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Abstract 
In this paper we argue that migration-based multilingual language contact, and features of 
multilingual engagement more generally, require concepts such as scale and scaling in order to 
capture the dialectic interplay between more durable features of social order, in particular, the 
articulated temporal and spatial dimensions of any social formation, and the interactional real-
time of face-to-face communication and other situated language use. We suggest that Erving 
Goffman’s analysis of frame, footing and participation frameworks is ideally suited as a point of 
departure for such an enquiry, but insist that it is extended and developed in directions which 
crosscut the usual binaries of macro and micro, while insisting on the facts of inequality and 
hierarchy in the flux of unsettled on-the-ground practices characteristic of contemporary 
migration-based language contact. The paper draws on fieldwork in the USA and Belgium. We 
present and compare two cases: <i> an English-support programme in a multilingual Triqui 
household in Upstate New York and <ii> multilingual practices in an officially-designated 
bilingual hospital in Brussels. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION  
 
Let us begin with a bit of scene-setting, a context for the argument to come. In this work, we 
explore the relation between locally-situated activity and communication and large-scale 
processes influencing the flow of peoples, practices, and semiotic resources. We begin by 
conjoining what might seem sharply opposed: On the one hand, the analytic legacy of Erving 
Goffman (1974, 1981), a sociologist committed to analysis of the immediacies of situation, to 
investigation of interaction in the here-and-now of co-presence, and, on the other hand, the 
implications of globalization, that the world grows unpredictably more heterogeneous and 
uniform under the influences of accelerating movements of peoples, messages, and goods – what 
Giddens (1991) has termed the ‘space-time compression’ of Late Modernity. In referring to both 
Goffman and Giddens, we allude to a sub-theme in the larger argument: That sociolinguistics 
needs a sociologically-rich and realistic approach to the contemporary world.  

We undertake the current investigation, both conceptual and empirical, as part of a larger 
line of inquiry into the on-the-ground realities of multilingualism and cultural difference, seeing 
in this process of encounters a challenge for a sociolinguistics of practice, space, and scale. That 
earlier work was multi-sited ethnographic study of language contact in urban neighborhoods in 
the Belgian/Flemish city of Ghent, one component of which was the study of multilingual 
literacy practices. It brought with it concerns with multiple languages and with the complicated 
forms of inhabitance, boundary drawing, and hierarchization found in polyglot immigrant and 
minority neighborhoods (Blommaert, Collins and Slembrouck, 2005a, 2005b). In that work, we 
began with an ethnographic focus on places, settings, language use and evaluation, but we 
quickly found that such tangibles could not be understood without analyzing spatio-temporal 
scaling. In this paper, we begin with, but then move outward from the here-and-now, ask what 
the implications are of attending to TimeSpace scales for received sociolinguistic concepts like 
topic, participant, and multilingualism.  
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In our earlier work and here in this paper, we propose an approach to multilingualism that 
eschews assumptions of bounded linguistic or social communities, arguing instead that scaling 
processing, including the framing which turns inert settings into scenes of activity, are key 
processes in the communicative economy of contemporary social formations (Blommaert, 
Collins, and Slembrouck, 2005a). In such formations, hierarchical, scale-sensitive distributions of 
semiotic resources (such as ‘languages’) are significant influences on locally-organized activities 
and their semiotic media. Such activities feature hybridity, contact, and diversity of resources, a 
multifunctionality in which the local may also be regional, national, and global (Collins and 
Slembrouck 2006a); they also pose substantial conceptual and methodological challenges to 
efforts to understand contemporary linguistic and social dynamic (Collins and Slembrouck 2005, 
Rampton 2006).  Our approach has been to focus on migration-associated social and linguistic 
processes, for migration both produces horizontal diversity of contact and results in the ‘vertical 
scaling’ of domination and subordination (Blommaert 2006, Friedman 2003). These twinned 
outcomes, in turn, raise questions of history and place, of relevant temporal and spatial 
dimensions, scene, or ‘context’, as it bears on the circumstances of communicative activity in 
settings of rich sociocultural diversity. Let us briefly illustrate some of these matters with 
examples taken from the earlier work (Blommaert, Collins and Slembrouck 2005b, Collins and 
Slembrouck 2006b) exploring processes of language use and evaluation in situations of 
globalized locality, indeed what we termed ‘globalized neighborhoods’.  

Our example concerns how people make sense of multilingual shop signs, those which 
face outward, onto the street, addressing passersby, so to speak.  It illustrates how people from 
different ethno-national backgrounds with differing language competencies – that is, the 
residents of and visitors to immigrant neighborhoods – read such signs (see Collins and 
Slembrouck 2006b for the full study).  
 
 
Figure 1 – BAGSEVEN FINANS 
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This picture details the front window of a bank in Rabot, one immigrant neighbourhood in Ghent. 
The sign features Dutch and Turkish descriptions of services offered: insurance, mortgages, 
banking, and accounting. In our larger study, we showed a number of signs to three different 
kinds of consultant: Meryem, a respondent who was visiting from Istanbul; Nezat, a Turkish-
Belgian resident of a nearby neighborhood; and, Herman, a Flemish man who lived in a nearby 
city with a range of immigrant neighborhoods. When she was shown a photograph of the sign 
and told briefly that it was from a Ghent neighborhood, Meryem, who was visiting from Istanbul 
and spoke Turkish and English but not Dutch, viewed the language of the sign as unexceptional, 
remarking that the name ‘Bagseven’ was a family name, and ‘finans’ was now a fashionable 
word, probably of French origin. Otherwise, she noted that these were economic functions that 
would be kept separate in Turkey. She could see how real estate and insurance would go 
together, but the combination of accounting and loans was unusual from her point of view. She 
thought that maybe the company worked like general brokers for people who did not speak the 
local language, and linked to this was her suspicion that they exploited such customers. Nezat, 
our Turkish-Belgian consultant had spent most of his life in Ghent and is a multilingual 
comfortable in both Turkish and Dutch. He noted that the sign listed the services offered in both 
languages, and he assumed that there had been translation from Turkish into Dutch, although he 
also said the terms would be the same in Turkey. In his view, the bank would be for ‘Turkish’ 
customers mainly, and the grouping of services was typical, though equivalent businesses 
elsewhere in Ghent might include travel agents as well. Our Flemish consultant, Herman, a 
speaker of Dutch and a few other European languages, but not Turkish, said little about the 
language beyond noting that it was a bilingual sign. He commented on the grouping of functions 
as not typical for (autochthone) Belgians, but he then went on to attribute this anomalous 
grouping to the way in which Turks were ‘buying up’ available housing, for the purpose, in his 
view, of housing a steady inflow of ‘illegal’ Turkish immigrants.  

What we want to emphasize here, anticipating a theme developed more fully below, is 
that interpreters bring a scale-sensitive lens to their meaning-making. Meryem is alert to how 
things look from metropolitan Istanbul; Herman takes a national(ist) perspective, viewing signs 
as a ‘native’ who deals with ‘immigrants’; Nezat is alert to Turkey as a source of language and a 
way of doing things, but he is also sensitive to how things are done locally, elsewhere in Ghent. 
Our consultants also bring assumptions about potential sources and addressees to the 
interpretation of messages, and they attend to the content of messages, in this case the 
significance of particular groupings of activities. Both Meryem and Herman view the grouping of 
activities as anomalous, and both impute a scenario of exploitation for addressees by sign 
senders, but with subtly different perspectives. Meryem expresses a trope of migrant 
victimization, for the addressees. Herman uses a trope of illicit migrant avarice, through which he 
imputes motives to the makers/sources of the sign.  

Our initial work allowed us to explore how scaling and framing were part of both the 
broader organization of multilingual ecologies as well as the local organization of situated 
language use (for these and related studies, see the studies in Collins and Slembrouck 2005 
especially Arnaut 2005, Maryns 2005, Vigouroux 2005, and Blommaert, Collins and Slembrouck 
2005a). Subsequently, we have undertaken related projects, which allow us to continue testing 
the utility of key concepts and methodological approaches. In particular, we have undertaken 
studies of migration-connected multilingualism in situations of strong monolingual domination, 
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in the Upstate New York (Jim Collins and Amarilys La Santa), and of longstanding bilingualism 
in the city of Brussels (Stef Slembrouck and Lotte Clijsters).  

In these studies we are grappling with new issues of scale and activity framing by 
studying migrant formations based in social networks rather than clearly-defined neighborhoods, 
in the North American site, and by exploring the relationship between language hierarchies, 
activity framing, and participation negotiation in a large-scale institutional setting, a major urban 
hospital in the Belgian study. Each will be presented below. Focusing first on the Upstate New 
York study, we describe certain striking facts of topic, participant relations, and code-switching 
in an intimate domestic setting that nonetheless opens out onto the world. Turning then to the 
Belgian hospital, we discuss both the longue durée of stable region, and state-level bilingualism, 
and the invisibility of a multilingualism driven by postcolonial legacies. First, however, we must 
discuss Goffman. His oeuvre (1959, 1974, 1981) presents an exemplary dramaturgy of social life, 
providing a multiple focus upon place, conception, action, and communication. But he was 
averse to issues of social group membership and questions of historical and spatial scale that we 
consider essential to a sociologically-realistic sociolinguistics.  
 
 
 
 
FRAME AND FOOTING 
 
Goffman offers us a nuanced entrée to the analysis of activity, and by extension, multilingualism. 
Multilingualism is activity-sensitive in the sense that the distribution of languages, styles, etc. is 
subject to fine-grained distinctions in activities and role relationships, including the ways in 
which participants monitor their relationships with frames of reference, conversational topics and 
attendant configurations of spatial and interactional inclusion/exclusion vis-à-vis a particular 
focus. Goffman’s concept of frame allows us to move from relatively static geographic-spatial 
analysis to the analysis of the enactment of spatialized practices, in other words, the mounting of 
activities in specific places, the flux of interactional foci and the shifting boundaries around 
participants which accompany this.  

Multilingualism in the literature tends to be conceived of as a property of individuals or 
of societies, each abstractly conceived. One of the analytical challenges then is how to retain a 
sense of individual participation in situations which may be defined by reference to collectivities, 
and, in doing so, how to consider the spatial dimensions of language contact as subject both to 
macro group relations and to the momentary activity-specific orientations of interacting 
individuals. ‘Frame’ and the idea of ‘changes in footing’ allow us to bridge between, on the one 
hand, multilingualism as a matter of expectations and prevailing practices which belong to 
particular ‘places’ and, on the other hand, the multilingual language proficiencies which 
individuals bring to activities. We may refer here to a very simple example of interaction in, say, 
a hospital recognized as a Dutch-speaking zone of interaction: We need a concept such as 
‘footing’ to begin to understand how the entry of a French-speaking person, temporarily 
transforms the stability of a Dutch-speaking zone into a multilingual encounter, a situation which 
may or may not avail itself of an interpreter. Frame and participant alignment thus enable us to 
link spatially-partitioned units (regions, nations, cities, neighborhoods, buildings, etc.) and 
individual participants in the social organization of activities.  
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Note first that the very idea of a ‘frame’ is a spatial metaphor. Frame is a powerful 
concept for connecting, at one end (i) space as something already there before any activity begins 
and as something designed to routinely embody the triggers for certain activities, with normative 
expectations, and courses of action that ‘typically’ unfold, and at the other end, (ii) space as 
inhabited, appropriated, and (re)configured by occupants for the purposes of and during social 
activities. If frame offers a double outlook on the organisation of social experience, a view on the 
pre-situational (the spatial frame within which to work) and the situationally-produced (a frame 
which is put around/layered over and becomes a frame of reference), then ‘footing’ brings out 
how interactants simultaneously are positioned and do positioning work (e.g. participants who 
actively draw and attend to boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, related to topic, entitlement, 
and focus of attention). Applied in combination, the two concepts of ‘frame’ and ‘footing’ 
accompany the analytical eye in moving from observations of physical space and its constraints 
for activity over participant-configured (culturalized) activity contours and frames of reference to 
the production and interpretation of sequentially-implicated moves in interaction.  In addition, 
Goffman’s insistence that the facts of interaction have to be considered relative to ‘the full 
physical arena’ (1981: 136) brings out the complex dynamics of interdependent participation 
frameworks, as organised by, around and within spatial delimitations.  

The fine-grained distinctions and dimensions of participation structure (e.g. being an 
overhearer, a primary addressee, the categories of side-play, cross-play and by-play, etc.) which 
Goffman invites attention to help us understand the more subtle distinctions, boundaries and 
interpretative nuances which characterise multilingual behavior-in-context. This is one important 
line of empirical enquiry which we seek to develop (and which we feel leads to a much more 
differentiated understanding of multilingualism when it is acted out in specific situations). We 
can cite Goffman here, from the introduction of Forms of Talk (Goffman 1981: 3): 
 

When a word is spoken all those who happen to be in perceptual range of the event will 
have some sort of participation status relative to it. The codification of these various 
positions and normative specifications of appropriate conduct within each, provide an 
essential background for interactional analysis, whether in our own society or any other. 

 
One of the interesting questions now is: what exactly do we situate/include in the analytical 
categories of ‘participation status’ and ‘normative specifications of appropriate conduct’? Do we 
include just the categories that follow from observing behaviour under conditions of co-presence, 
or do we allow into the analysis the fuller range of value-laden categories and assumptions which 
can be observed to bear on the interpretation of actional communicative behaviour? This leads us 
into issues to do with a social actor’s entitlement to particular roles, the status which they ‘as 
participants’ invoke, receive, or are believed by others to maintain. 

Participation status involves more than just perceptual range under conditions of co-
presence. It can also be taken include whether you are relatively powerful or powerless, a 
professional or a client, an immigrant, a native, a foreigner whose behavior is thought to be 
representative of country of origin, etc. Participation statuses entail political-geographic 
orderings, which in a ‘scaled way’ are often played out indexically in actual encounters, in the 
sense that they affect the distribution and (non)-activation of particular language resources, or 
they form part of a frame of reference which is instrumental in connecting communicative-
actional behaviour to layers of context. Spatial and temporal scales thus offer a connection 
between macro-conditions and micro-processes. Returning here briefly to our first example:  
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While Myrem, Herman and Nezat can each be characterised as ‘bystanders’ to a depicted scene 
who offer evaluative commentary on the primary users of the sign, an emphasis on the detail of 
the scalarities which underpin their categorisations brings out important differences in how this 
role of ‘bystander’ is constituted for each: Myrem introduces a distinction between the centre of 
urban Istanbul and the periphery of rural-Turkey-in-diaspora in her reading; Herman construes 
for the sign a context at the level of major cities in Flanders, while Nezat’s reading is oriented to 
neighbourhoods in Ghent. 

Our inquiry into the bearing of spatio-temporal scales on multilingual resources 
underlines the sociologist Randall Collins’ (1988: 61) point that group-based identities are 
missing from a Goffmanian inquiry into interactional orders. 

 
Framing permeates the level of ordinary social action. We live in a world of social 
relationships, in which roles are acted out, with various keyings and deceptions played 
upon them. This is the core of practical activities and occupations, of power and 
stratification. Here again, Goffman leads us to the brink of seeing the micro-reality upon 
which macro-structures are based, though he shies away from the theoretical implication.  

 
So, while Goffman’s notion of ‘frame analysis’ is fundamentally congruent with the idea of a 
spatio-temporal unfolding in which individuals are seen as inhabiting and traversing physical 
spaces in the course of a day’s and night’s social activities, in the run of an institutional lifecycle, 
or indeed, in the course of their lives, we invite a dual development in the Goffmanian turn in the 
study of multilingualism. In a similar vein, Giddens (1988: 279) captures this when on the one 
hand he talks about the need ‘to think rather in terms of the intersection of varying contexts of 
co-presence, knit together by the paths that individuals trace out through the locales in which 
they live their day-to-day lives’, while simultaneously insisting that this should lead us to shed 
light on the ‘modes in which everyday social activity is implicated in very broad patterns of 
institutional [authors’ addition: or, for that matter, societal and cultural] reproduction’. 

As has often been noted, however, Goffman himself did not deal with undertakings of 
long temporal or broad spatial scale, with ‘macro’ structures. Indeed, he is known as averse to 
social theory and agnostic about the relation between micro-interaction and other dimensions of 
social order. He openly argued, for example, that frame analysis is about ‘something that the 
individual actor can take into his mind [but] not the organization of society’ [emphasis added] 
(1974: 3). As quoted earlier, Collins puts the matter in this way: ‘Goffman leads us to the brink 
of seeing the micro-reality upon which macro-structures are based, though he shies away from 
the theoretical implication.’  

The suggestions from Giddens and R. Collins seems to us a promising line of 
development – to build upon Goffman’s account of everyday life by attending to the group 
relations indexed in communicative conduct and by attending to mediated as well as immediate 
communication. We emphasize, however, based on our previous research and argumentation, 
that groups and social categories imply spatial and historical dimensions; forms of mediated 
communication rely upon a distributions of semiotic resources that also have spatial and 
historical dimensions. So let us now turn to developing an analysis of spatial and historical 
dimensions of framing, participation and TimeSpace scaling (Blommaert 2006) embedded in the 
following cases. 
 
 

 7



 

CASE 1: A MULTILINGUAL HOUSE HOLD IN UPSTATE NEW YORK 
 
In order to illustrate participant framing and alignment, as well as what Giddens terms ‘the 
intersection of varying contexts of co-presence’, we begin with a prototypical sight of face-to-
face communication, a family gathered around its kitchen table. After discussing both the 
functional specialization of languages in use and the nature of the framing of activities and 
footing in relation thereto, we examine how the analysis must move outward, taking account of 
the spatial and temporal dimensions of both mediated communication and group membership. 
This we will phrase in terms of an encounter within an encounter, a legacy of migration. 
 
Scenes, acts, and languages 
We have been conducting a year-long ethnographic and sociolinguistic study of the domestic, 
educational, and community settings in which Hispanic migrant children encounter English in the 
Capital District Region of Upstate, New York (Collins 2004, Collins and La Santa 2006). As part 
of this research, we established contacts with a group of families from Mexico, several of whom 
are Triqui-speaking people from Oaxaca in Southern Mexico. They now live in the USA, in a 
northern suburb of the city of Albany, New York, as well as the city itself, and the children 
attend local schools. On several cold Sundays this past winter, we joined members of the Valdes 
family at their home. Our purpose for these visits was to help several members of the family 
improve their English, especially the two Valdes girls, third grade Sandra and fourth grade 
Martina, and also the father, Rafael. It was also, and had been presented as such, an opportunity 
to see how people in the household used both English and Spanish. On any given Sunday, at the 
kitchen table and in the next room were a half-dozen or more people, speaking among 
themselves one or more of three languages. Rafael and the two girls were fluent in Triqui, an 
indigenous language of Mexico, and in Spanish, as was their father, Rafael, and their older 
brother, Jose. Their mother, Elena, only spoke Triqui; she was a frequent onlooker to our 
activities as well as a participant in the rest of the domestic scene. Collins’ research assistant and 
co-worker, Amarilys La Santa, was a fluent Spanish/English bilingual. Collins spoke limited 
Spanish, but functional for many kinds of social interaction, including lengthy informal 
conversations.1

On any given Sunday there were a series of activities we engaged in, sometimes in 
sequence, sometimes simultaneously. We were often met at the door by a child. After greeting 
whoever was in the living room in Spanish, we proceeded into the kitchen and did the same with 
Rafael and Elena. The girls were then summoned, by voice from upstairs, or by phone from a 
nearby church where they attended Sunday School classes and activities. Since our nominal 
purpose for the visits was to provide instruction and practices in kinds of English, Rafael and 
Collins often had conversations, predominantly in Spanish, but addressing either aspect of 
spoken English or taking up particular activities with written texts (e.g. comparing translations in 
the two languages of, say, a brochure or announcement). During these hours, one or more 
children might sit at our end of the table, overhearing but not intervening with questions or 
answers, or they might approach to ask questions of their father, in Triqui or Spanish, or receive 
directives from him, also in Spanish or Triqui. Occasionally also, someone would come from the 
living room, to ask something of Rafael, or simply to see what we were doing, occasioning side 
conversations with Rafael, in Triqui and Spanish, and with me, in Spanish and English.2

While Rafael and Collins conducted their ‘English’ lessons, La Santa would sit at the 
other end of the table with the two girls, Sandra and Martina. She would read to them or have 
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them read to her, in Spanish and English, from picture books, word books, as well as simple 
storybooks. They were often joined by Jose, who was a more proficient reader in Spanish and 
also more able to apply his orthographic knowledge of Spanish to reading English text. More 
than once, when the girls were having difficulty with identifying a word, say from a picture in a 
book, he would whisper the answer in Triqui, a language they shared but Amarilys did not.3 
Often during these lessons, Elena would sit silently observing, occasionally speaking to her 
children in Triqui, or dealing with the youngest child, a two-year old.  

So far in this account, we have a rich example of a familiar sort of multilingualism, in 
which topics and activities are associated with code choices and changes in footing prompted by 
changes in role, participation and topic can be signalled by code switching. Let us discuss this 
further, with emphasis on maintaining frame or changing footing 
 
 
Maintaining activity frames, albeit with changes in footing   
In our case, the focal activities were informal lessons in speaking and translating English and in 
reading Spanish, English, and bilingual texts. As activities they had fairly stable participants, but 
they also occurred as part of the flow of household life, and so they were sometimes joined by 
others and were sometimes ‘put on hold’, when diverted for differing amounts of time. 
Analytically, there were shifts in frame and changes in footing. As noted, Rafael and Collins 
usually talked together in Spanish and English or translated documents while talking, but Elena 
might approach to offer water, a child might approach to ask for something, or Rafael might 
receive a phone call, typically done in Spanish and Triqui.4 The children typically addressed their 
parents, and always their mother, in Triqui. Their incursions rarely changed the focus of my and 
Rafael’s talk for long. The same was true of the brief conversations between Rafael and his wife, 
or Rafael and others who came into the kitchen from the living room, acknowledging me in 
Spanish, but speaking with Rafael in Triqui.5

The phone calls were different, however, for they would shift Rafael’s focus of activity, 
and changed the frame of ‘what was happening’ as well as the participants. During the phone 
calls, Collins was an overhearer, not a primary addressee. The calls were sometimes in Spanish 
and sometimes in Triqui, and they revealed some of the connections between the apparent 
localization of a warm kitchen on a cold winter day and the broader world. Several calls, for 
example, were in Spanish with the local church, who were called because the girls were needed 
at home. Other calls were to members of the local Triqui community, cousins and friends who 
lived in the same section of the same suburban town, and these latter calls were conducted in 
Triqui. Also in Triqui were yet other calls, made to Mexico, presumably the home village in 
Oaxaca, though not necessarily, and also to the West Coast, the state of Washington, where 
Rafael also had friends.   
 
 
Interim conclusion  
We thus occupied and maintained a multilingual domestic setting for ‘at home’ school-like 
language activities, doing our varied business in Spanish, Triqui, and English, the latter to a 
much less extent. There was specialization by activity frame and topic, though with considerable 
overlap, and partly depending on participants.6 Shifts in frame away from these activities, or 
shifts in footing in an activity, might be achieved with or be an occasion for a change of 
language. As previously noted, when Jose helped his sisters during their struggling efforts to 
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identify words in a picture book, he provided his sotto voce cues, as an unratified lesson 
participant, in Triqui, a language that they shared, but Amarilys did not. When Rafael disagreed 
with Jose about the need for English as well as Spanish, his parental ire was signalled with both a 
shift from Spanish to Triqui and a notable ‘raising of the voice.’ One-to-one conversations, face-
to-face, or on the phone, were usually conducted in a single language, according to participants, 
though they could shift, as new participants joined or the focus of activity temporarily shifted.7  

We have thus far stayed within a domain of interaction analysis fully consonant with 
Goffman’s concepts and conception of language and social life, although the Triqui phone calls, 
and the domestic domain of the Valdes’ Spanish, which is also their second-language lingua 
franca, requires an analysis of other places and times implicated in the here-and-now of our 
Sunday afternoon exchanges. We suggested earlier that Goffman’s concepts of framing and 
footing, of participation alignments in ongoing social action, provides an analytic apparatus for 
examining such diverse multilingual code alternations as those described above, seeing the 
languages used and the patterns of alternation as integral aspects of everyday activity.8  The 
quote above expresses this well: ‘Framing permeates the level of ordinary social action. We live 
in a world of social relationships, in which roles are acted out, with various keyings and 
deceptions played upon them. This is the core of practical activities and occupations […]’ (1988:  
61).  
 
Places and times 
Goffman’s analyses are fundamentally oriented to what he called ‘the neglected situation’ 
(1972), the conduct of persons in settings of co-presence (Giddens 1988), the here-and-now of 
face-to-face interaction. Our kitchen setting provides, of course, such a here and now, an 
apparently bounded unit of straightforward architecture and furnishings and limited participants. 
The multiple languages in play, including the one from an indigenous setting far from Upstate 
New York, alert us to the fact that – as Goffman argued – the boundaries of activities and 
participants are problematic, or, more generally, that places and times are social constructions, 
not empirical givens.  

We may come at this most directly by noting that the people who inhabit or visit the 
Valdes household, including ourselves, the researchers, are involved in an encounter with an 
encounter. That is, they and we are grappling with legacies and circumstances of migration. 
These legacies and circumstances can be understood in terms of encounters between the 
languages involved. 

As noted earlier, we had come to the Valdes household as part of a research project on 
how immigrant children learned English while using both Spanish and English in their daily 
lives, but we had also come with the referral from the school which Sandra and Martina attended. 
Consequently, when we asked Rafael about the purposes he saw for English, he provided what 
seemed to us a poignant example of the classic immigrant dream. He worked two jobs and 80 
hours a week, so that the children could go to school, and through education, have a better life. 
English was the means to that end, to success in school, learning como leer y ecribir [how to read 
and write]. What we want to be emphasise is that when asked about purposes, Rafael provided a 
narrative about the language in the future of his children in the new place, a metapragmatic 
image in which ‘English is for future success’ and a projection of a TimeSpace (Wallerstein 
1997, Blommaert 2006). Interestingly, when asked about Spanish, Rafael provided, as had other 
Triqui parents, a similar general purpose formulation. Spanish was for a different kind of future, 
one of helping newcomers, that is, incoming migrants from Mexico, or for a future in which the 
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family returned to Mexico, where Spanish would be necessary. In this account, Spanish is a 
lingua franca, for dealing with newcomers to the new place, or returning to Mexico, the old 
place. Indeed, it appears that Rafael and other Triqui adults have taken a language hierarchy in 
which Triqui is the language of home and family, but Spanish the lingua franca of all contact 
with others, whether in school, or on the migrants road, and transplanted that hierarchy to 
Upstate New York, where it sits somewhat uneasily beside the new demands of using English. 
Thus in this domestic setting, the languages of our encounter, and the purpose of the encounter, 
were framed or scaled within the TimeSpace dimensions of certain familiar stories, those of the 
hope for the new place, in subsequent generations, those also of a commonly-experienced desire 
for return, each of which required its language means. These are clearly examples of what 
Bakhtin (1981) calls ‘chronotopes’, narratives which offer a projected connection between time, 
space and activities (we return to this in our discussion section below).  

Let this serve as an example of the temporal and spatial projections, the TimeSpace 
layering, that can attend languages otherwise used for quite mundane functioning in domestic 
spheres. We will now turn to our second case, in which the emphasis will be on the 
sedimentation of interaction and language choice in text artefacts, a different handling of 
multiple languages through uses of written signage and interpreting services in a Belgian 
hospital. As we will see, despite sharp differences of setting, there are shared issues of temporal 
and spatial scaling in action within and across languages, as well as two alternative construction 
of the institution (one which is visible, central and bilingual and, one which is more hidden, 
peripheral and multilingual).  
 
 
CASE 2: BRUGMANN, A HOSPITAL IN BRUSSELS 
 
Brussels’ Brugmann is traditionally a French-speaking hospital. It is funded with public money. 
The Victor Horta site, where Clijsters and Slembrouck9 did fieldwork in late 2004 early 2005, is 
the original site (founded in 1923)10. Brugmann Hospital is embedded in a predominantly 
French-speaking neighborhood. Nowadays, it counts as officially bilingual (French/Dutch) but 
for decades it has been conventionally understood as French-speaking (roughly 80% of its 
present staff has French as a first language).  
 
Bilingual Brugmann  
In the fieldwork, we observed that the official bilingualism with French as the main working 
language is first of all apparent from a continuum that can be observed in the distribution of 
publicly displayed signage. At the one end, there is signage with ‘fully-fixed equivalents’ in both 
languages (characterized by identity of message and layout, with signage professionally 
produced in solid materials). Situated in the middle of the continuum are partial Dutch 
translations of French antecedent messages (sometimes not identical in layout, material, etc.). At 
the other end of the cline, there is the signage which is monolingually French.  

The cline reflects a more practical understanding of French as the actual and main 
working language of the hospital, its staff and its community ties. Expressed in terms of 
principalship (Goffman 1981), as one moves away from the more official signage which directs 
visitors and patients to specific wards or institutional departments (as in figure 2 below) towards 
more temporary signage which originates from within the wards and is often printed from a PC, 
French is asserted more explicitly and visibly as the actual working language of the institution. 
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Figure 2 – Sign B1 021 
 

 
 
 
Examples include a sign in French thanking visitors for closing the door behind them or 

the five pages in figure 3 below which relate to ‘les séminaries du midi’ – a series of lunchtime 
seminars for practitioners. Also included within this category is signage which typically indexes 
networks of related institutions and staff-connected activities (e.g. a recruitment poster by an 
affiliated college of nurses, the range of ‘for sale’ notices on the staff bulletin board). In some 
cases, the assertion of French over Dutch is likely to be inferred from small indices which hint at 
a process of translation because non-native proficiency in Dutch is being indexed11. 

 
 
Figure 3 - Sign B1 037 
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Some signage invites a more subtle participant-oriented reading which takes us to the 

detail of multiple users and the need to recognize specific spatialised participation in zones of 
activity. This is the case in the collage found on the vending machine adjacent to one of the 
cafeterias:  

 
Figure 4 - Sign B2 013 

 13



 

 
 
 
At the time the photograph was taken, the front of the machine offered various layers of signage 
which reflect its connections with consumers, the company which maintains the equipment as 
well as a particular local history of use. 

Different relationships to the machine come with specific choices for code. The invitation 
in the top left corner of the machine to buy ‘jetons’ (tokens) from the cafeteria in the maternity 
ward is a word-processed sign protected by a plastic cover and it aspires to full equivalence 
between the two languages. In the top right corner of the glass pane, and partially hidden behind 
the sign on the left, is a sign in French which predates it and which directs users to contact a 
particular telephone number in case of problems. Finally, in the far right is a sign warning buyers 
not to consume their drinks on the premises of the adjacent cafetaria area (also this sign is in 
French only). The cafetaria is a private economy enclave in the public institutional site; it is 
driven by a commercial logic which invites ‘French only’ (as was also evidenced during the 
coffee breaks of various field visits).  

The cline thus found in the publicly-displayed signage in Brugmann in many ways 
reflects a longue durée of addressing language contact in the Brussels’ metropolitan area through 
discourses of bilingualism, with Dutch and Frenc h as the main – in fact, as the only two – 
languages involved. The longer history of Brussels’ inner city districts is one of increasing 
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French-speaking presence, which dates back to the 14th century and accelerated from the 18th 
century onwards. The dual orientation towards official bilingualism and conventionally-accepted 
Francophonie has clearly resulted in diverse practices in public signage, and our various walks 
through the wards resulted initially in a perception that code choice depends on the degree of 
perceived corporateness of the sign and the weighing of various factors which reveal a working 
knowledge about the institution, its staff, its patient population and spatialized activities. 

However, not all can be read straightforwardly from a careful study of the distribution of 
the signs. In the course of the fieldwork, we learned that developments of the past five years have 
witnessed a marked shift in institutional language policy, from a situation where Brugmann could 
afford to ignore a need for Dutch to the development of a policy which is explicitly oriented to 
the promotion of Dutch. This happens through various initiatives and measures which attend to 
and reflect the hospital’s embedding in various spatio-temporal configurations. The pro-Dutch 
policy is part of an institutional response to economic pressures and an increased sensitivity to 
the mediatised language debate: The hospital is not attracting enough Flemish-speaking patients 
from nearby and more affluent districts such as Laken, Asse and Schaarbeek; Brugmann is 
loosing patients to the University hospital in Jette, which operates a wider catchment area; and 
Brugmann may miss out on Flemish government subsidies. Initiatives include Dutch lunchtime 
conversational practice for staff (‘tables de conversation’), language courses on offer and 
developing in-house capacity in language training. A ‘Responsable de la formation langage’, a 
staff-person, has been appointed alongside a new Head of Human Resources12. Her task it is to 
promote Dutch (she is a Flemish graduate with a Languages degree). Her brief is to develop 
language initiatives, to work actively on the ways in which Brugmann is portrayed in the media 
and to establish and foster contacts and partnerships with agencies who can offer support and 
input for Dutch-promoting initiatives (e.g. KULeuven, Het Huis van het Nederlands, etc.)13. 
Brugmann’s ‘new’ language policy also includes affirmative labour action, such as the 
introduction of a language exam in various ‘quality control’ schemes and making tenure subject 
to demonstrations of bilingual proficiency14. Failure to comply with pro-Dutch initiatives, 
however, cannot lead to dismissal, as ‘else UVC-Brugmann might find itself short of staff’ [field 
notes]. This detail indicates that there is recognition of ‘on the ground’ resistance against the new 
policy (a point we will return to below).  

Some of the irregularities detected in department- and ward-produced signage mark the 
effects of this shift in policy. In some cases, great care and much energy appears to have been 
invested in producing fully equivalent signs (e.g. an invitation to the 2004 Christmas market). A 
‘negative’ counterpart to this practice is a piece of dated corporate signage which directs visitors 
only in French. Practices in Brugmann are clearly in a flux, as the institution is responding to 
neo-liberal imperatives of patient numbers, quality control and pressures on the institution’s 
public image. However, our narrative cannot end here. The constitution of the hospital’s staff and 
patient population have also undergone a number of changes in other respects, and this has 
happened in ways which have largely remained below the threshold of visible signage that can be 
observed when walking the institution’s corridors.  
 
Multilingual Brugmann 
The point about more open-ended multilingualism became poignantly clear during one of the 
field visits, when Clijsters, quite by accident, learned about a list of staff names which circulates 
in the wards. The list gives names, telephone numbers and first and second language 
proficiencies. It includes Arabic, Kinyarwanda, Czech, Kirundi, Malayam, Macedonian, Spanish, 
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Hungarian, and others. A lot of the names on the list are immigrant doctors who are employed in 
the hospital pharmacy and the languages listed can be related to successive waves of immigrants 
and refugees in smaller and greater numbers (e.g. organized Labor immigration from Turkey and 
Mahrebian states initiated in the early sixties, French-speaking African diaspora, and post-1989 
immigration from former Eastern bloc countries). The list works as follows. The staff members 
on the list can be called into a ward when a particular language is in demand and interpretation is 
called for. So, quite removed from the gaze of the public, Brugmann hospital operates an 
informal in-house policy for providing multilingual resources. In many cases, the interpreters 
called upon offer medical knowledge in addition to proficiency in a particular language. 
Interestingly, at the time of the fieldwork, not all of the wards had as yet received the list. Our 
field notes report that the staff at intake had just received the list, seeing it for the first time when 
Lotte Clijsters sat in with them for the day to make detailed notes about the distribution of 
languages used during intake interviews. Nor seemed the staff at intake to recall any instances 
where a demand for any of these languages was made during intake: Apparently, some of the 
multilingualism enacted during medical encounters goes unnoticed at intake, hidden as it is 
behind the functual uses of Dutch and French in matters of administration. 

The practice of relying on non-Western European doctors in the pharmacy as interpreters 
during consultations in the wards provides one example of how North-South relations may be 
replayed to the level of spatial/occupational relations within the institution (the ‘central’ wards 
and the ‘peripheral’ pharmacy). It also underlines the inequality which follows from ‘peripheral’ 
qualifications competing in a ‘central’ jobs market and how this comes with an entitlement to 
enact one’s medical knowledge in a temporary (‘when called upon’) and peripheral role during 
actual consultations (cf. using Goffman’s terminology, the interpreter is a mediator, and 
therefore, not a ‘primary addressee’ or ‘author’ in interactions between doctors and patients, the 
two key participants in the medical encounter). 
 
Interim conclusion: intersecting TimeSpace scales 
Let us sum up our key observations with respect to Brugmann in three points. Our first point is 
that present-day multilingualism in the case of the hospital, including the problem of challenged 
language resources, appears to have been absorbed by, and appears – at least in the public 
appearance of things – to be contained within a longue durée of practicing French/Dutch 
language rights in a historical context of territorially-defined official bilingualism (in this, 
Brussels is defined as a bilingual area). Secondly. Recent developments in this history include an 
intra-institutional (neo-liberal) ‘gear shift’, a reorientation of the issue of language contact. The 
result is that the affordances of active monolingualism (with latent bilingualism) which are 
reflective of staff, patient and neighbourhood populations occur alongside with (and increasingly 
compete) with the constraints imposed by top-down neo-liberal policies of active bilingualism. 
Institutional-episodal time can thus be seen to interact with societal-cultural time. Finally, two 
regimes of multilingualism can be seen to occur in spatially-partitioned ways (for instance, the 
‘bilingual’ field of administration vs. the ‘multilingual’ field of medicine). This happens at the 
intersection of migration trajectories (of patients and staff) and a local longue durée.  
 

 16



 

SCALES AND SCALING 
 
Drawing on materials from the US and Belgium, we argue that migration-based multilingual 
language contact, and features of multilingual engagement more generally, require concepts such 
as scale and scaling in order to capture the dialectic interplay between more durable features of 
social order, in particular, the articulated temporal and spatial dimensions of any social 
formation, and the interactional real-time of face-to-face communication and other situated 
language use. We use the concepts of scale and scaling to crosscut the usual binaries of macro 
and micro, of presupposed and emergent, but also to insist on the facts of inequality and 
hierarchy in the flux of unsettled practices characteristic of migration-based language contact. 
Most prosaically, scale is about trying to understand the spatial distribution of historical 
languages and the evaluation of attendant practices.  

It is important to realize that perduring orders, including hierarchical relations, do not 
consist of a unilinear dimension, of say, less to greater ‘power’ or least to most ‘economic 
capital.’ Nor is determination of behaviour simply unidimensional, with larger or higher scale 
relations always prevailing over smaller or lower scale relations. Instead, TimeSpace scale and 
associated orders, as conceptualized in this paper, have multiple dimensions. Some of these 
directly articulate political structures and forces, economic groupings and processes, others are of 
a more cultural-discursive nature, involving sociocultural classifications and linguistic forms. 
The latter will be more familiar to analysts of language, but the former are also germane to 
serious social analysis that wants purchase on the contemporary world. The latter may seem more 
the domain of agency, openness, negotiability; the former of fixity and prevailing weight. 
However, each should be seen as partaking of both inherited givens, pretexts which inform the 
present time and space, and of performative contingencies, strategies, interactions, and struggles 
for outcomes.  

As examples of scale-based orders that are highly cultural-discursive and directly relevant 
to the materials we have presented, consider Bahktin’s concepts of chronotope and voice (1981). 
Chronotope concerns the literary figure or trope that directly implies spatial and temporal 
processes affecting a represented social world. In our examples above, the way in which the 
Valdes’ treat ‘English’ and ‘Spanish’ as metapragmatic emblems for kinds of lives their children 
might have, in a future in the new country, or a potential return to the old, are chronotopes, 
places and times, projected by and implied in narratives about the uses of language. Voice for 
Bahktin came in many forms, fundamentally both ‘social’, at the scale of what we would now 
call social categories, and ‘individual’, at the scale of the situated, contingent, and interactional.  

In a recent paper discussing Baktinian voice, Agha (2005) has argued that the contrast 
between individual and social voice can be analysed in terms of how individuals position 
themselves, take up stances or ‘footing’ in relation to (social) registers, those enduring, often 
institutionally-reinforced discursive ensembles. Registers of law, medicine, and officialdom 
generally, as well as of ‘sport’ and ‘the military’ are generally understood to reflect social 
differentiation and hierarchy. In our terms, registers reflect societal scale, they are discursive yet 
macro-social entities, as when we refer to ‘standard register’, which is something understood to 
hold at the level (scale) of nation-states, if not of neo-colonial ‘world’ scope. But Agha also 
argues that registers must be seen as produced, as something resulting from ‘macrosocial spread,’ 
which is itself finally dependent on individuals and groups aligning themselves with new usage. 
That is, individuals and groups with vested interests take up, promote, and fight over the 
‘appropriate’ verbal means for given activities and circumstances. We would suggest that a 
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process akin to this is underway at Brugmann, with the slow and uneven ‘upgrading’ of Dutch, 
from nominal to actual second official language and the measures this includes. These are the 
ways in which groups as well as individuals are aligned and align themselves vis-à-vis 
languages/registers. As another illustration, the overlaying of signs on the drinks machine, 
provide evidence for different groups positioning themselves in relation to various audiences, 
only one of which normatively appears to require equivalent bilingualism. 

There are, however, other aspects of TimeSpace scale and scaling, and these imply 
political economic as well as the cultural-discursive processes. The fact that the Valdes are part 
of a large working-class labor migration from Mexico to the US, a process now occurring over 
many decades (De Genova 2005), and that they are people whose lingua franca, Spanish, is 
endorsed by workfloor practices in the US but strongly opposed by nativist political movements 
(Crawford 2001, Zentella 1997), reminds us that there are political and economic scales and 
scaling processes to be considered. Wallerstein has taken up these matters most directly in work 
on TimeSpace scales (1997), and Swyngedouw (1996) provide an informative analysis of scaling 
as a strategy in the turbulence of economic restructuring.  

Wallerstein is known best for his work on world systems (e.g. Wallerstein 1997) 
conceived in terms of centers and peripheries, and we have elsewhere used center/periphery 
reasoning in conceptualising and analysing ‘spaces of multilingualism’ (Blommaert, Collins, and 
Slembrouck 2005). However, it is his remarks about ‘TimeSpace’ scaling (1997) that we find 
most appropriate to our current concerns. In discussing TimeSpace, Wallerstein argues three 
positions: first, that all thinking about time and space is ‘ideological’, a construct rather than 
literal given; second, that a concept of TimeSpace is necessary, that all spatial scale has historical 
dimensions, and all historical periodization has spatial dimensions; third, that we need to 
consider long/wide TimeSpace scales, as well as the episodic event scales of much social and 
communicative analysis. We find Wallerstein’s invocation of the longue dureé pertinent to our 
discussion of Brugmann and the language hierarchies represented in its official bilingualism, 
itself a negotiation of the capital center, Brussels, vis-à-vis the powers of regional government. 

It is, however, in a powerful analysis by Swyngedouw (1996) of the restructuring of 
Belgian coal industry in the 1960-1990s that we find a most important insight into local, regional, 
national, and global TimeSpace scales. Swyngedouw argues that scale is not just a given, albeit 
historically so; rather scaling is a strategy for collective actors. In his account of the closing of 
the last of the nationally-owned Belgian mines in Limburg, we see played out different visions 
and versions of the local, the regional, the nation, and the global, as actors argue for social 
solidarity and (a fracturing) community, on the part of miners and their unions, or for new forms 
of local/global synergy and competition, on the part of regional and national elites (not 
surprising, promoting a plan for heritage tourism). In the Limburgian case collective actors as 
well as individuals struggle to impose scalar judgments, to import scale and categories of scale, 
that is to say, articulations of ‘context’, into the activities in which they are involved.  

In our multilingual encounters with the Valdes family, the frequent shifts between 
languages frequently imply frames and footing vis-à-vis changing activities. But sometimes they 
also implying different scalings of nation and the institutional in relation to the everyday. Such 
scalings operate for example in the contrast between the school English of books and the 
vernacular English of our conversation; or in the contrast between Julio’s literacy in Spanish vis-
à-vis his sisters’ spoken language proficiencies but lesser literate proficiencies. In the shifting 
signage practices and language upgrading of Dutch found in the Brussels’ hospital, we see an 
open effort to secure, in practice as well as policy, an interregional national ‘equality of two 
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languages’, in the context of a centuries-old domination, demographically and politically-
economically, by French and Francophones, counterposed to a much more recent political-
economic ascendance of the Flemish region. We stress both the ‘effort to secure’ and the 
‘open[ness]’ of the process, for scale is both a pre-given, a pre-textual structuring, and an 
element and stake in strategic encounters. We are reminded of the latter, at Brugmann, by the fact 
that many staff members appear reluctant to take up Dutch.  
 A third inroad into a discussion of scale is Silverstein’s recent essay (2003), in which he 
argues for the essential interconnections between  pre-given order(s) and situated communicative 
conduct, their dialectic unity comprising different kinds of indexical order. Here we merely point 
out Silverstein’s basic argument. All sociolinguistic context and contextualization (Gumperz 
1982) depends on an exchange beween microsocial verbal interaction, in the ‘here and now’ 
which Goffman (1981) extensively analysed, and a large number of potential orders, involving 
‘macrosocociological plane categories’ (Silverstein 2003: 193). Such categories include those of 
social identity (gender, ethnicity, generation, and class) as well as other forms, or ‘planes’, of 
social division and hierarchy, for instance those of honorific registers and of standard languages. 
Although any of these categories/planes can be indexically incorporated into the here and now of 
communicative conduct; at least one will at any time be ‘in play’. That is, indexical order, the 
linking of interaction to plane of the macrosociological is an accomplishment and also an 
unavoidable aspect of all language use. Indexical orders appear to us as quintessentially scalar 
entities. Silverstein’s account of such order centrally involves processes of scale-shifts.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The mainstay of our argument in this paper has been that, on the one hand, a Goffmanian 
framework contributes much to our understanding of multilingual conduct in everyday life and 
that, on the other hand, it must be recast critically. We have examined at length, in both the 
migrant household and the urban hospital, how an activity-based analysis sensitive to frames and 
footing is instrumental in developing a richer and more complex picture of distributions of 
language resources in contexts of dislocated and relocated language practices. However, we add 
to this that an analysis of scale and scaling is a necessary part of a sociologically-realistic 
sociolinguistics, offering a lens sensitive to the study of both horizontal and vertical distributions 
of the practices which enter into situated meaning. One central point of our argumentation is 
indeed that interlocutors draw on scalar constructions to link talk to contexts. It is worth adding 
that Goffman was well aware of these phenomena.  

As a final example of scaling, which is also transparently also a play with the order of 
indexicals, let us turn to the event with which Goffman opens and closes his essay on  ‘footing’ 
(1981). It is an account of how the then-President Richard Nixon, at the end of an official press 
briefing, jokingly comments on the fact that a female journalist has worn slacks. The journalist, 
Helen Thomas, ‘plays along’ by pirouetting in her outfit, to the apparent amusement of all the 
men present. The lightly sexualised, openly paternalistic ‘humor’ of Nixon commenting on the 
newsreporter’s clothing, a conversational ‘insert’ in the more serious register-scale of 
Presidential News Conference is followed by physical display of acceptance, that is, of the 
scaling: ‘this is a folksy, exchange between equals’ [inasmuch as men and women are ever 
equals]. It is doable, this bringing of presidential power and sexual order into the here and now of 
the news conference, because we ‘laminate’ role categories (Goffman 1981: 156) – perduring 
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attributes of person in social schemes of often long and extensive TimeSpace – into the context 
of ongoing communicative conduct. Scale is a resource, for speakers making sense of each other 
and the activity they are engaged in, as well as of collective actors; it is an integral, if often 
unacknowledged aspect, of sociolinguistic context and contextualization. As we have shown, 
such lamination is not limited to situations of interactional co-presence. The effects of frame-
related and frame-transforming behaviour ‘at a distance’, especially the potential to leave both 
short-lived and long-term marks on a place, activity or genre, as in our Brugmann case 
especially, are important phenomena. 

Our final point is that ethnographic approaches to the phenomena studied in this paper are 
crucial. The Brugmann case shows that an ethnographic approach is called for, both to 
complement and enrich the analysis of publicly semiotised (sign) forms, because some of the 
finer-grained aspects of multilingual practice and code distributions require one to look behind 
the appearances of the signs, into the presumed relationship with actual producers, presupposed 
constituencies of actual and anticipated users, the principals, etc., as was true of the pro-Dutch 
program in its various manifestations. Even more tellingly, the existence of a translation cadre 
for languages other than Dutch and French, was not publicly announced, nor known of by all 
hospital staff. Its discovery and subsequent study required the work of ‘being there’, observing, 
asking, interpreting, as people go about their daily routines. Our Triqui case, the multilingual 
migrant household, requires detailed situational analysis, but, we would argue, it requires as well 
a sense of how other places and times are ‘laminated’ in face-to-face activity and participation 
shifting, as well as in the stories migrant tell about languages, futures, and places of origin and 
return. Both of our cases underline how aspects of multilingualism, in an institutional context 
dominated by a language debate or a domestic context, are not simply revealed in the range of 
language evidence which attains a level of public visibility and awareness. Put otherwise, 
analysis of sociolinguistic scale requires a rich, multi-layered understanding of contexts, for 
which the dogged footwork of ethnography is necessary, if not sufficient.  
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NOTES 
                                                 
1  Other men in the house, household members and visiting friends and co-workers, appeared to speak both Triqui 
and Spanish, but very little English On some Sundays yet others were also present. For example, L-M, an Anglo 
woman from a nearby Evangelical Church, came by on several occasions. She provided interpreting and translating 
assistance to the family. On another occasion an elderly Spanish-speaking woman was sitting with others in the 
living room. She spoke to us in both idiomatic English and Spanish and commented favourably on the ‘help with 
English’ we were giving the children of the family.  
 
2   The only time one of these joinings substantially changed the course of our conversation was when the oldest son, 
Alejandro, joined us. He later left the house, asking for the use of the family van, and Rafael talked with him at 
length in Triqui, with a look of seriousness and concern. It later turned out that at 21 years of age, Alejandro had 
only recently arrived from Mexico, felt quite isolated and unhappy in the Albany area, and was planning to return to 
Mexico. 
 
3   During these lessons Jose would also ply La Santa about words in English, asking translations for Spanish lexical 
items or checking his pronunciation of English words he had heard in school. 
 
4  Although we maintained our English lesson orientation, my and Rafael’s interchanges were conducted primarily in 
Spanish, and our sidebar conversations were in Spanish, except when Collins had problems, and then we would 
struggle together in both languages, to arrive at understanding.  
 
5   As noted, Rafael and Elena sometimes simply sat and watched their children in a tutorial with La Santa or Collins, 
sometimes quietly voicing encouragement ‘que bueno, S…’ or ‘ la practica es importante’, directed at the children, 
but not pulling their attention away from the activity. At times, however, as when Rafael chastised Jose in Triqui for 
stating what may have been true – that English did not play an important role in J’s daily life outside of school – he 
did so in Triqui and at length. Elena, a monolingual speaker, always used Triqui when talking with her children, 
husband, or the occasional visiting friends. 
 
6   Of the three languages potentially in use, La Santa and Collins could offer Spanish and English, and these are the 
languages used with Rafael and with the girls in the pedagogical activities. 
 
7  Thus personal exchanges between Rafael and Elena, for instance, a brief request on his part for drinks for us, were 
conducted in Triqui with Elena, and Spanish and perhaps English in the offer to us (‘queres agua… something to 
drink?’).  
 
8 In this regard, we draw on Goffman’s (1981: 126-127) argument that code-switching is a common form of footing, 
which itself drew on Blom & Gumperz’ account (1972) of normative and creative aspects of code-alternation in 
small-town Norway.   
 
9 We are grateful to Lotte Clijsters, who came up with the idea to extend the work done in Ghent to the context of 
Brussels’ Brugmann Hospital. The photographs reproduced in this paper are hers and are referred to by entry code in 
the larger corpus. Clijsters (2005) offers an extensive description of practices in Brugmann, from which much of the 
current account is drawn. 
 
10 The hospital was named after George Brugmann (a wealthy industrialist of German descent) who played a very 
active public role in Brussels in the second half of the 19th century, as an urban planner and as a  philanthropist-
benefactor offering financial support to hospitals, homes for the elderly and ‘almshouses’. In the 1920s, his brother 
Alfred spent part of the inherited fortune on a new hospital at the present-day Horta site. 
 
11 For instance, on one of the ‘no parking’ signs, the exceptions listed in French as ‘SAUF VEHICULES DE SERVICE, 
AMBULANCES ET POLICE’ come in the Dutch version with a minute incongruity in the use of compound nouns: 
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‘BEHALVE DIENST WAGENS, ZIEKENWAGENS EN POLITIE’. See also the use of ‘het cafetaria’ in figure 3 discussed 
below. This detail gives away that the maker of the sign is likely to have French as a first language. 
 
12 The recently-appointed Head of Human Resources is a French-speaking graduate from the Université Libre de 
Bruxelles with a degree in Germanic languages and he is also an active code-switcher in his contacts with staff. 
 
13 The ‘Responsable de la formation language ‘ provided entry to the institution. Not surprisingly, upon our second 
visit, we were asked if our research could be added to the organizational flowchart as a recently developed inter-
institutional partnership.  
 
14 In addition, there are various measures which affect smaller privileges (e.g. willingness to take a course in Dutch 
may affect the number of night-time shifts that a staff member will be expected to take).   
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