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Abstract 

Ethnography and Language Policy represents an attempt towards paradigmatic change in the 

study of language policy. The attempt – characterized by the editor in terms of (ymes╆ ╅ethnographic monitoring╆ – consists of a series of shifts in objects, assumptions and 

methodologies. Policy research consists of work on a variety of distributed objects, organized 

along different scales and operating on a variety of levels and in a variety of modes. This review 

article organizes these shifts along three axes: (a) understanding language policies as ideological complexes; ゅbょ incorporating history and globalization as crucial ╅contexts╆, enabling a different 
kind of generalization about dynamic systems; and (c) the introduction of vertical processes of 

stratification and layering alongside horizontal processes of distribution and presence. Taken 

together, these shifts offer a new program for ethnographic monitoring. 

 

Introduction 

One of the central policy terms of the Chinese government is ╅harmony╆. China, a 
rapidly dualizing society, needs to remain harmonious – it needs to remain a 

nation tied together by singular characteristics: one culture, one set of social 

trajectories, one language. The language is Putonghua, written in a simplified 

character script and an official Romanization method called Pinyin, which sets the written codes of the People╆s Republic apart from the traditional character 
script and Romanization methods of e.g. Hong Kong and Taiwan, as well as from those of most of the older Chinese diaspora. What is written as ╅Lee╆ in (ong Kong is written as ╅Li╆ in the People╆s Republic, and Mao Tse Tung has become 
Mao Zedong. A first Chinese language law prescribing the generalized use of 

Putonghua was introduced in にどどど. )t is being implemented in the People╆s 
Republic in a variety of ways – Deborah Cameron╆s ゅなひひのょ linguistic hygiene is never far away, because China requires ╅linguistic purification╆. A man called 
Zhao C got in trouble because the authorities refused to recognize his ╅English╆ 
first name, C, and he had to change it into a regular Chinese one (Wang 2011); 

there is also a public debate on whether or not to change the name of the 

international Chinese TV channel CCTV into a more Chinese-sounding one. 

The effect of this homogenizing tendency, greatly enhanced by the economic 

superpower status of the PR China, the globalization of Chinese cultural products 

and images (e.g. through the 2008 Beijing Olympics) and the increased 

worldwide mobility of PRC citizens, is that the language regime in Chinatowns all 

over the world is rapidly changing (for a case study of London, see Huang 2010). 

Historically dominated by Cantonese, Hong Kong Romanization and traditional 

script, we now see a spectacular increase of Putonghua, Pinyin and simplified 
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script among the Chinese diaspora in the West. Chinese language classes all over 

the world, for a long time dominated by teachers from Taiwan teaching the 

Taiwanese variety of Mandarin and traditional character script, are changing to 

Putonghua and simplified script. Teachers from Taiwan and Hong Kong now 

have to adjust their pronunciation and writing to the norms of the PRC, because their language is now defined as an ╅accent╆, which sounds unpleasant, childish 
and unsophisticated. Parents in the diaspora, themselves from Cantonese-

speaking Hong Kong and South China, are now trying their best to speak 

Putonghua to their children. In a number of instances, recorded during recent 

fieldwork in the Dutch towns of Tilburg and Eindhoven, we saw students and 

children correcting the pronunciation of their teachers and parents. Naturally, we also saw loads of codeswitching, loads of writing errors and ╅incomplete╆ 
messages in Putunghua, documenting the emergent and problem-ridden 

transition from one language regime to another.1 Becoming ╅harmonious╆ 
members of the Chinese nation, thus, involves very un-harmonious practices; in 

effect, it results in expanded multilingual repertoires – the pressure towards 

homogeneity results in more diversity, in other words. Observe that these 

adjustments happen without there being much in the way of visible, palpable pressure from above. The Chinese policy of ╅harmony╆ is not strongly enforced in 
the diaspora. There is a general awareness of the political preferences of the PRC, 

and to that one adds some practical wisdom, that it is better to adapt than to be 

left out of what may be a profitable enterprise. The transition, consequently, is a 

matter of auto-policing rather than of enforcement from above. 

Let me add a second vignette. When I teach at Ghent University, I have to teach in 

Dutch. This is mandatory: Belgium has the most extensive and most sharply 

articulated language policies on earth. Occasionally there is some public debate 

on whether or not universities should operate in English; the outcome of such 

debates, however, is invariably a dogmatic reiteration of the language policy. So 

Dutch it is and shall remain, Dutch only. At the same time, both the university 

authorities, the Minister of Education and various other bodies of power and 

influence strongly encourage me to publish in English, and only in English: no 

kudos or bonus points can be won by publishing in Dutch. There I am: my 

government compels me to speak in Dutch when I teach; various other powers 

compel me to write in English. The result is that my students listen exclusively to 

Dutch, while they read exclusively English – including papers written by the man 

in front of them who addresses them in Dutch. My classes thus very often 

amount to placing Dutch footnotes to English texts: a hybrid practice that 

satisfies all kinds of norms while violating as many others. 

Real people are never ideal subjects when it comes to policy. A new policy does 

not trigger a drastic change in behavior overnight, and it is therefore foolish to 

draw direct inferences about real social practices from the existence of particular 

policies for such practices. New policy triggers learning and adjustment 

                                                        
1 I am grateful to Jinling Li, Xuan Wang, Dong Jie, Dong Yan and Ciaxa Du for these examples, 

derived from their ongoing PhD and postdoctoral research. The statements about Taiwanese ╅accent╆ were recorded in Eindhoven, Summer にどなど. PRC students at Tilburg Universities also 
express surprise when they find out that the Chinese teacher in the local Language Center is 

Taiwanese. 
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processes full of contradictions, transgressions, hybridity and conflict. In some 

instances we wilfully transgress a well known and otherwise supported policy. 

All of us who drive cars are used to speed limits, yet many of us violate them 

quite regularly and are all too aware of it when they do it. In some instances, 

however, transgressions occur not as an effect of choice and intention, but 

because of inequality. During the cholera epidemic in Haiti in the autumn of 

2010, the Haitian government issued strict instructions to wash hands regularly 

and to drink only clean water, so as to contain the spread of the disease. They 

issued them to the many thousands who were living in makeshift refugee camps, 

an effect of the dramatic earthquake earlier that year. Most of these people could 

only dream of clean water and would probably have welcomed opportunities to 

wash their hands; consequently, the refugee camps were fertile areas for the 

spread of cholera. In this case, transgression was an effect of a lack of access to 

the resources required for implementing the policy. And finally, some 

transgressions occur because not one set of rules needs to be followed, but a 

range of different sets of rules, some complementary and some contradictory. 

Behavior will always be in accordance to some rules there, but hardly ever in 

accordance with all the rules that operate on it. Understanding policy, consequently, requires moving beyond ╅policy╆ in the 
strictest sense of the term. In fact, formal policy is often the least interesting 

(even if usually the most spectacular) object in a field of politics, which involves 

economies of access to resources and of value for resources, the situatedness and 

contingencies of human action, nonlinear and multifaceted relations between 

individuals and communities, pluriform, polycentric social arenas and a wide 

variety of policing practices aimed at keeping or restoring ╅order╆. Theresa McCarty╆s collection of essays goes a long way in showing us precisely this, that 
language policy only becomes relevant when it is viewed in close relation to 

actual social practices, practices of enactment and observation as well as of 

refusal, rejection and deviation, of implementation as well as of sabotage. This 

field is the terrain of ethnography, and the strong claim of McCarty and her 

associates is in favor of a programmatic ethnographic approach to language 

policy. 

Ethnographic monitoring 

The approach is programmatic, meaning that it redefines the field. Let me emphasize this: McCarty and associates are not proposing to ╅add╆ ethnographic 
work to language policy studies ╅proper╆. )nstead, what is proposed here is to 
develop an ethnographic perspective on language policy, or, if one wishes, to see 

ethnography as the paradigm from which one approaches language policy. This 

paradigm has its feet firmly in the Hymesian tradition of ethnography; to be more precise, it picks up that ╅unfinished business╆ of (ymes: the project of ╅ethnographic monitoring╆ ゅ(ymes なひぱど, なひひは; see Van der Aa & Blommaert 
2011). 

Ethnographic monitoring represented the ethnographic ideal for Hymes. It was a 

layered program starting from intensive and longitudinal ethnographic micro-

analysis of educational contexts; moving to participatory engagement with the 

actors in the contexts so as to encourage change and adjustment; and 
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culminating in ╅ethnological╆ generalization. For (ymes, this sequence – or 

rather, this permanent involvement – represented the democratic dimension of 

ethnography. As a science, ethnography had to represent the viewpoint of the 

Other, it had to enable the Other to have voice. In that sense, it was a science in 

which the scientist him/herself changed during research, under influence of the 

knowledge of the Other, while the Other also changed under influence of the 

knowledge of the scientist – a partnership of equals in the construction of 

knowledge-for-change (see Hymes 1996, chapter 1; also Fabian 2001; for a 

discussion see Blommaert 2009).  

It is through the program of ethnographic monitoring that we see the political and critical side of (ymes╆ oeuvre.2 For Hymes, an ethnographer is always an 

agent. In itself this is a truism: every researcher intervenes in the field of study 

and changes it. This was not, however, what Hymes meant. In contrast to other 

branches of science in which the agency of the researcher was rationalized, 

neutralized and objectified (and Bourdieu has commented extensively on that, 

see e.g. Bourdieu 1990), Hymes pointed out that being an agent comes with a 

prize: it involves the responsibility to be a good agent, an agent of improvement, 

not of continued or exacerbated oppression and exclusion. Being an agent, thus, 

involves an explicit and methodologized ethics and politics of work – a commitment to construct knowledge in a ╅fair╆ way, balancing the potentially 
always thunderous and silencing effect of science against the weakness and 

inarticulateness of local voices, the voices of those who used to be called the ╅informant╆ or the ╅subject╆ ゅin the sense of ╅being subjected╆ょ of ethnographic 
inquiry. It would also involve the duty to teach and instruct, to turn ethnographic 

practice into a learning environment for those who were the target of inquiry, 

bringing ethnographic and ultimately ethnological knowledge back to the 

community that had provided it, and thus providing tools for emancipation, 

empowerment, self-confidence and (what Paolo Freire described as) conscience of one╆s own predicament. (ymes ゅなひぱど, なひひはょ wrote movingly about these 
responsibilities; the climate of cool professionalism that followed his era buried and obscured such ╅idealistic╆ and ╅emotional╆ statements for a while, ruling them 
out of the orbit of debates on professional conduct or allowing them only in the 

form of post-modern scepticism and irony. They are back now, and back with a 

vengeance. 

The authors in this book bring ethnographic monitoring to a broad range of 

cases, and derive innovative insights for contemporary ethnography from them. 

Let us turn to the studies in the book. 

The cases )n McCarty╆s volume, ethnographic monitoring takes the shape of interventionist 

and advocacy ethnography. Ethnographers do not just observe what happens in 

                                                        
2 The concept of ethnographic monitoring has not received much prominence in interpretations of (ymes╆ work, but it has inspired several scholars in the field of language and education. )t was picked up, for instance, in Ben Rampton╆s contribution to Cameron et al ゅなひひにょ, and one can read much of Rampton╆s work as inspired by this program ゅe.g. Rampton にどどはょ. Observe also the similarities between (ymes╆ program and later interventions regarding ╅critical language awareness╆ ゅFairclough なひひにょ. 
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education; they engage with the inequalities they observe and work 

collaboratively with the community in order to open new opportunities and 

horizons. In practice, this means that ethnographers challenge the dominant 

language ideologies they witness in educational practices, particularly in 

stratified multilingual environments where one language dominates the other 

(often indigenous minority) languages.  

Case studies documenting these issues are organized into two parts. The first 

part offers four studies. McCarty, Romero-Little, Warhol and Zepeda engage with 

issues of minority language empowerment in Native American and urban 

immigrant schools in the US; the chapter by Nicholas similarly addresses 

language minorization and marginalization among Hopi youth in the US. In both 

chapters we see how the ethnographers attempt to shift the dominant language 

ideologies of young people towards increased valuation and appreciation of the 

heritage languages – endangered languages in the case of the Native American 

youth, precisely because a massive preference (and solid institutional and 

cultural support) for English. In the third case study, Canagarajah turns to Tamil 

diaspora communities, observing that  ╉ゅdょiaspora communities pose a special problem for language planning 
and sociolinguistics. The policy models and constructs formulated for the 

communities within the nation-state may not relate well to the concerns of diaspora communities╊. ゅばばょ 

In practice, diaspora groups do not fit the simple and uniform language-and-

community models often projected in language policies – they are ╅hybrid╆ by 
definition and thus invariably represent a rupture or disjuncture with the 

modernist order dominating language policies (cf Bauman & Briggs 2003).  To 

Canagarajah, ethnography exposes the fine fabric of such projects of hybridity and thus offer invaluable input for more ╅realistic╆ language policies. 
In a stimulating fourth chapter, Rodney Hobson takes the argument to another 

field: the historical ethnography of education in a (former) colonial society, Namibia. (obson takes on the challenge of ╅ethnography reconstucted╆: adjusting 
ethnography to historical contexts and to contexts of colonization and 

contemporary globalization. Namibia, of course, offers a case of terrifying 

complexity: German and British imperialisms blended with the emergence of 

nationalism in South Africa, later Apartheid, and later independence and post-

Apartheid. The long histories leave traces in the short histories – the 

ethnographically catchable events and synchronies, and every moment of the 

existence of the particular school examined by Hobson reveals layers of different 

intertextualities and hybridized practices. Ethnography shows how former 

students resisted patterns of oppression and placed themselves into the complex overlapping ╅orders╆ in which they were placed. 
These four studies are followed by two discussion texts, one by Perry Gilmore 

and the second by James Collins. I will return to them below, after having looked 

at the second set of studies from the volume. 

Kendall King and Marleen Haboud open part two with a study on migration and 

Quichua language shift in Ecuador. Ecuador has witnessed mass emigration over 
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the past decade, and effect of internal instability and deep economic crisis. The 

new migration pattern, like elsewhere, has had effects on local language 

preferences (as well as on other social and cultural patterns) in Ecuador; in 

particular it has had effects on language learning opportunities for young people. King and (aboud describe a community in disarray, with youngsters going ╉out of control╊ according to a local mother (147). Parents have often migrated 

abroad, leaving children in their home community. This distortion of existing 

social custom and order leads, on the one hand, to an increased financial 

independence of the children (who receive money from their migrant parents), 

but on the other hand also to practices that are perceived as disruptive and 

transgressive – drinking, partying. The migration patterns thus dislodge existing 

trajectories of childhood and adulthood. As a correlate of this, Quichua usage shrinks back and becomes increasingly ╉institutionalized╊ ゅなのぬょ, while Spanish 
and (gradually) English enter the dominant slots in the repertoires of the speakers. Thus ╉even progressive language policy to support an )ndigenous 
language such as Quichua can be simply overwhelmed by large-scale global forces╊ ゅなののょ.  
In a second study, Richard Hill and Stephen May investigate biliteracy in Maori-

medium education in New Zealand. Maori-medium education was an answer to the increasing marginalization of Maori, and they were aimed at ╅language reversal╆ from English-dominant back to Maori-dominant. Hill and May practice an ╅indigenized╆ ethnography, framed within ╅Maori Philosophy╆: ╉designed to be 
sensitive to Maori cultural expectations, incorporate Maori cultural values, and 

satisfy the overarching need to achieve collective benefits for participants╊ ゅなはぬ, 
italics in original). In the seven-year full Maori-medium school investigated here, 

the status of English is controversial. On the one hand, there are pressures to 

keep English out in view of the overall target of revitalizing Maori, on the other 

hand there are the pressures of others who advocate English as a way of preparing Maori youth for ╅the world╆. A carefully planned and monitored 
language policy aimed at bilingualism and biliteracy was put in place, leading to 

a genuine balance between achievements in Maori and English – an outcome of 

what Hymes would call an ethnographic monitoring program. 

The third study in this part, by Combs, Gonzales and Moll, tackles the issue of 

English among Latinos in Arizona. In a political climate radicalizing towards 

English dominance and anti-immigration measures, Combs, Gonzales and Moll deploy ╅critical ethnography╆ ゅなぱひょ to investigate the impact of these larger-scale 

political developments on school-level contexts. Unsurprisingly, schools are sites 

of sometimes hot contestation and conflict, as viable language-learning strategies 

(e.g. operating through the mother tongue, Spanish) need to be put in place in a 

hostile climate. Dominant language policies are enforced – English shall be 

learned at all costs – with exclusion and marginalization of Latinos as a result. 

Notwithstanding this overpowering pressure, schools are also sites of 

subversion, resistance and agency, and the authors emphasize the importance of attending to ╉the cultural resources available for learning within a particular environment╊ ゅにどどょ. A critical ethnography is therefore ╉also a theory of possibilities╊ ゅibidょ, on what people can actually do and achieve under given 
circumstances – a very Hymesian point worthy of serious reflection, for it 
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highlights the perpetual tensions between what is expected from people in a 

given regime, and the resources they have for matching these expectations.3 

The next two chapters both focus on European cases. Alexandra Jaffe first 

highlights the Corsican situation. The context is again that of language 

revitalization, and Jaffe examines the particular models of language and identity 

underlying the processes in Corsica. Drawing herself on a sophisticated 

understanding of such models, Jaffe distinguishes competing notions of 

authenticity in her field – tensions between them affect the outcome, both real and perceptual, of language in education policies. Thus, for Jaffe, ╉ethnographic research ゅ…ょ is not about identifying ╅best╆ practice but, rather, a tool for 
identifying the underlying ideological issues and implications of various choices╊ 
(222). What matters, and what ethnography can contribute, is an understanding of what (ymes used to call ╅the knowledge which is already there╆: the modes in 
which people capture life patterns and trajectories and the multiple ways in 

which they affect our everyday and institutional practices. A similar focus is 

noticeable in Marilyn Martin-Jones╆ chapter on bilingual education in Wales, but 
Martin-Jones also points to an important novelty in the field: the fact that Late 

Modernity and globalization move hand in hand with an increased prominence 

of new forms of textuality. Learning and living in contemporary integrated 

societies involves phenomenal amounts of attention to new, often internet-

mediated literacies, and these new conditions affect and qualify more conventional ╅demographic╆ views of language revitalization. 
In the final study of this part, Vaidehi Ramanathan also addresses issues of 

textuality. The setting is Gujarat, India, and Ramanathan focuses on knowledge-generating practices in teacher education, hinging on what is called ╅textual fidelity╆ – a metapragmatic regime attached to issues of authority, authenticity 

and legitimacy. Revisiting her own involvement in English and vernacular-medium teaching in Gujarat, Ramanathan enters into the ╅deep╆ modes of textual 
representation in translation – a practice of which we know that it involves far 

more than just linguistic encoding but requires sensitivity to local cultural and 

cultural-political conditions. The argument is reflexive: Ramanathan calls for 

attention to the ethics that inform our own ethnographic (and intervention and advocacyょ practices, underscoring ╉the ideological aspects of ethnography itself as a social practice╊ ゅにはぱ) – points reminiscent of the critical ethnography 

projects of both Hymes (1969) and Fabian (1983).  

The book concludes with a discussion paper on the ethnography of language 

policy by Nancy Hornberger and David Johnson. To this and the earlier two 

discussion papers I shall now turn. 

Probing ethnographic monitoring 

The ten case studies raise a variety of both fundamental and practical issues. The 

three discussion chapters in the book – Gilmore╆s and Collins╆ after part one, and 
Hornberger & Johnson after part 2 – provide useful lines into the discussion of 

                                                        
3 In earlier work, we called these tensions ╉pretextual gaps╊: gaps between expected competence 
and realizable competence. See Blommaert (2005). 
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these issues. In particular, they point us towards three directions for new 

ethnography – an upgraded, expanded and refined ethnography that avoids 

some of its original (and often stereotyped) limitations. I will address the three 

points and gradually, en route, blend them into what I believe could be a program 

for a new ethnographic monitoring program. 

Language policies as ideological complexes 

As we saw in the review of the different chapters, authors repeatedly point 

towards the importance of language ideologies in the field of language policies. This was most outspoken in Jaffe╆s contribution, but language ideologies enter 
the scene in less pronounced ways in almost every contribution to this volume. 

Perry Gilmore, in her reflections on part 1, highlights this point, and it is worth 

entering into some level of detail on it. 

It is a major achievement for the study of language in society if we see language 

ideologies not as isolated, external complexes of expicitly voiced metalinguistic 

statements, but as general ideological complexes operating in different shapes 

and with different modes of articulation at a variety of levels and on a variety of 

objects. Such modes can include the explicit statements mentioned above and 

often defined as the prime object of language policy research; they also include 

implicit behavioral reflexes operating in discourse practices, turning these 

practices into praxis – ideologically saturated forms of practice. The string of 

emblematic references for such crucial insights is well-known: Silverstein (1979) 

is the locus classicus; Silverstein & Urban (1996), Woolard et al (1998), 

Kroskrity (2000) and Agha (2007) represent important moments of codification.  

The upshot of this development is that sociolinguistics currently uses a very 

sophisticated understanding of ideology, perhaps one of the most sophisticated 

ones in the current social-scientific market. The empirical orientation of 

sociolinguistics accounts for that: it is through intense attention to textual and 

discursive detail that we notice how widely distributed societal ideologies 

penetrate the microscopic world of talk and text, and how such ideologies are a 

given palpable reality at such mundane levels of practice (see e.g. Collins & Blot 

2003; Rampton 2006; Wortham 2006 for examples). Given its basic orientations, 

sociolinguistics is compelled to use a layered and multi-scalar (but empirically 

grounded) concept of ideology and to closely examine the connections between 

the different scales on which ideologies operate (see Blommaert 2005 for a 

discussion; Jaffe 1999 is an excellent illustration).  

This orientation and its effects establish ethnography as a crucial mode for 

examining ideological patterns. Close attention to contextualized, situated 

practice (and I shall return to the notion of context below) enables us to (a) 

identify markers and features at the most basic level of social practice; (b) 

identify such markers and features as carrying indexical loads – arrows that connect the markers and features to frames, and organize them in such ╅framed╆ or ╅frameable╆ patterns as genre; ゅcょ see such frames and framing patterns as the 
link between microscopic practices and larger social patterns of recognizability 

and understandability; (d) and thus establish empirically verifiable connections between ╅small╆ objects of discourse and broader social-semiotic ╅orders╆, orders 

of indexicality: historically emerged, enduring but dynamic systems 
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characterizing, defining and constructing social arenas such as (in this book) 

educational institutions (cf. Silverstein 2003; Blommaert 2005; Agha 2007).  

Ethnography thus applied enables us to make sense of e.g. the vignettes with 

which I opened this essay. It enables us to see ideological processes as non-

unified but distributed over a variety of scales in a polycentric environment. It is 

safe to assume that social practice as a rule proceeds in polycentric 

environments (and that polycentricity, consequently, is not a variable but a 

constant of social practice), in that people would always have to orient their 

behavior to multiple, different, complementary but often also contradictory, 

normative complexes. This explains the often hybrid character of semiotic 

practices, where people shift in and out of particular ╅footings╆ – frameable 

stances – and produce mixed, heteroglossic, non-unified forms of discourse 

(Rampton 2006 and Agha 2007 provide excellent insights in these issues). There 

is rarely just one ideological hegemony governing actual social events; more 

often there are a number of hegemonies that co-occur in a social event, but their 

co-occurrence is layered, with macro-hegemonies (e.g. the official language 

policy) playing into and against meso- and micro-hegemonies ゅe.g. one╆s own 
ways of organizing practices, or more local pressures on performance, such as 

the presence of friends in the audience of a formal speech event; naturally, Goffman╆s work is inspirational hereょ. Seen from that perspective, social 
behavior is less chaotic and disjoined than often suggested in social-scientific 

literature; it is layered, organized in relation to multiple ideological centers 

dominating particular scale-levels collapsing into and co-determining the actual, 

unique and situated communicative event. Micro-shifts in footing – the 

heteroglossic practices observed in many of the papers here – are prime data for 

illustrating the ways in which people manoever the complexities of polycentric, 

multi-scalar contexts. In the cases discussed in the book, the institutional 

hegemonies of education systems can be seen as operating alongside, in addition 

to, or in contrast with micro-hegemonies of resistance, challenge and contest, 

grounded in non-institutional orders of indexicality (e.g. popular culture norms, 

or parents╆ views of the preferred language for their childrenょ, or otherwise 
institutionalized orders such as those of minority rights and organized ethno-

national mobilization. One can of course add the academic orders to this; Ramanathan╆s chapter is explicit on this, and the case study of Hill and May can 

equally be read as such. 

One of the very frequently encountered macro-hegemonies is that of ╅language╆ 
itself. Modernist ideologies of language – views of language as bounded, 

countable, pure, grammatically structured and centered on denotational 

functions – almost invariably characterize the higher-scale institutional 

hegemonies of national language policies, educational policies, bureaucracy and 

service delivery (see Bauman & Briggs 2003; also Collins & Blot 2003). 

Sociolinguists have long exposed such ideologies as irreparably and definitively 

flawed (e.g. Makoni & Pennycook 2007).  Yet, it is imperative that we see them as 

an important part of the sociolinguistic world. As Hymes frequently underscored, 

wrong ideas of language turn language into a particular social fact: often an 

oppressive and exclusive fact, and often the engine for the problems adressed by 

the authors in this book (a point emphasized by Hornberger & Johnson in their 

concluding chapter as well (285)). Modernist concepts of language are real and 
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very powerful sociolinguistic objects, they are the real ╅language╆ that is brought 
to schools, administrative encounters, police interviews, media strategies and so 

forth. And a lot of our work, including a lot of the work reported in this book, 

revolves around understanding the conflictual dynamics of such macro-

hegemonies against micro-hegemonies. This, again, is a prime object for 

ethnography, and this conflictual dynamics very often leads us to distinguish between ╅policy╆ and ╅policing╆ – the gap that exists between the stability and 

predictability of policy and the relative flexibility and unpredictability of actual 

policing practices – including what Foucault identified as that supreme form of 

power, self-policing. 

History and globalization 

The outcome of the discussion above leads to complications, of course. It means 

that, for instance in educational ethnography, it is not enough to closely watch 

what goes on inside schools and classrooms; often we find that in order to 

understand what goes on in schools we need to look outside schools, in the wider 

social and cultural environment. When we accept that social semiotic conduct is 

oriented towards multiple ideological sources and beacons, we have to accept 

that schools, while an important scale-level for the organization of ╅learning╆ 
conduct in their own right, are ecologically embedded in wider social and 

cultural systems, and are consequently in no way self-contained and autonomous 

spaces for language-ideological policing practices. They are entirely permeable, 

and almost every sound classroom ethnography of the past decades has shown 

the intense heteroglossia that characterizes language practices there, with 

elements of popular culture entering classrooms, parents╆ discourses influencing 
those of pupils and teachers, widely circulating ideologies (e.g. social class, 

racism or nationalism) entering the speech of teachers and pupils, and peer 

group norms coexisting and conflicting with the norms of formal education (see 

e.g. Harris 2006). Schools appear, from this angle, to be occasions rather than 

conditions for particular discourse patterns: they occasion the emergence of 

particular forms of conduct, but are not the only conditions for the emergence of 

such forms. 

James Collins points in his reflection paper to two indispensible dimensions of 

new ethnography, and both concern issues of contexts. The first dimension is 

history, the second is globalization, and Collins argues that contemporary 

sociolinguistic ethnography cannot avoid (a) historicizing the events it examines 

and (b) putting concrete events in a new ecology: that of globalized 

communication environments. Both are important, indeed indispensible, points, 

so let me take them on. 

Historicizing ethnographic objects means that we see uniquely situated events as 

necessarily embedded in a history of becoming: where did these utterances come 

from, and how do we explain the particular indexical load they carry? Both 

questions lead us into analyses that de-synchronize ethnographic objects, and 

this is of fundamental importance for any productive new ethnography. The 

point of departure for historicizing is seemingly trivial (although it might be 

violently contested from various angles of language studies, think of formal 

grammarians and Schegloffian conversation analysts). Whenever we 
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communicate we produce meanings because we recognize forms as having 

specific meanings. Such indexical and denotational recognition always relies on 

forms of intertextuality: saying ╅bitch╆ instead of ╅woman╆ triggers specific meanings because the term ╅bitch╆ is anchored in indexical histories, histories of socially and culturally marked use and abuse. ╅Bitch╆ is thus intertextual with 
known patterns of indexical valuation, and so signals and activates – indexes – 

negative, denigrating and demeaning inferences. This pattern is known since 

Bakhtin and Voloshinov, and it has been key to the earlier mentioned 

developments regarding language ideologies.  

The effect of it, however, is rather momentous even if often overlooked. For it 

means that ethnography is inevitably historical: it examines, in every synchronic 

event, the intertextualities that lead to the interplay of hegemonies discussed 

earlier, and so historicizes its object. Ethnography is never synchronic in the 

traditional structuralist sense of the term. This is quite obvious in the studies in this book: all authors inevitably bump into ╅established╆ – read: pre-existing, 

intertextual, historical – modes of communication defining educational and 

language-political practices. ╅Policy╆ itself, as a social and ideological 
phenomenon, is necessarily a historical object, synchronic reflexions of which can 

be observed at various scale-levels through interactions with other (equally 

established) hegemonies. This historical awareness, however, feeds into a 

perennial problem of ethnography: the problem of change in making 

generalizations. Ethnographers typically observe and examine a social arena at a 

particular time, and extrapolate and generalize from those synchronic (even if 

historicized) observations. Many ethnographers, of course, have had the experience that a return to their ╅field╆ yields a very different picture, because the 
field has changed, and the systemic causes of change are not always immediately 

detectable (and were not, as a rule, addressed in the synchronic study that 

resulted from their first observations). Thus, ethnography has traditionally always struggled with the notion of ╅system╆. Ethnographic generalization to 

systemic statements are rare, and when they are made they are made with some 

trepidation. It takes guts to make ethnographically grounded systemic 

generalizations. One reason for this is that we inherited a structuralist notion of ╅system╆, in 

which the term could only be imagined to stand for timeless, noncontextual abstract ╅truths╆: the grammar of a social arena, and ╅grammar╆ here stands for 
the structuralist imagination of grammar. A historicized ethnography, however, 

precludes such structuralist static notions of system, for the simple reason that 

history now becomes an elementary explanans in the ethnographic toolkit. 

Generalizations document a moment in history – that is, generalizations include 

a past and a presence as well as a future. We can examine the historical 

conditions under which a particular event was produced, and such conditions can be judged as to their possible persistence. )t is unlikely that the use of ╅bitch╆ as opposed to ╅woman╆ will rapidly reverse or shed its widely recognizable 

indexical load within a given community, although such changes are not impossible ゅthink of  AAVE ╅nigga╆ as a case in pointょ. Conditions for persistence 
and for change can be examined, and generalizing statements about that can be 

made. Note, however, that we are then talking about dynamic systems, about a 

notion of system that has abandoned the a-temporal and a-contextual meanings 
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of the past and has adopted a core imagery of process, ecological embeddedness 

and perpetual mobility – each new usage of ╅bitch╆ does something to the 
intertextual links of the term, either as confirmation and enforcement or as 

challenge and change. The study by Hobson puts this clearly in perspective; but 

note that most of the contributions in this volume can be read as historical studies. )t is not necessary to address ╅old╆ texts in order to perform historical 
analysis. 

Such a notion of dynamic systems, I believe, is crucial because of the second 

point raised by Collins: globalization. The particular features of the current stage 

of globalization alter the broad sociolinguistic environment for large parts of the world╆s population, either directly by the presence of new communication 
technologies or new forms of human mobility, or indirectly through the 

worldwide effects of such developments. People who have no access to the 

internet are also affected by the widespread use of the internet – not having 

access to some resource is as much part of an economy as having full access to it 

(see Blommaert 2008 for a fuller discussion). The Quichua migrants in King & (aboud╆s study and the diaspora )ndians in Canagarajah╆s chapter are obvious 
cases in point; both communities are locked into new patterns of human 

migration, changing the default forms of human relationships and social 

structure within and beyond the communities. Obviously, this also counts for the 

labor migrants in the chapter by McCarty, Romero-Little, Warhol and Zepeda, as 

well as in that of Combs, Gonzales and Moll. And observe Marilyn Martin-Jones╆ 
emphasis on the importance of new forms of textuality in current learning 

environments. Technologically mediated textualities have become crucial 

features of any sociolinguistic environment in large parts of the world nowadays, 

and technological competence is very much part now of what we understand by 

communicative competence. We would be foolish to exclude or overlook such 

innovations in our descriptions of any sociolinguistic environments, focusing instead on our preferred ╅traditional╆ forms of discourse. Especially in 

educational contexts, new globalized technologically mediated forms of speech 

are inevitable part of the sociolinguistic orders that get imported, so to speak, 

into classrooms. 

What this means, I believe, is that we cannot think about sociolinguistic 

environments in our contemporary world without mobility as a central concept 

(cf Blommaert 2010). Collins underscores this as well: mobility is a feature of 

communicative resources as well as of their users and their usage; people and 

messages move, and the features and behaviors we observe are often made for 

mobility. The construction of new complex multilingual and multigenre 

repertoires is an effect of mobility; the linguistic and social changes among 

Quichua youth are effects of mobility too; the changes in the Indian diaspora 

likewise, and those in the Chinese diaspora mentioned in the opening pages of 

this essay are too. Mobility is the conceptual tool that assists us in fully 

historicizing ethnography: it is the diagnostic that connects past, present and 

future orders of indexicality; if we observe mobility as a key feature of 

sociolinguistic environments, we can start imagining further developments in 

such environments as driven by mobility. This will complicate our lives as 

ethnographers – it involves an ever-expanding ╅context╆ for our objects – but it is 

an inevitable adjustment if we want to shape a new and relevant ethnography. 
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And let me add that globalization, apparently paradoxically, prompts and 

demands more ethnography. Detailed studies of social behavior can address the 

tremendous complexity of globalized events marked by a very high degree of 

non-presupposability as to actors, backgrounds, modes of practice and resources 

for practice. A priori generalizations will not do; ethnography will. It needs to be 

an upgraded ethnoghraphy, however: an ethnography that is streetwise in the 

era of globalization. 

From horizontal to vertical processes 

In their concluding chapter, Nancy Hornberger and David Johnson do a superb 

job in pulling together the various innovative points articulated in this book. 

Probing the potential for a renewed ethnography of language policy, they open 

an important issue: the fact that an ethnographic approach to language policy 

effectively changes the object of inquiry from ╅policy╆ in a formal sense towards 
the much broader field of scaled and layered phenomena discussed above. This 

field is, as we now know and learned throughout the various chapters, not just organized around oppositions between ╅formal╆ and ╅informal╆ policies, and Shohamy╆s ゅにどどはょ distinction between ╅overt╆ and ╅covert╆ policies is not helpful 
either. We are looking at a broad complex of phenomena – a variety of forms of 

policing practices – the practical outcome (i.e. the outcome of practices) of which 

depends on the local but broadly contextualized ecology of social norms. For this 

is the issue: an ethnography of language policy addresses not policy per se, but 

normativity, the modes and conditions in which complex manoeuvering of 

different forms of normativity takes place in social events. Normativity, of 

course, is the same as ordered indexicality, and so the argument we sketch here 

is anchored into the earlier discussion about indexicals, frames and orders. 

This shift is momentous; it is, in fact, paradigmatic and driven by the 

ethnographic perspective identified at the outset of this essay. It is not that it 

dismisses the large bodies of work done within what we could call the ╅Fishmanian╆ paradigm of language policy. But this body of work can now be 
profitably be re-read and reinterpreted from a post-Fishmanian, ethnographic 

perspective.  

Such a re-reading brings us closer to the dynamic systems mentioned earlier. 

Hornberger & Johnson do not talk about linguistic minorities but about 

minorization: the various practices in which a minority is constituted and 

perpetuated, as well as the various practices by means of which such constituted 

minorities react and resist these processes. The discourse here is processual and 

centered around activities, not just existence. Hornberger & Johnson also spice 

their essay with terminology that suggests a shift away from minorities seen in 

terms of horizontal, demographic and distributional presence, to an imagery in 

which such presence is complemented by a vertical, stratified and ╅ordered╆ 
range of processes – the processes that, in effect, generate and produce the 

horizontal, demographic and distributional presence. In the terms developed 

above, the focus is here on the history of such presences. Minorities only become 

identifiable and countable because of the historical practices of minorization, 

and these practices, as we have emphasized, are layered and scaled. 
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This shift from horizontal to vertical processes correlates another momentous shift: from ╅languages╆ to ╅repertoires╆. The focus in this book is not on the 
presence of languages in a given space, but on the repertoires deployed by people in actual social arenas. This shifts the focus of analysis away from ╅having╆ 
a language to – precisely – the problems of access to ╅language╆ resources; and it also identifies the traditional notion of ╅language╆ as a powerful language-

ideological construct that operates on particular scale-levels in the processes 

examined (see esp. Hornberger & Johnson: 285).  

Ethnographic monitoring again 

It is this series of conceptual shifts that represents the powerful potential of an 

ethnography of language policy. Rather than providing a static, synchronic and 

horizontally imagined snapshot of current language-political states, it focuses on 

dynamic, layered and vertically ordered processes. Such processes are complex –  

needless to underscore this – and they require the new kind of ethnography 

discussed here. But those processes are precisely the kinds of objects we need in 

order to make ethnographic monitoring into more than a sequentially ordered 

series of synchronic observations. Unless we get to the deep fibres of language-

political processes, we will forever be condemned to make fundamentally 

speculative extrapolations; and naturally, such extrapolations are the elements 

by means of which we develop interventions and propose changes. This we can 

read in the chapter by Hill and May as well as in the chapters documenting the 

work with Native American groups in the US: it is from an understanding of 

processes of minorization, including their probable futures, that the 

ethnographers arrive at productive interventions.  

Meta-methodological reflection is required here, for it is from such studies that 

we can derive a new program for ethnographic monitoring. I hope here to have 

provided some suggestions for directions into which we can take and develop 

our reflections. My suggestions, like those of the authors in this book, are inspired by (ymes╆ old warning that no social cause is served by poor analysis. 

Only the best work stands a chance of making a difference; this book presents us 

with some of it. 
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