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Series Editor’s Preface

Worldwide migration and unprecedented economic, political and social
integration in Europe present serious challenges to the nature and posi-
tion of language minorities. Some communities enjoy protective legis-
lation and active support from states through policies that promote and
sustain cultural and linguistic diversity; others succumb to global homo-
genisation and assimilation. At the same time, discourses on diversity
and emancipation have produced greater demands for the management
of difference.

This book series has been designed to bring together different strands
of work on minority languages in regions with immigrant or traditional
minorities or with shifting botders. We give prominence to case studies
of particular language groups or varieties, focusing on their vitality,
status and prospects within and beyond their communities. Consid-
ering this insider picture from a broader perspective, the series explores
the effectiveness, desirability and viability of worldwide initiatives at
various levels of policy and planning to promote cultural and linguistic
pluralism. Thus it touches on cross-theme issues of citizenship, social
inclusion and exclusion, empowerment and mutual tolerance.

Work in the above areas is drawn together in this series to provide
books that are interdisciplinary and international in scope, considering
a wide range of minority contexts. Furthermore, by combining single
and comparative case studies that provide in-depth analyses of particular
aspects of the socio-political and cultural contexts in which languages
are used, we intend to take significant steps towards the fusing of theor-
etical and practical discourses on linguistic and cultural heterogeneity.

Gabrielle Hogan-Brun
University of Bristol
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1

Languages and Power:
Accommodation and Resistance

Mairéad Nic Craith

Interconnections between language and power in the context of iden-
tity politics provide the focus for this book. One of the primary issues
for contributors is the process of globalisation and its consequences for
languages at all levels, major, regional and migrant. The emerging de-
territorialisation of all languages is a new and important consideration
in the process of language planning. This applies not just to major world
languages such as Chinese or Spanish, but is relevant at all levels. Minor-
ities are no longer restrained by a national geographical context and are
not dependent solely on national state bureaucracies for recognition.
Speakers of all languages operate in a modern transnational framework
which has been considerably enhanced by the development of new
media and technology. People and their languages are ‘on the move’.
As individuals and communities migrate from one location to another,
new linguistic minorities are formed and fresh issues arise. There are
novel cultural contexts which are not easily translated and the field
of intercultural communication has important resonances for language
planners.

Globalisation has sparked numerous debates on religious issues and
Samuel Huntington’s seminal essay in 1993 suggested that civilisa-
tional identity would become increasingly significant in the twenty-first
century. The world would be shaped by a number of major civilisations
such as Western and Islamic. Moreover, the most significant conflicts
of the future would occur ‘along the cultural fault lines separating
these civilizations from one another’ (1993: 25). The predicted ‘Clash
of Civilisations’ has linguistic as well as religious implications and in
an age of increasing anxiety, certain languages have become associated
with particular religious perspectives and terrorist atrocities. While such
implications are of current import for speakers of languages such as
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2 Language, Power and Identity Politics

Arabic, the association of violence with languages is hardly original, and
minority languages such as Irish and Basque have suffered from such
connotations in the past (Conversi 1997, Kockel 1999, Nic Craith 2006).

Globalisation and global languages

Concepts of language and power are inherently related and strongly
connected with the notion of ‘cultural capital’ - an idea that was first
proposed by Pierre Bourdieu in the early 1970s. Bourdieu extended
the concept of capital beyond its traditional economic categories and
broadened it to include social as well as linguistic capital. For Bourdieu,
the concept of ‘cultural capital’ is not an economic term. It involves
a broad range of linguistic abilities as well as orientations which are
present in the family and nation-state. In the case of the state it may
exist in an institutionalised form (such as educational qualifications) or
in the form of cultural artefacts such as books (Bourdieu 1991, 1997).

Language is also a form of cultural capital, and linguistic capital can
be defined as ‘fluency in, and comfort with, a high-status, worldwide
language which is used by groups who possess economic, social, cultural
and political power and status in local and global society’ (Morrison
2000: 471). This implies that individuals and groups speaking global
and majority languages have considerable advantages over their coun-
terparts whose mother tongues are ranked low on the social scale -
a matter which is hardly a point for debate in an economic context.
Many benefits accrue to those speaking a major language. These include
prestige, honour and educational credentials, that is speaking the ‘right’
language becomes a form of capital or investment which can consol-
idate or enhance one’s credibility in the non-material sector. ‘Moreover,
privilege and prestige can be transmitted intergenerationally through
forms of cultural capital’ (Swarz 1996: 76).

In the twenty-first century we tend to think of languages in interna-
tional rather than national terms and there are many sources of inform-
ation on languages spoken at a global level. Although many assume
that English is the most widely spoken language in the world, it has
not yet attained that position. The most widely spoken languages in the
world according to the Global Language Monitor Service are outlined
in Table 1.1. Not surprisingly, the six official languages of the United
Nations are all included on this list.

There are incredible difficulties with statistics such as these. How does
one define the concept of a speaker of a language? Does one count
native and non-native speakers alike? How does one assess fluency?
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Table 1.1 Most Widely Spoken Languages in the World

Language Approx. Number of Speakers
Chinese (Mandarin) 1,075,000,000
English 514,000,000
Hindustani 1,496,000,000
Spanish 425,000,000
Russian 275,000,000
Arabic 256,000,000
Bengali 215,000,000
Portuguese 194,000,000
Malay-Indonesian 176,000,000
French 129,000,000

Source: Global Language Monitor (http://www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0775272.htmnl)

Nevertheless such statistics are useful as a guide to the escalation in
numbers of speakers of certain languages and to the spread of particular
tongues at a global scale.

Moreover, there is the issue of international languages which are inter-
lingual versus those that are intralingual. This distinction put forward
by Ammon (1991) proposes that languages can only be deemed to be
international in a rigorous sense if different nation-states with diverse
languages use the same international language in addition to their own.
Here one could cite the example of English which is widely used in
international communications by many nation-states in addition to or
instead of their national language. In contrast, Ammon reserves the
concept of international-intralingual languages for forms of commu-
nication such as German which are spoken in different nation-states
such as Germany, Ausiria, Switzerland and Liechtenstein. These states
are unified by the same language which is spoken as a first rather than
as an additional language (Ammon 1991; see also Ussai 2003). Such
distinctions may be useful in predicting the future status of many ‘inter-
national’ languages — especially when used as an indicator along with
statistics such as those cited in Table 1.1.

Linguistic capital is closely tied to the process of globalisation and
especially with the spread of online technology. Speakers of many
languages are united across the globe through the Internet in an
imagined virtual community. The Global Language Monitor outlines the
top ten languages currently used on the Internet as shown in Table 1.2.
It is interesting to note that certain languages such as Hindustani and
Malay-Indonesian which currently feature on the list of the top ten



