or not diverse is misleading and hides that underlying political economic 
formations are co-responsible for the development of linguistic practice and form in interactional 
networks. If we are interested in patterns of contact or stability, territorial proximity is only one (and 
not necessarily the most central) aspect in humans interacting with each other – while discursive 
concepts of place remain highly relevant in many language ideologies and practices.  

In this context, sociolinguistic approaches that simply claim that ‘diversity’ is found ‘in the city’22 
run danger of tacitly reproducing modernist epistemologies of language and social space. In these 
epistemologies, and related to discourses of nationalism, groups who use particular linguistic 
resources are constructed as residing in particular territories (see e.g. Blommaert and Verschueren 
1998). In such national language ideologies, these groups are conceptualised as monolingual (on 
monolingualism as ideology, see e.g. Gramling 2016). In the newer discourses on linguistic diversity 
in the city, it is no longer assumed that there are monolingual territories – and yet, the underlying idea 
that it is territories that are host to particular linguistic resources (in this case, a diversity of resources 
in one territory) remains in place. As we have seen in the above examples, however, spaces as small as 

                                                     
22 Sometimes, the assumption that cities imply experiences of diversity is not spelled out explicitly in titles but seems to be 
tacitly implied. Titles that focus on the city as linguistically diverse are, for example: the Sociolinguistic Symposium 19 in 
Berlin in 2012 on Language and the City, Block 2006 (Multilingualism in a global city: London stories), Extra and Yağmur 
2001 (Urban multilingualism in Europe: Mapping linguistic diversity in multicultural cities), Kraus 2011 (The multilingual 

city. The cases of Helsinki and Barcelona), Pennycook and Otsuji 2015 (Metrolingualism. Language in the city), Siemund 
et.al 2013 (Multilingualism and language contact in urban areas), Siemund and Leimgruber 2020 (Multilingual global cities: 

Singapore, Hong Kong, and Dubai), Smakman and Heinrich 2018 (Urban sociolinguistics. The city as process and 

experience), Stevenson 2017 (Language and migration in a multilingual metropolis). 
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‘a city’, ‘a neighbourhood’ or even an apartment building can be host of different linguistic practices, 
some of them implying heterogeneity and change, others not. It is not space itself that impacts on these 
practices. ‘The city’ is often diverse on statistical grounds on the scale of the administrative entity but 
this does not necessarily imply experiences of diversity for everyone living in the city. It is the social 
ties that people construct that are relevant to understand patterns of contact or patterns of segregation, 
where discourses about place often, but not always, play an important role. We thus have to take into 
account actual social networks of speakers (often involving non-local ties), we have to take into 
account the role of socio-political institutions that contribute to place making and language norms, and 
we have to take into account economic practices, social histories, discourses and technologies (which 
are themselves embedded in economic motivations - see Anderson 1985), as impacting on 
interactional networks and language choices. 

To study actual language practice in real life, ethnographic means that consider processes of 
network formation are a central methodological approach (see also Blommaert and Rampton 2011, see 
e.g. Pennycook and Otsuji 2015: Ch. 2 for an empirical insight into how networks can come into being 
in relation to economic practices). Without claiming the following list to be exhaustive, empirical 
factors that impact on differential patterns of language contact in local (which are today often at the 
same time translocal) settings are institutional embedding, particularly through educational 
institutions, job activities and other economic practices, leisure time activities, media practices, 
language ideologies and community values, and gendered practices of forming social relationships, 
which interact with social or religious ideologies. All these activities and discourses bring about 
particular social ties, local, national, transnational. If we study the language practices that come about 
on the basis of these ties we should consider, as elaborated above, that particularly networks with 
access to symbolic or economic resources may include specific potentials for constructions of 
stability, purity and normativity. At the same time, we may ask whether the social construction of 
‘living in the city’ implies particular leanings towards ideologies that include greater openness towards 
cultural change and diversity (see also Britain 2017) and thus impact on linguistic behaviour within a 
discourse of ‘urban’ modernity. 

In a meta-disciplinary reflection of our field, the social discourse on urban life as colourful and 
lively, as fostering and celebrating diversity may also be relevant in understanding the popularity of 
the topic within sociolinguistics. In the words of Jürgen Spitzmüller, in academic discourses, specific 
concepts or contexts may develop an ‘aura’ (Spitzmüller 2019) that ‘shines’ upon those who use or 
study them. Spitzmüller discusses this in relation to the general conception of public space and argues 
that particular constructions of the public “do not only have social value, they also exude social value 
on, and hence contextualize, academic personae and their disciplinary identities.” (ibid.: 506). He calls 
such productions of social value ‘auratic fields’ and argues that “these constructions, are closely 
related to disciplinary ideologies, such as ideologies of creativity (Wilf 2014) or authenticity 
(Bucholtz 2003: 404-407), and prestigious concepts of the discipline, such as diversity and 
variability.” (ibid.). The study of language in the city and of the city as a diverse and creative space 
can easily be interpreted along these lines. Thus, while it is clearly relevant to study urban life, we 
should not forget to reflect upon the social values and ideologies that impact on our own paths of 
study. Potential blind spots that may emerge from uncritically reproducing the auratic field of a 
sociolinguistics of urban diversity are, for example, the erasure of non-urban diversity, the erasure of 
urban homogeneity or the erasure of academic reproductions of discourses in which rural settings are 
imagined as peripheral, as belonging to ‘the past’, in contrast to cities as avantgarde (also ignoring that 
urban elites play a central role in patterns of capitalist exploitation, colonisation or environmental 
damage). Where we are not critical towards our choices for research subjects, we may also miss the 
point that patterns of homogeneity may be linked to particular practices of exclusion of the socially 
privileged (at least in Western settings with a history of modernist concepts in which 
homogeneity/purity has been constructed as ideal). And, finally, we may also lose sight of how we, as 
researchers, reproduce social privilege by celebrating the auratic figure of the diverse urban ‘other’, 
not only enforcing neoliberal urban hegemonies but also erasing our own language practices that are 
mostly constant reenactments of linguistic and textual normativity. 
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5. Conclusion 

 
The concept of the city is a highly popular topic in recent research, and while it is notoriously difficult 
to define what actually constitutes it and how it can be distinguished from non-urban space, it is 
currently usually conceptualised as a hub for multilingualism, superdiversity, language contact, 
language mixing and translingual practice. A critical reflection of the relationship between language 
practice, space (as concrete territory) and place (as discourse that constructs social affiliation) has 
shown that it is not actual territorial space that impacts on language use but the social ties speakers 
develop – where discourses of place may be of differing relevance. In the development of social ties, 
in other words, of social networks, the political economy plays a primordial role. The four empirical 
case studies presented above have illustrated that homogeneity and reproduction of traditional patterns 
of normativity may well be found in urban locations, that both contact/diversity and 
homogeneity/stability interrelate with political economic practices and translocal histories of such 
practices and that, finally, social elites seem to have a greater chance to reproduce forms that are 
perceived as normed and homogenous – and, as such social elites are often associated with urbanity, 
the potential for homogeneity may be even greater in urban than in rural locations.23 In order to 
understand such patterns and relationships, it is important to differentiate concepts like diversity but 
also multilingualism according to scale, where the granularity (e.g. national or urban space, social 
networks, individual practices) of our perspective brings different meanings to these terms. 

Territorial space and the actual ‘being in the city’ only play an indirect and discursively mediated 
role as it is relevant for language practice only via institutional, cultural, social and economic 
discourses. And, as has been elaborated in the discussion section, the popularity of the theme of 
urbanity in sociolinguistics may be interpreted as epistemologically related to territorial concepts of 
language that stem from national discourse, where, instead of presupposing a monolingual national 
territory, a multilingual urban territory is imagined. Finally, it is probably the appeal of the urban and 
its ‘aura’ that shines on us as researchers that contributes to a reproduction of this mythical figure. 
 

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