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Introduction 
The purpose of this paper is to open up a discussion of the contemporary dynamics of 
sociolinguistic inequality in a world that is being transformed in and by the intersection of 
two distinct but related forces: on the one hand by massive and wide dispersal, (im)migration, 
and dislocation of populations, with concomitant increases in the intensity and importance of 
communication between members of different language communities, especially in the 
sociolinguistic “contact zones” (Pratt 1987) of major urban centers; on the other hand by the 
seemingly quite rapid obsolescence, “death,” and replacement of “minority” and other 
“heritage languages” usually within relatively small and geographically marginal speech 
communities (cf. Silverstein 1998).   

In many places the two forces produce two types of sociolinguistic inequality 
manifesting themselves in two bilingualisms—one elite, and one “remedial”—that never are 
allowed to meet in any larger space of language consciousness, whether popular or scholarly.  
Languages termed “endangered” and/or “minority” often receive the first treatment: language 
pedagogy using the apparatus of schooled literacy in projects of language (or “dialect”) 
standardization, perhaps conjoined with the development of a written literature.  By contrast, 
“immigrant languages”—i.e., the non-standard socio- and dia-lectal speech forms of non-elite 
globally transhumant labor—usually receive the second treatment: “remediation” through the 
mechanisms of the modern nation-state. 

In this paper I will try to articulate some possible linkages between these two 
problem-spaces in a way that opens up new questions and new avenues of empirical research, 
many of which lie across the boundaries of established disciplines, and at the intersection of 
“pure” and “applied” research.  The sociolinguistic situation in Ireland will be drawn upon 
for illustration, even as I will attempt to place Ireland’s sociolinguistic transformation(s) into 
a number of broader contexts, including that of the contemporary US. 
 In Ireland, State-supported, society-wide interventions designed to protect and 
maintain Irish (both in the rural Gaeltachtaí and in all public schools) exist alongside efforts 
to facilitate the “integration” of the extremely diverse immigrant populations that have been 
arriving in Ireland over the past decade or so at a rate that exceeds that of any other EU 
member country.  The written corpus of Irish and Old Irish, meanwhile, is among the oldest 
in Indo-European, extending back more than a millennium and encompassing a broad range 
of genres (Hamp 2006); scholarly, popular, and literary works continue to be published by 
authors writing in Irish.  Both Irish and English are recognized as “official languages” of the 
State; on 13 June 2005, Irish became the newest addition to the list of “official languages” of 
the EU (Gal 2006).  But despite the existence of an extensive literature in Irish, and efforts to 
support and maintain the language in all segments of the society—including compulsory 
instruction in Irish to all schoolchildren from age 4 to age 18—the language appears to be in 
decline. 
 The reader will have noticed that in my opening paragraph above I made an implicit 
distinction between “language communities” and “speech communities”; I should make that 
distinction explicit before going any further, because confusion between the two in both the 
“theoretical” and the “applied” realms has led to much misunderstanding, and even grief. 

“Language community” as I use the term (following Silverstein 1998) refers to the set 



 3

of individuals who “know” (have some form of active or even passive “competence” in) a 
language, or who—to use a slightly different (Saussurean) idiom—adhere to some set of 
grammatical (phonological, morphological, syntactic, etc.) norms.  They need not know each 
other, or be in the same place.  Communication is not at issue (hence, this is a “community” 
only in an abstract, or perhaps better, “virtual” sense).  The “English language community,” 
then, is composed of all those people, whoever and wherever they may be, who can speak 
and/or understand some form of English; they are “members” of it by virtue of what they 
know, not what they do. 
 “Speech community,” by contrast, refers to a group of people who actually 
communicate with one another using (one or more) language(s), or who potentially could do 
so.  Communication is the key here, and “speech communities” are defined in terms of 
communicative practices, not in terms of the media, channels, codes, or instruments through 
which that communication takes place.   
 The familiar language maps of Africa or Europe or Native North America with their 
neatly bounded color-coded “language areas”—a large purplish area for Algonquian or 
Niger-Congo or Turkic, a green area for Basque, and so on—ostensibly represent language 
communities, though in fact they conceal at least as much as they reveal.  It is not easy to see 
how they ever could represent the facts of multilingualism, codeswitching, etc., that 
characterize daily communicative life in most speech communities (see Irvine 2004). 
 One can immediately see that most people are members of more than one language 
community, and that most speech communities contain members of multiple language 
communities.  According to one recent count, the speech community of Dublin contains 
within it the members of no fewer than 130 language communities and probably at least 210 
(Cronin 2005: 11; a study carried out by the Language Centre at NUI Maynooth in January-
February 2006 identified 167 languages currently in use in Ireland but noted that “somewhere 
in excess of 200 is probably a more accurate figure” [Gallagher 2006]).   

In order to clarify the distinction between language community and speech 
community in the Irish context, it may be useful to ask a rather dangerous (or, absurd) 
question:  Where is the Gaeltacht?  In an overview of “the Irish language in the 21st century,” 
Art Hughes notes a disagreement between Reg Hindley and Breandan Ó hEthir: 

 
  Hindley uses the term Gaeltacht in the sense of a rural area 
  where Irish has been traditionally spoken over many generations. 
  Ó hEthir, on the other hand, prefers to view the Gaeltacht as any 
  community, urban or rural, where Irish is spoken and points out  
  that there are areas in greater Dublin where over 2,000 children  
  are educated in Irish-medium schools.  More significantly, Ó hEthir 
  asserts that “I have long since believed that the death or survival 
  of Irish in the Gaeltacht is now inextricably linked to the advancement 
  of the language in the state as a whole” (Hughes 2001: 111-112). 
 
Both parties to this debate (perhaps all three) seem to have confused the distinction between 
language community and speech community (in a triumph of literal-mindedness, Hindley 
even once proposed that signage should be placed on roads in the west of Ireland alerting 
motorists that they were entering a Gaelic-speaking area).1   

                                                 
1 Recent work has illuminated the importance of such “iconic” regions and communities for ethnolinguistic and 
national imaginaries in various parts of Europe; see, for example, McEwan-Fujita (2000) on Scottish Gaelic, and 
Hibbard (2004), who describes how in Poland “the Tatra Highlanders have been figured as living embodiments 
of ideal Polishness, and their linguistic variety—Highland Polish—as a repository of archaic, authentic Polish 
speech.”  Transylvania seems to have functioned in similar ways for both Hungarians and Romanians (Baár and 



 4

On 20 October 2006 a plebiscite was held so that the 1,222 voters in Co Kerry—
slightly more than 10% of the estimated total of Irish speakers, to cite notoriously 
untrustworthy numbers—could register their views on whether the name of the picturesque 
fishing port known as Dingle should have its name changed to its Irish equivalent, An 
Daingean, or to a bilingual alternative.  A vote in favor of the bilingual alternative, Dingle 
An Daingean Uí Chúis, according to an article in the British newspaper The Observer, would 
be “embarrassing for the government,” given that “On January 1 [2007], Irish will become an 
official EU language and an advertising campaign is under way to find those qualified to do 
simultaneous translation for the European parliament” (Bowcott 2006): 

 
  The town is within the Gaeltacht, one of the country’s few  
  designated Irish-speaking areas.  The minister for rural,  
  Gaeltacht, and community affairs, Éamon O Cuív, has the 
  power to order that only Irish placenames be used in those 
  areas and he has warned that his department cannot act on  
  the ballot because it is not legally possible to have an English 
  or bilingual name in a Gaeltacht area (ibid.). 
 
Éamon Ó Cuív, it should be noted, is the maternal grandson of Eamon de Valera, and the son 
of Brian Ó Cuív (Ó Cuiv 1969).  The article goes on to quote the owner of a pub in the town, 
called the Barr na Sráide, who asserts that 
 
  “People feel they are being bullied.  They have lived with [the name]   
  Dingle all their lives.  The fishing industry is nearly dead and 
  farming is struggling.  So 70%-80% of the town’s business is 
  in tourism.  If you are a tourist and trying to find the area it will  
  be a bit of a joke if you can’t find the name you recognise. 
  We are all proud of our heritage but we want to be able to speak 
  both [languages] and the minister is denying us the opportunity 
  for that” (ibid.) 
 
So maybe road signs matter after all.  The chair of an entity called Dingle Peninsula Tourism 
makes a similar argument, albeit in a different register: 
 
  “Twenty years ago our children had to emigrate because there 
  was no employment in the area,” she said.  “Now, because of  
  tourism, our children have a real choice and can remain in the 
  peninsula.”  She added:  “The government has spent millions 
  promoting the Dingle peninsula brand and now they want to  
  throw it away” (ibid.) 
 
The bilingual alternative Dingle/An Daingean Uí Chúis passed by an overwhelming margin 
when the plebescite was held, much to the chagrin of Eamon Ó Cuiv and other members of 
the the Gaeligophone intelligentsia. 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                        
Ritivoi 2006).  A useful contrast here might be provided by ethnolinguistic homelands that straddle existing 
national boundaries, such as the Basque Autonomous Region and Kurdistan.  For Ireland, see Coleman’s study 
of the neo-Gaeltacht community at Rath Cairn (Coleman 1999). 
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Pure 
In order to be rescued, revitalized, or preserved, “a language” must first be produced.2   
Ulster Scots, for example, which has been a capital-L Language for a little over ten years 
now, was essentially legislated into existence, transparently in answer to the political 
demands that the Unionist faction in Northern Ireland have an “endangered” language of its 
own (Crowley 2006).   

The same principle does not seem to hold, however, when the linguistic practices of 
immigrants are concerned; when these varieties are discussed as such at all in media 
discourse they are often identified not as languages but rather as “tongues,” and emphasis is 
often placed on the propensity of speakers to “mix” them with other languages, the clear 
implication being that the languages of immigrants are in fact non-languages, and that the 
sociolinguistic and communicative regimes in which they figure were/are somehow non-
normative, dysfunctional, or exceptional in other ways—which raises questions about just 
what is imagined to be the “normal” sociolinguistic state of affairs. 

For a long time, it was possible (for some) to imagine that the production and 
reproduction of languages under “normal” conditions depended on the labor (in a manner of 
speaking) of people who naturally and unconsciously used a language amongst themselves, 
and in the process transmitted it to their children.  These people—the archetypal, 
monolingual “native speakers”—lived in fairly homogeneous communities characterized by 
face-to-face interaction; the “give and take” of interaction had no winners and losers, because 
everyone had equal access to the resources of conversational exchange (recall Saussure’s 
notion of langue as an “inexhaustible storehouse of wealth”).  The “normal” under this 
scenario is a one-to-one correspondence between speech community and language 
community: one language, one (neatly bounded) territory, one people (Anderson 1991). 

This is now of course recognized as a fantasy projection, not only wildly at variance 
with the facts but strategically implicated in a broader European cultural project to define 
modernity by elaborating a vision of a social and communicative order that could stand in as 
modernity’s negation.  Sociolinguists and linguistic anthropologists may have long ago 
dispensed with the naïve native speaker as the embodiment of linguistic competence, but (as 
we will see) it seems that they have not succeeded in dislodging the idea of a living language 
as one that is spoken freely, intimately, unselfconsciously, at home. 

The study of the speech practices of colonized and peripheral peoples has operated 
always in a field of multiple negations:  “their” languages (unlike “ours”) were and are often 
described as unwritten, lacking stable structures, and inherently chaotic because “lacking an 
indigenous written literature” (Irvine 2001: 67).  Not surprisingly, colonial linguistics is often 
connected directly “with the establishment of [linguistic] standards,” thought to result in the 
“intellectual and moral improvement” of the speakers (ibid.). 

These languages and their communities of speakers, moreover, have often been seen 
as themselves poised in history against a horizon of their own negation: as anyone in my own 
field of specialization knows, American Indian languages—and American Indians 
themselves—have always had as the very condition of their existence the “fact” of their 
inevitable, and imminent, disappearance (Moore 2006).  Similarly, the Irish language, as 
Éamon Ó Ciosáin points out, “was already declared to be in its death-throes at the time of 
publication of Charlotte Brooke’s Irish Reliques in 1776” (Ó Ciosáin 1991: 5).   

Just so:  the capital-L Languages that today are designated as Endangered Languages 
(ELs), or incipiently-standardizing “minority” or “regional” languages within encompassing 
sociopolitical orders like the EU, were themselves only yesterday non-languages, and/or 
unseemly “confused tongues” of mixed provenance—which leads to another question. 

                                                 
2 See Blommaert 2005. 
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When is “a language”?   
What language one can be said to speak depends in large part on where one is 
(geographically and socially) when the question is asked; it depends also on when 
(calendrically and otherwise) the question is asked (Blommaert 2005).  The answer also 
depends on who is doing the asking, and on what consequences follow from giving one as 
opposed to some other possible response(s) to that question.   

Indeed, recent work in sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology and related fields has 
been attuned to the power of language ideologies—“shared bodies of commonsense notions 
about the nature of language in the world” (Rumsey 1990: 346)—both to shape usage 
patterns and to organize public discourses about linguistic and cultural difference (including, 
of course, the matter of what shall count as “a language”).3  This recent work has been 
concerned more than ever before with issues of mixing, “crossing” (Rampton 1995) and 
variation, and has come to focus less and less on “languages” as pure, homogeneous, self-
regulating systems, and more and more on speech practices that creatively blur or redraw the 
boundaries between linguistic varieties (Rampton 1995, Jaspers 2005, Jacquemet 2005, 
Blommaert et al. 2005). 

Rather than anchoring itself in a concept of “language(s)” that is freighted with 
assumptions and entailments from Locke to Saussure and beyond—to say nothing of Herder 
(Aarsleff 1983; cf. Bauman and Briggs 2003)—this recent work has instead engaged 
productively with analytic concepts of voicing, intertextuality, and register, providing  
carefully observed ethnographies of discursive practice in sites and situations that seem 
to be inflected socioculturally as spaces for the use and interanimation of such “enregistered” 
linguistic varieties (Agha 2005, Blommaert et al. 2005).4  “A unitary language,” observed 
Bakhtin, “is not something given [dan], but is always in essence posited [zadan]—and at 
every moment of its linguistic life it is opposed to the realities of heteroglossia” (Bakhtin 
1981: 270, cited at Rumsey 1990: 346). 

The first goal of this paper, then, is to ask what such spaces of heteroglossia look like, 
as a way of redefining precisely what one might mean by “minority,” “threatened” or 
“endangered,” and “moribund” languages; the second is to suggest that the “dangerous” 
languages of “new immigrants” to the US, Europe, and Ireland live (and die) in the same 
spaces.   

Reconceptualizing the issues in this way cuts across such familiar questions as how 
many people of such-and-such ethnic—even linguistic—self-identification turn up in census 
counts administered at ten-year intervals; it also cross-cuts the kinds of questions asked by a 
traditional sociology of language (e.g., Fishman 1991), where the number (and circulation) of 
minority-language newspapers or radio-station broadcast hours and church services can 
become diagnostic indicators of the relative “health” of minority languages.   

In the end these, too, are lenses that majoritarian societies use to search for—and 
usually not find—the spaces where erstwhile “minority” linguistic forms and practices 
actually “live” (and “die”).   The really interesting speech practices seem to be contextualized 
as enregistered voicings of statuses and identities that have not always been visible to the 

                                                 
3 The literature on language ideology—originating in Silverstein’s early essay (Silverstein 1979; revisited in 
Silverstein 2000)—is now vast; see, e.g., Schieffelin, et al. (eds.) 1998, Kroskrity (ed.) 2000, Irvine and Gal 
1998, Gal and Irvine 2000, to name only a few examples.  For a recent examination of the contemporary 
ideological value of Irish, see Caoimhghin Ó Croidheáin’s Language from Below: The Irish Language, Ideology 
and Power in the Twentieth Century (Ó Croidheáin 2006). 
4 For the concept of register, see Halliday (1968), Ferguson (1983), Buckley (1984), Irvine (1990), and 
especially the more recent work by Agha (2004, 2004, 2005), and refs therein. 
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State because they have thrived at the margins of institutional, geographic, and other orders, 
and in the seams and interstices of officially sanctioned activities.   

 
Endangered 
The same Herderian dogmas of “one language, one people, one land” that animated the older 
dialectology of Europe and elsewhere continue to infect the ongoing discussion of language 
“endangerment” in academia and the mass media alike (see, e.g., Hale et al. 1992, Nettle & 
Romaine 2000).  Journalists and others continue to employ robust if deeply misleading 
metaphors that characterize English as a “killer language” (Crystal 2004)  
or equate “endangered languages” with “endangered species” (e.g., Maffi 2001; for critique, 
see Mufwene 2002, Moore 2001, 2006).  In order to frame the urgency of the issue they 
marshal numerical estimates of numbers of “languages” and numbers of “speakers” as 
evidence, even as they often admit what sociolinguists have always known: that it is very 
difficult to decide what counts as “a language” (as opposed to a “dialect,” register, or 
sociolect), and that deciding who counts as “a speaker” is an exceedingly complex and 
delicate issue, as much a matter of the sociopolitical dynamics of local speech communities 
as of linguistics (Dorian 1977, 1980, 1982; cf. Moore 2001, Ahlers 2006). 

A form of writing that really belongs to the genre of travel literature, this discourse of 
endangerment summons its readers to an encounter with “endangered languages” as objects 
of wonder, appreciation, and melancholy, all directed at grammatical structures abstracted 
from use. 

This is an important point, since the whole discourse depends on—presupposes—the 
ability of readers to imagine (a) language as frozen in time and separable from its speakers 
(see Bauman and Briggs, 2003 on ‘purification’); this discourse of languages as “endangered 
species” announces that when “we lose” a language, we lose “the supreme achievement of a 
uniquely human collective genius, as divine and unfathomable a mystery as a living 
organism” (M. Krauss, quoted in Schwartz, 1994).   

“The death theme,” writes Ó Ciosáin in his brilliant rejoinder to Reg Hindley’s The 
Death of the Irish Language (Hindley 1990), “is linked to the morbid romantic preoccupation 
with primitive or savage peoples.  Beautiful and barbarous as they are, . . . they cannot 
survive in the modern age.  In this biological imagery, all things must die (not change)” (Ó 
Ciosáin 1991: 5). 

Whether the backdrop is the Australian Outback, the Amazonian jungle, or the west 
coast of Ireland, the romantic vision always connects “a language” to “a people” to a 
landscape in an overdetermined way:  Irish, as Ó Ciosáin wryly observes, “was inextricably 
linked to the stoney heathery areas and the wild sea” (ibid., p. 7).  These, as I’ve noted 
elsewhere (Moore 2006), seem always to be landscapes of the sublime—terrifying in their 
desolation (the Aran Islands, the Australian Outback) or in their profusion (the jungles of the 
Amazon). 

Contemporary sociolinguists may have long ago put these Herderian nostrums back 
on the shelf, realizing that (e.g., in the older dialectology of Europe) they had authorized the 
study—if not the fetishization—of speech practices in the marginalized communities that 
served as the European metropole’s constitutive “Other” under a regime of authenticity and 
“imperialist nostalgia” (Rosaldo 1989).  Notwithstanding all this, the “language 
endangerment” discourse proceeds on, blissfully (or melancholically) innocent of this fact. 

A recent pamphlet by the linguist James McCloskey, Voices Silenced (subtitled Has 
Irish a Future?) is representative of the concerns of a professionalized (i.e., post-Chomskyan) 
linguistics.  “Language,” writes McCloskey,  

 
 is at bottom a biological phenomenon. . . .   Every language  
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is a unique and intricate mechanism created by the linguistic component 
of the human genome.  No language is more or less subtle than another, 
none more or less refined than another.  Each bears within itself a  
distinctive pathway of clues concerning the underlying principles of  
cognitive organisation which shape our language abilities and the other 
mental abilities that are most closely related to the linguistic faculty 
(music and mathematics, for instance).  Every language that ceases to 
be learned as a native language by children is irretrievably lost and  
with it goes almost all of what it might have taught us about this most 
distinctive aspect of our biological constitution.  This is a huge loss to  
science—to the science of language in the first place, and ultimately to  
all of those branches of science which seek to understand human mental 
abilities (McCloskey 2001: 35-36). 

 
McCloskey’s insertion of the story of “the death of the Irish language” into a bigger story 
about the human genome certainly succeeds in transcending the insularity of debates over the 
status of Irish, mired as they have mostly been in an overdetermined dualism of Irish vs. 
English—but only by losing sight of literally all of the sociolinguistic and historical 
specificities of the Irish situation. 

McCloskey’s intervention is far from unique.  In the face of heightened alarm over the 
rapid disappearance of “small” minority and other indigenous languages around the world, 
new institutional interventions and funding initiatives have sprung up on both sides of the 
Atlantic.5  These and other organizations offer support primarily for projects of primary or 
secondary documentation of designated Endangered Languages (ELs) themselves, and not, 
for example, for efforts (like this one) to reflect critically upon the epistemological and other 
regimes that license such activities.  There is no more space for the sociolinguistic facts of 
multilingualism in McCloskey’s vision of cognitive science than there is in the color-coded 
language maps of the colonial era. 

And yet there is no doubt that concerns for the fate of “small” languages (Mufwene 
2002) are sincere, and likewise that the sense of alarm and urgency is based in reality, albeit 
in realities that are more complicated than is usually acknowledged.  Nevertheless, questions 
remain:  How can interventions in the name of language preservation, documentation and 
revitalization-through-pedagogy avoid imposing “purifying” schemes that suppress 
recognition of sociolinguistic variation, multilingualism, diglossia, and “mixing”—the real 
social context in which “language loss” takes place?  

There is likewise no doubt that projects of language “development” can help to gain 
legitimacy and recognition for (a) language, and that such accoutrements as literacy 
programs, teaching materials, and an emerging literature, can raise public awareness (and the 
“self-esteem” of speakers; see Hornberger 1998 for an optimistic view)—but must this 
always come at the cost of Standardization and a false sense of “purity and isolation” of 
languages?   

How can language-retention programs—and language pedagogy in general—become 
more ecologically sensitive and still remain faithful to standards being developed for 
documentation, preparation of usable pedagogical materials, preservation and archiving, and 
language pedagogy efforts in professional circles? 

The real point is this:  languages don’t “die” in isolation from other languages, but 
rather in situations of intense and ongoing linguistic contact.  They “die”—or better, are 
                                                 
5 The US government’s NEH/NSF Documenting Endangered Languages (DEL) Project, the Endangered 
Languages Fund (ELF), Linguapax, Terralingua, the Hans Rausing Fund of SOAS, the EMELD project, the 
Rosetta Project (Long Now Foundation), among many others.  Websites at the end of this article. 
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replaced—when they no longer form part of the complex and internally differentiated 
repertoires of speech forms, styles, registers, and -lects that speakers are able adroitly to 
switch among and between in answer to the communicative demands of situations of use in 
the ethnolinguistically variegated communities where they live.  Along with their repertoires, 
such speakers also employ and circulate language ideologies as ways of interpreting and 
producing their own and their interlocutors’ subjectivities as participants in interaction(s)—
such, in any case, are the “cultures of language” that speakers bring with them to situations of 
use, and in terms of which such variation becomes meaningful. 

Again, Éamon Ó Ciosáin frames the central issue with almost breathtaking 
succinctness:  “declar[ing] a language to be dead,” he points out, can become “a means of 
refusing to contemplate what is being done to it” (Ó Ciosáin 1991: 5-6)—or to its speakers. 

And indeed, in order to make the transition from discussing language endangerment 
to discussing language and (im)migration, one must—in the current terms of discussion—
make a transition from talking about languages to talking about speakers, for the two 
discourses have heretofore been oriented to these two very different objects of concern.  Why 
this should necessarily be the case has never been clear to me, but one does note the relative 
absence of speakers from discussions of language endangerment, and the relative absence—
perhaps erasure (Irvine and Gal 1995)—of languages from discussions of the sociolinguistic 
“problem” posed by the “new immigration.” 
 
 
Dangerous 
This paper seeks to explore the relationship between issues having to do with revitalization 
and maintenance of endangered and/or “minority languages”—and the way that “cultures of 
language” are reflected (or not) in language pedagogy and public discourse—and issues of 
the recognition of a new(er) set of “minority languages”:  those spoken by “new immigrants” 
to the US, Europe, and Ireland.  In this section, I turn to the second theme. 

Alongside the recuperative and broadly therapeutic interventions and forms of State 
support offered to the “old” linguistic minorities—often remnant or enclave populations 
located in geographically and economically marginal areas like the Gaeltachtaí in Ireland or 
Indian Reservations in the US—one also finds (especially in urban areas) interventions of a 
more punitive and prophylactic sort, as States attempt to “manage” the perceived threat posed 
by the recent “influx” of multilingual immigrant populations. 

A pair of examples from the “border state” of Arizona in the southwestern US 
dramatically illustrates the coexistence in the American polity of two radically different 
manifestations of Spanish-English bilingualism—one elite, one pathological (perhaps better, 
pathologized).   

On 27 January 2006, a federal judge in Phoenix, the state’s largest city, ordered the 
state to begin paying fines of $500,000 USD per day as a penalty for “missing the deadline to 
finance English learner programs” (Fischer 2006a).  That same day, the Judiciary Committee 
of the Arizona State legislature voted 6-3 in favor of a measure that would require all 
“official business” of the State government to be conducted in English; a similar measure had 
been vetoed the year before by the state’s Governor, who observed that the state’s failure “to 
provide adequate funding to schools to teach English to students classified as ‘English 
language learners’” made the official English measure “contradictory at best” (Fischer 
2006b). 

Meanwhile, the very next day (28 Jan 2006), the same newspaper reported that the 
Catalina Foothills School District in the suburbs of Tucson, AZ would institute mandatory 
instruction in Spanish for all elementary school students, “for at least 30 minutes each day” 
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and beginning as early as age 5, school district officials saying that “the decision would put 
the district ahead at a time when people need to be more multicultural” (Commings 2006): 

 
 “We’re looking at ways to have the kids be more globally aware,”  
 said Assistant Superintendent Mary Jo Conery, head of a team of  
 educators working on a 21st-century curriculum.  “We’re in a century  
 now where our national and international borders have become  
 somewhat seamless, and there’s a need for our students to work  
 toward the goal of being bilingual and maybe even multilingual.”   

 
Money to fund the program (approximately $439,000 USD) would come from “district funds 
and its private foundation” (ibid.).   
 A stark contrast emerges when we use US Census data from 2000 to put the two 
communities side-by-side:  
     CATALINA FOOTHILLS , AZ  PHOENIX , AZ 
 
total population    53,794     1,321,045 
 
%White    91.35     71.07 
%Hispanic or Latino of any race 7.55     34.06 
%Asian    3.24     0.13 
%Black or African American  1.21     5.10 
 
Median income (household)  $65,657    $41,207  
Median income (family)  $82,675    $46,467 
Per capita income   n/a     $19,833 
% of pop. under poverty line  n/a     15.8 
% of families under poverty line n/a     11.5% 

 
Unlike the spurious calculations of the “language endangerment” discourse, these 

numbers actually tell a story: the State giveth Spanish—in manageable doses of 30 minutes a 
day—in Catalina Foothills, even as it taketh Spanish (or any other non-English variety) away 
in the urban mosh-pit of the Phoenix public schools.  Again, the concept of Spanish and 
English as “languages” (even qua grammatical systems) isn’t adequate here, since there is no 
reason to assume that the Spanish being taught in Catalina Foothills is in any useful sense 
“the same” as the Spanish (or Mixtec, or O’odham, or Polish) being “corrected” in Phoenix.  

At the lower stratum, students, whatever it is they speak—and it doesn’t matter, 
note!—need corrective or “remedial” instruction in English as part of a larger intervention 
designed to “retrofit” them for participation (as more or less interchangeable parts) in bottom-
rung unskilled labor and service-sector jobs in the US economy.  The children of Catalina 
Foothills, meanwhile, need to be “accessorized” with (some) Spanish—and “maybe even” 
other languages—as a way of becoming “more multicultural,” surely a desirable attribute for 
these globetrotting executives of the future.   

Indeed, the creation of a category of “English language learners”—the institutional 
machinery of assessment of students’ English language proficiency and placement of students 
who fall below a defined threshold into a distinct educational “track”—clearly recalls the 
classification of students as “Learning Disabled” (LD; see Mehan 1996); whatever one’s 
native language, the lack of “English” (however defined) on the part of speakers is clearly 
figured here as a disability.  
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And yet it is essential to recognize a fundamental distinction in the way that 
officialdom imagines these “disabilities”:  in the US, under the legal requirements of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and various state laws and municipal ordinances, 
public buildings (and increasingly, forms of public transport such as buses) must be 
retrofitted with wheelchair ramps and elevators, and emergency exit instructions must be 
given in Braille (as well as English and perhaps Spanish), in order to guarantee equality of 
access to public services without regard to physical (including visual, etc.) disability.  In a 
similar way, important public information in the US, including ballots, have at various times 
and places been made available in English and in Spanish, or in other languages (Chinese, for 
example, in San Francisco) under an ideology of equality of access—but not without 
controversy (see Woolard 1991 for a trenchant analysis).   

The fascinating disjuncture here is that the disabilities covered under the ADA and 
other federal laws in the US have been defined as permanent and inherent characteristics of 
populations conceived now as groups who are entitled thereby to equal access under the 
Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment to the US Constitution.  Language 
proficiencies, while (allegedly) measurable and quantifiable, are in contrast seen as mutable, 
changeable, correctable—amenable, in other words, to remediation.  You can’t teach a 
quadriplegic to walk—for him or her you must build a wheelchair ramp—but you can teach 
English to a Spanish-speaker.  And this is precisely where the cadres of nativist resentment, 
many of them with names ending in vowels and proud immigrant heritages of their own, rise 
up in indignation to ask:  Why don’t they learn? 

“They” do, of course.  In a recent study of “immigrant language retention” in southern 
California, a team of demographers drew upon survey data (N=5,703) to test Samuel 
Huntington’s thesis that “Latin American immigrants are much less likely to speak English 
than earlier generations of European immigrants because they all speak a common language; 
they are regionally concentrated and residentially segregated within Spanish-speaking 
enclaves; they are less interested in linguistic and cultural assimilation; and they are 
encouraged in this lack of interest by activists who foment identity politics” (Rumbaut, et al. 
2006: 447; this last is precisely the “ethnic bossism” theme identified by Woolard 1991—cf. 
Huntington 2004: 232; and see Baron 1990).   

Their results, presented in a series of tables, are clear enough.  The authors, whose 
criteria for linguistic survival were “speaking the mother tongue in the househould and the 
ability to speak that language very well” note that their findings 

 
 directly contradict Huntington’s assertions.  The United States 
 has aptly been described as a “graveyard” for languages because  
 of its historical ability to absorb immigrants by the millions and  
 extinguish their mother tongues within a few generations.  Spanish 
 appears to offer no threat to this reputation.  Owing to the number  
 and density of Spanish speakers in metropolitan Southern California, 
 Mexicans and other Latin American immigrants retain a greater 
 ability to speak their mother tongue very well compared to other 

  groups, but, by the third generation at the latest, ability drops sharply 
  and converges toward the pattern observed for white Europeans. . . . 
  Like taxes and biological death, linguistic death seems to be a sure thing 
  in the United States, even for Mexicans living in Los Angeles, a city  
  with one of the largest Spanish-speaking urban populations in the  
  world (Rumbaut, et al. 2006: 458-459). 
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The specific example has relevance beyond the US.  Just as the older “minority” and 
other “endangered” heritage languages exist(ed) as parts of complex and internally 
differentiated repertoires of registers and -lects regimented by language ideologies, so, too, 
the so-called “new immigrants” bring with them complex and internally differentiated 
“cultures of language,” not just mental knowledge of (a) grammar.   

Speakers of Arabic living in Ireland, the US, and Europe, of course, come from the 
locus classicus of “diglossia” (Ferguson 1959); people who emigrate from East Africa, 
meanwhile, may speak one or more “tribal” language(s) as well as an urban “mixed 
language” like Nouchi or Sheng or Town Bemba, with Kiswahili, French, and/or English 
functioning as a lingua franca.6  Speakers of Thai, Vietnamese, or Hmong (and to a lesser 
degree Spanish) now residing in the US, Europe, and Ireland have been socialized to 
manipulate elaborate registers of politeness and honorification (Agha 2003) that have no 
obvious counterpart in English. 

And what about the presence in the EU and elsewhere of second- or third-generation 
immigrants who may be “unbalanced” bilinguals displaying fluent control of the official 
State language(s)—albeit in a stigmatized variety—and “semispeaker” fluency in their 
parents' languages?  Is there a space between the “elite” multilingualism of Catalina Hills and 
the “pathologized” multilingualism of Phoenix?    
 The subheading for the next section of my paper is an hommage to the person I have 
always thought of as the Margaret Thatcher of symbolic anthropology. 
 
 
Purity = Danger  
The “De-Anglicising” of Ireland famously called for in 1892 by Douglas Hyde may finally 
be underway, albeit in a form perhaps undreamed-of by Hyde or the other early proponents of 
the Gaelic League.   
 In a discussion of “the languages of Dublin,” Michael Cronin notes that in the 1980s, 
Ireland had the highest net out-migration rate in the EU; by 2002, it had the highest net in-
migration rate in the EU, with refugees and asylum-seekers accounting for about 10% of the 
ca 250,000 people who came to live in Ireland between 1996 and 2002 (Cronin 2005: 10).  
Cronin cites figures from the Eastern Regional Health Authority for 2001 indicating a total of 
78 nationalities in the Dublin area (ibid., 11); a survey carried out by the County of Dublin 
Vocational Education Committee found 63 languages represented among the respondents 
(28% spoke Romanian; Bantu languages accounted for 13%; ibid., p. 11).  Between 1999 and 
2003, Cronin reports, workers came to Ireland from 152 countries, of which 10 accounted for 
more than 50% (the top five were Latvia, Lithuania, the Philippines, Poland, and Romania; 
ibid.); the Eastern Regional Health authority currently “deals with” over 130 languages, and 
the Courts Service has committed to providing translation and interpreting services in 210 
languages (ibid.).  These numbers, too, tell a story. 
 It is a story that would not have pleased such advocates of language purism as T.F. 
O’Rahilly, who famously wrote of Manx that 
 
  From the beginning of its career as a written language English 

                                                 
6 Nouchi (Newell 2005), Sheng (Abdulaziz and Osinde 1997; Spyropoulous 1986), and Town Bemba (Spitulnik 
1998) are emergent “mixed languages” of urban Africa; the literature on so-called “mixed languages” is vast, 
and vexed: important early sources include Meillet (1925); see more recent work by Matras and Bakker (2003), 
Mous (2003), Muysken (1981), and Shappeck (2005), and Thomason and Kaufman (1988), and refs therein.  
Whether the phenomenon of “mixed languages” differs in kind or merely in degree from the fugitive code-
mixing practices described by Jacquemet (2005), Jaspers (2005), Rampton (1995, 1999), Pennycook (2003) and 
others is an interesting question that lies outside the scope of this paper. 
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  influence has played havoc with its syntax, and it could be said 
  without exaggeration that some of the Manx that has been printed 
  is merely English disguised in a Manx vocabulary.  Manx hardly 
  deserved to live.  When a language surrenders itself to foreign  
  idiom, and when all its speakers become bilingual, the penalty 
  is death (O’Rahilly 1932: 121, quoted in Hughes 2001 at p. 115). 
 
This is not far from the view of Hindley, who 58 years later makes the wildly erroneous 
claim that “it is impossible to find a language surviving as a normal daily social medium once 
full bilingualism has been attained by all its native speakers” (Hindley 1990: 253).  Nothing 
could be further from the truth, of course. 
 Others have been more sanguine (as it were) about linguistic miscegenation.  As far 
back as 1941 Niall Ó Donaill praised what he called “Dublin Irish,” noting that 
 
  it has one amazing advantage over Gaeltacht Irish; it nourishes 
  itself from morning to night.  It gorges words incessantly.  In that 
  respect not even American slang is as vibrant as it.  It is young 
  and hungry (quoted in Hughes 2001 at p. 112).  
 
 More recently, Michael Cronin has observed that “one effect of the marked increase 
in multilingualism over the last decade has been to make visible elements of the Irish 
multilingual past so that language change is presented less as a threat to the founding 
languages of the nation (to borrow a Canadian term) and more as part of an Irish multilingual 
tradition that has been largely overshadowed by the rivalry between English and Irish” 
(Cronin 2005: 19).   
 Indeed, it is clear—pace Hindley and the other advocates of linguistic purism—that 
language contact, bilingualism, codeswitching, and linguistic borrowing in speech 
communities are in fact signs of the health and vitality of any language (Hamp 1989, Cook 
1995).  And very often the acquisition of fuller fluency and schooled literacy in one language 
can become a way for people to gain access to more highly-valued registers (spoken and 
written) of the other(s).  Purism, not English, kills.   
 This is exactly what Tom Dunne reports about the late 18th century in Ireland, in a 
discussion of the Jacobite poet Micheál Óg Longáin and his circle of “modern, mainly urban, 
radicals with a sophisticated understanding of both [English and Irish] linguistic and cultural 
worlds, and a keen interest in European affairs” (Dunne 1999: 36): 
 
  The replacement of Irish by English was accelerating in the 1790s 
  into its final phase and extending even to the poorest classes, swollen 
  to worrying proportions by demographic trends and vulnerable to 
  the relentless drive of modernization in social and economic as well 
  as cultural and linguistic terms.  Yet, an important part of this 
  revolution (and one that made it less visible and, on an individual 
  basis, less traumatic) was the ubiquity of various forms of bilingualism 
  at all social levels, at least among Catholics.  As part of this, the  
  relatively few who acquired literacy in Irish did so mainly subsequent 
  to, and even through, literacy in English.  Most Gaelic poets (including 
  Óg Longáin) could write in both languages, and many used English- 
  language materials as well as English language words and phrases 
  in their Irish texts.  They were, thus, important interpreters of the  
  increasingly obtrusive outside world, and of its great political  
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  events.  Thus Irish could be a vehicle of politicization as well as 
  a barrier to it (Dunne 1999: 36). 
 
 Decrying “the tendency to equate the process of language shift with that of a more 
general acculturation or even to make the former a cause for the latter” (Ó Ciosáin 2005: 149-
150), Niall Ó Ciosáin in a review of the literature on “Gaelic culture and language shift” in 
19th century Ireland observes that the challenge facing historians  
 
  is to give due causal weight to the process of language shift in 
  nineteeth-century Ireland without making it equivalent to other 
  forms of change that were intimately linked with it.  A more  
  satisfactory approach … would focus not on two separate  
  languages, but on the ways in which they were both used  
  simultaneously by individuals and groups.  In sociolinguistic 
  terms this involves an “ethnography of speaking” in a profoundly, 
  if momentarily, bilingual and diglossic society (N. Ó Ciosáin  
  2005: 150; cf Bourke 1988). 
 
What’s needed, Niall Ó Ciosáin says, is an historiography of Ireland in the nineteenth century 
that “would contain a more detailed and grounded exploration of language use and attitudes 
in practice, while at the same time enriched by a comparative study of linguistic situations in 
Europe and elsewhere” (ibid, 151-152).  If our understanding of the sociolinguistic dynamics 
of 19th century Ireland would be enhanced by combining “detailed and grounded” studies of 
language use in particular speech communities with comparative studies that place the Irish 
situation into wider contexts, so too would our understanding of Ireland today. 
 For native speakers of Kikuyu, Swahili, Igbo, and Lingala taking an Irish course in 
Galway City in 2003, Cronin notes, “Irish was part of a multilingual experience with which 
they were familiar—in sharp contrast to the conventional, historically overdetermined binary 
experiences of Irish learners of Irish”; the presence of such people, Cronin observes, 
“recontextualizes Irish for even the very youngest members of the school-going 
community…. putting into practice a cultural relativism that had been marginalized by the 
fraught encounter of Irish and English on the killing fields of nation” (ibid., p 20). 
 I lack the space—and any of the special competencies required—to explore the 
reasons why the evident multilingualism and di- and hetero-glossia of Irish speech 
communities past and present have so long been overshadowed by an overdetermined Irish 
vs. English binarism, in both the popular and scholarly language consciousness.7

If, as Cronin suggests, the presence in Ireland today of newly-arrived speakers of 
many other languages is serving to “recontextualize Irish” for the Irish people themselves, 
then perhaps old binarisms are being replaced in linguistic consciousness by a new sense of 
the multiplicity of languages and -lects—again, not without tension. 
 Public and business officials urge tolerance, reasoning that “‘if Ireland develops a 
reputation as a racist country it will deter people coming to Ireland and will impact on our 
ability as an economy to continue to grow’”—a stance that, as Cronin notes, “takes a highly 
instrumentalist view of human beings and sees them only in terms of their value to the 
economy” (ibid., p. 12).  One result is that “economic rights are focused on to the exclusion 
of all else” (ibid., 12-13).  “A fundamental difficulty relates to a difference in the 

                                                 
7 There are exceptions: Niall Ó Ciosáin points to the work of Brid Ní Mhoráin on the Barony of Iveragh in Co 
Kerry, an historical study of sociolinguistic variation spanning the 18th to the 20th century (Niall Ó Ciosáin 2005: 
142 ff., and see Ní Mhoráin 1997). 
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understanding of what constitutes language rights,” according to Cronin.  “The difference 
might be defined as language rights construed as access to the dominant language of the 
community and language rights conceived of as the inalienable cultural right of a constituent 
part of the community to the preservation and maintenance of its own language” (Cronin 
2005: 13).  Here, precisely, are the two bilingualisms I began with, articulated by Cronin 
within a framework of rights, here within a framework of inequalities. 
 
 
Conclusion 
I’ve tried to suggest some ways we might locate the two phenomena—of the preservation-
through-pedagogy of “endangered” minority languages and the “remediation” of immigrant 
“tongues”—as a comparative and contrastive set of concepts, hoping that reconceptualizing 
the terrain in this way may allow us to see more clearly what is common to and distinctive of 
the various kinds of conditions of minority-language populations, where both scholarly 
understandings and policies driven by politicoeconomic forces are developed.   
 Once the issues are reconceptualized in this way, a number of very interesting 
disjunctures come into view: the “endangerment” discourse focuses on languages, while the 
“integration” discourse stresses persons (cf Blommaert et al. 2005); in the first realm, the 
urgent need to preserve and maintain ancestral languages is articulated in terms of a cultural 
politics of ethnicity and recognition of ethnolinguistic minorities in states and nation-states 
(Silverstein 2005), while in the second a discourse of “globalized” economies is used to 
articulate the urgent need to facilitate the “remedial assimilation” of immigrant and 
transhumant workers in relation to global cosmopolitan elites. 
 Both discourses insert the object of their concern—in both cases, rapid sociolinguistic 
change—into very short time-horizons (in Bakhtinian terms, chronotopes): in both, a sense of 
the inevitability of change is coupled with a sense of the urgency of intervention.   

The “external” forces working to engulf endangered minority languages from without 
are often seen as natural, if not implacable; here, intervention is urgently needed to slow, 
stop, or reverse processes already well underway (cf Nevins 2004).  The transnational flows 
of (im)migrant labor that are transforming European and American economies from within 
are likewise seen as the inevitable concomitant of the implacable forces of “globalization”—
but in this realm, interventions by the state and other entities are urgently needed in order to 
support, manage, and facilitate the speedy sociolinguistic transformation (and eventual 
economic and cultural “integration”) of the immigrants themselves.  

But, as Blommaert et al. point out, “processes such as diaspora are structural 
processes which develop over long spans of time and result in lasting, or at least more or less 
permanent, social reconfigurations” (2005: 7; emphasis in orig.).  “The presence of 
immigrants in an urban environment,” they point out, “not only affects the multilingual 
repertoires of the immigrants (who find themselves confronted with the task of acquiring the 
communicative resources of the autochthonous population), but also those of the 
autochthonous population (who find themselves confronted with linguistic-communicative 
practices and resources previously ‘alien’ to their environment)”—to say nothing of the 
“local and national institutions” whose functionaries display “widely varying degrees of 
competence” in the communicative skills now required by their administrative duties  
(Blommaert et al. 2005: 7). 

So, notwithstanding the rhetoric of urgency that attends both the discussion of 
language “endangerment” and that of the sociolinguistic “integration” of newly arrived 
immigrant populations, these “reconfigurations” of sociolinguistic space are unfolding over 
the long-term, however rapid they may appear within any locality.   
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And notwithstanding their irreducible locality, they seem to unfold against similar 
constraints and challenges in many places beyond Ireland and the US.  Drawing on fieldwork 
in immigrant neighbourhoods in Ghent (Belgium), for example, Blommaert and his co-
workers report an encounter between a group of student researchers and a Bulgarian 
immigrant, who, despite the fact that she spoke “Bulgarian, probably Turkish, and likely 
Russian, was judged to have ‘no language’ because she spoke none of the researchers’ 
languages: Dutch, English, or French” (Blommaert et al. 2005: 21).8  They also report on 
classroom ethnography showing that “children’s linguistic and literacy practices in Eastern 
European as well as African languages and Turkish can be simply erased from classroom 
procedure, . . .  dismissed as ‘non languages’ in the school (while the same resources are 
immensely valuable once the children leave the school and enter their neighbourhoods)” 
(ibid., 22-23).  Indeed, Blommaert and his colleagues regard “the provision of adult education 
courses in the ‘host language’ as a programmatic attempt to ‘repair’ a perceived language 
deficiency” (ibid., 24)—exactly as in the Phoenix, AZ public schools. 
 The larger point is clear: in order to achieve even minimal descriptive adequacy, we 
must not only realize that “multilingualism is not what individuals have and don’t have, but 
what the environment . . . enables and disables them to deploy” (Blommaert et al. 2005: 25), 
we must also find ways to put that insight to work as we describe contemporary 
transformations of linguistic communities at various scales of locality and globality 
(Silverstein 1998).  So long as we continue to view sociolinguistic diversity through the lens 
of majoritarian State formations, we will continue to render the linguistic practices of 
immigrants as a negation, a lack, a deficiency, producing chimerical beings who are “without 
(a) language”—an act with dire political consequences.  To the extent that we continue to rely 
upon received notions of “(a) language” as a stable and homogeneous system of autonomous 
(morpho-) syntactic form, we will be unable to attend to the local dynamics of linguistic 
contact and heteroglossia in actually existing speech communities, whether our goal is the 
preservation and maintenance of “threatened” languages of heritage as emblems of group 
identity, or as sources of “scientific data” for a project that seeks to construct the parameters 
of a “human language capability” via universalist formalisms ultimately grounded in biology 
(McCloskey 2001). 

Ireland is rich ground for exploring both the processes themselves and the aporias that 
prevent us from seeing them, partly because these very problems have been “acute” in Ireland 
(oxymoronically enough) for at least 400 years.   

McCloskey rightly points out that in Ireland, “the politics of language has been a 
central and divisive feature of national life for at least a century,” that the debates have been 
“lively and bitter, often vicious,” and, “on both sides, very insular, mostly ignorant of the 
larger context which might have helped to shape debate in more rational ways” (McCloskey 
2001: 9; emphasis in orig.).  Of course, as we’ve seen, the “larger context” that McCloskey 
proposes is the human genome, a profoundly antihumanist construct. 

Indeed, if the “debate” over language in Ireland has been in some respects “insular,” 
the actual processes of sociolinguistic contact and transformation have unfolded in a 
“globalizing” context for hundreds of years:  the first Catholic works printed in the Irish 
language had to be produced in Antwerp (the An Teagasg Criosdaidhe of Bonaventura Ó 
hEodhasa, published in 1611; Ó Cuív 1969: 148).  In 1639, Theobald Stapleton (Teaboid 
Gállduf) produced—in Brussels—a bilingual edition of the Catechism in Latin and Irish, 
printing Irish in the Roman alphabet for the first time so that ordinary (literate) people might 
more easily read it; in paragraph 31 of his Introduction he writes: 

                                                 
8 Compare the famous example of the Menomini Indian named White Thunder, who, according to Bloomfield, 
“may be said to speak no language tolerably” (Bloomfield 1927: 437). 
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 For that reason, it is right and very fitting for us Irishmen to esteem, 
 love, and honor our own natural native language, Irish, which is so 
 concealed and so suppressed that it has almost passed out of people’s 
 minds; the blame for this can be put on the poets who are authorities 
 on the language, who have put it under great darkness and difficulty 
 of words, writing it in contractions and mysterious words which are 
 obscure and difficult to understand; and many of our nobles are not 
 free [from blame] who bring their natural native tongue (which is  
 efficient, complete, dignified, cultured, and acute in itself) into contempt 
 and disregard, and who spend their time developing and learning other 
 foreign tongues (translation in Ó Cuív 1969: 148, and see plate 19). 
 
The history of the emergence and development of the Irish State itself is in fact 

inseparable from the politics of multilingualism, literacy, orthography, and textually mediated 
forms of authority.  The life’s work of Douglas Hyde (1860-1949), the first President of 
Ireland—to take only one example—was in Irish language, literature, and folklore (prior to 
being elected President in 1938 he was Professor of Modern Irish in University College, 
Dublin, from 1909 to 1932). 

The sociolinguistic landscape of Ireland has shifted many times since 1639 or 1938, 
and often violently, but the politics of language(s) has never receded from the very forefront 
of public and popular consciousness.  On 2 December 2006, the Irish Times in its regular op-
ed page feature “An Irishman’s Diary” presented the brief memoir of a film enthusiast 
extolling the virtues of the Kino cinema, which has made “art house films available for big-
screen viewing” in Cork City: 

 
 The summer just past brought a new FAQ.  While Kino might sound 
 arty and sophisticated to the average Corkonian, it sounds nothing of 
 the sort to people from countries like Poland and Slovakia, where kino 
 means, simply, cinema.  On a number of occasions during the summer 
 stocky young men with the shaved head and tight, pinched facial features 
 typical of many Central Europeans stepped gingerly off Washington Street 
 into the foyer of the Kino and began to look around cagily.  Having  
 examined a number of film posters with a look of perplexity they approached 
 the ticket counter and asked, “Do you show Polish films here?”  No.   
 “Do you show films with Polish subtitles?”  No again.  “This is not  
 Polish cinema?” they said as they retreat [sic] toward the exit, not quite  
 understanding why the building has a big sign outside the door with Kino 
 emblazoned on it (Desmond 2006). 
 

So perhaps “bilingual” signage—intentional or otherwise—is an issue. 
 The missing piece of my story, of course, is Irish English—itself richly generative of 
regional, occupational, and other registers, and only weakly standardized, if at all (it is, recall, 
an “accent”).  Observing that in Dublin, “language is presented as both barrier and gateway” 
(14), Michael Cronin notes that 
  
  The success of English as a global language may in fact be 
  a handicap to the comprehension efforts of those who come to  
  Ireland knowing some or a lot of English.  The access promised 
  by knowledge [of English grammar] proves to be more elusive 
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  than anticipated because accent, lexical variety, and the meta- 
  communicative framing of statements suddenly render the meaning 
  opaque.  The seamlessly global becomes the mystifying local.   
  As a Filipino nurse, Glowena Actub Batutay, in St James’s  
  Hospital in Dublin confessed, “I rish accent and slang are too hard 
  for me.  I keep on re-asking people what they mean just to get 
  clearer information.  Back home I speak English, our second 
  national language” (Cronin 2005-14-15). 
  

Just as the older “minority” and other “endangered” heritage languages exist(ed) as 
parts of complex and internally differentiated repertoires of registers and -lects regimented by 
language ideologies, so, too, the so-called “new immigrants” to Ireland, the US, and Europe 
bring with them complex and internally differentiated “cultures of language,” not just mental 
knowledge of (a) grammar(s). 
 Does the existing discourse of language endangerment—especially when “applied” in 
local speech communities—endanger these “cultures of language” (Nevins 2004, Ahlers 
2006, Whiteley 2003, Gal 2006; cf. Moore 1988)?  Can interventions in the name of 
preserving and revitalizing endangered languages through pedagogy avoid imposing 
purifying schemes of standardization that suppress recognition of diglossia and “mixing,” 
thereby subjecting speakers of now-nonstandard registers and varieties to a double 
marginalization (Gal 2006: 170-171)?  Can interventions designed to facilitate the 
“integration” of immigrant workers take account of the linguistic resources they bring with 
them?  How, if at all, can interventions in both kinds of settings tap into the very real 
sociolinguistic creativity of the populations they serve?  
 My hope is that juxtaposing these two situations will stimulate others to reflect 
critically upon the epistemological and other regimes that license the very different kinds of 
activities that seem to unfold in the two realms. 
 
*Acknowledgments.  Jan Blommaert, Steve Coleman, Ben Rampton, Michael Silverstein, and James Slotta all 
read one or another draft of this paper and offered valuable suggestions, most of which have been incorporated 
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Department Seminar Series at NUI-Maynooth; I am grateful to the Department Chair, Lawrence Taylor, for the 
invitation, and to the audience on that occasion for their useful questions and comments. The title is an 
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