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Introduction

Life in the 21st century is characterized by increased mobility, liquidity and flow of information, 
individuals and identities, resulting in a complex intersection of people, ideas and institutions 
that has been described as ‘superdiversity’ (Vertovec, 2007). Multilingualism is both a contribut-
ing factor and an outcome of this ‘superdiversity’ (Phillimore, 2013). This chapter examines the 
relationship between multilingualism and superdiversity. It begins with a review of how linguistic 
diversity has been conceptualized and asks the question: In what way has the world become lin-
guistically superdiverse? It then explores the implications of the ‘mobility turn’ in social sciences 
for the sociolinguistics of superdiversity. A number of key concepts, such as hybridity, Thirdspace, 
contact zone and sociolinguistic scales, that have been applied in the existing literature on lin-
guistic diversity and multilingualism are reviewed, and the notion of post-multilingualism and 
the challenges post-multilingualism presents are discussed. The third section focuses on the 
methodological issues associated with studying linguistic diversity in the post-multilingualism 
era. In particular, I discuss the Translanguaging perspective and Moment Analysis that promise to 
offer new insights into the complex relationships between enhanced mobilities of various kinds, 
including the physical and the social, and everyday multilingual practices.

Linguistic diversity revisited

Linguistic diversity is often referred to as the co-existence of different languages in a given com-
munity or nation. It can be measured by calculating the probability that two people selected from 
the population at random will have different mother tongues (Linguistic Diversity Index [LDI], 
Greenberg, 1956); it ranges from 0 (everyone has the same mother tongue) to 1 (no two people 
have the same mother tongue). Accordingly, Papua New Guinea has an LDI of .990, Tanzania 
.965 and India .930, while Portugal has an LDI of .022, Tunisia .012 and South Korea .003, 
for instance. An alternative measure by Robinson (1993: p. 54) deems the country ‘where the 
largest language group represents the smallest proportion of the population’ to be the most lin-
guistically diverse, ‘since all the other language groups would represent yet smaller percentages’. 
Thus we can differentiate between (1) countries with a combination of one definite linguistic 

Li Wei Translanguaging moments

TNFUK_02_Chapter_2.indd   16 11/29/2017   4:32:14 PM



 17

Translanguaging moments

Translanguaging moments

majority and one or many minorities, and (2) countries consisting of linguistic minorities only, 
without a majority. The first type is prevalent in Europe and neo-Europes – countries that are 
dominated by European immigrants and their descendants such as North America, Australia, 
New Zealand and several countries in South America (Crosby, 1986), whereas the second type is 
more common in the rest of the world, although there are many exceptions. It is often believed 
that when the co-existence of different languages is harmonious, it can bring positive benefits 
to the people of the community or the nation. The Europe Union, for example, sees linguistic 
diversity as ‘a powerful symbol of the EU's aspiration to be united in diversity’ (NPLD, n.d.) and 
has legislation protecting the harmonious co-existence of different languages.

However, a key but seldom directly asked question in the discussion of linguistic diversity 
is: ‘What is a language?’ This is both a theoretical and ideological question without whose 
answer any investigation of linguistic diversity becomes vacuous. The claim that there are dif-
ferent languages in the world – the basis of the notion of linguistic diversity – is in fact more 
complex than it seems. On the one hand, we are all very used to terms such as Arabic, English, 
Japanese, Spanish or Swahili, and consider these as different languages. On the other hand, all 
languages share the same basic design features. Indeed, the most significant scientific discovery 
of modern linguistics is that there are common principles underlying all human languages, and 
in the grand scheme of things, the above-named languages are nothing more than minor vari-
ations on a theme. Mark Baker, in his popular book The Atoms of Language (2001), compares 
English with Mohawk, a polysynthetic language spoken by a few thousand Native Americans 
in Quebec, Ontario and New York. Whereas English speakers communicate complex ideas by 
putting words into sentences, Mohawk speakers just construct bigger words. Katerihwaiénstha in 
Mohawk translates, roughly, as ‘I am a student’ in English. Yet, as Baker argues, the two languages 
are really very similar. He lists eight basic grammatical properties that Mohawk and English 
share, such as ‘Agents are subjects, and undergoers are objects’. The contrast between Mohawk 
and English is due to just a few subtle differences; most of them can be captured in terms of a 
single ‘polysynthesis parameter’.

So, are languages different from each other? There are, broadly speaking, three ways to answer 
this question, one essentially negative and two affirmative, from historical and current perspec-
tives, respectively. The essentially negative answer is the so-called ‘language universal’ approach. It 
does not deny the fact that different groups of speakers use different codes to express their com-
municative intentions in everyday life, and that these different codes have come to adopt differ-
ent names and labels over time and are therefore known as languages. But, as has been said above, 
all languages share the same basic design features. Scholars who adopt the language universal 
perspective argue that language arises from an innate ‘language organ’ that all neurologically 
normal humans possess (Chomsky, 1986). The different languages, as we know them, are there-
fore different representational systems of the universal and biologically rooted design features.

The two affirmative answers do not deny the existence of the shared features of human 
languages. However, in contrast to the language universal perspective, more attention is paid to 
the differences and diversity among human languages, how they came into being and how they 
manifest themselves in everyday human interaction. The first, historical approach considers lin-
guistic diversity as an outcome of the evolution of languages, which is assumed to be akin to the 
evolution of species, complete with competition, adaptation and extinction. A key process in the 
evolution of languages is contact between human beings. In another popular book, The Power of 
Babel, John McWhorter (2001) describes how contact, or lack of it, between speaker groups can 
lead to interesting and complex patterns of linguistic diversity. For instance, creoles – languages 
that are built up as an outcome of contacts between people – often show fairly simple morpho-
syntactic structures, while isolated languages spoken by small hunter-gatherer groups often have 
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extremely complicated morphologies. From this perspective, languages that have developed a 
writing system, such as English and Chinese, have a further complication in that the writing 
system can instil stilted and unnatural patterns into people’s speech and help freeze languages in 
time, creating grammatical and lexical fossils. The historical, evolutionary approach to linguistic 
diversity has led to a number of classification systems for human languages: (1) genetic clas-
sification, based on historical relatedness of languages, groups different languages into families 
that are believed to have a common ancestor, such as the Indo-European, the Afro-Asiatic, the 
Austronesian and the Sino-Tibetan languages; (2) typological classification, based on similar-
ity of structural features, especially word order, resulting in SVO, SOV, VSO languages and so 
on; and (3) areal classification, based on shared features within the same geographical area as a 
consequence of diffusion.

A rather different approach to describing linguistic diversity is the ‘practice-based’ approach 
that focuses on how linguistic diversity manifests itself in everyday, here-and-now interaction 
and how human beings manage the differences between the languages they use. Scholars adopt-
ing this perspective are usually sceptical about the common-sense notion of language. Indeed, 
there is a temptation to treat categories such as English and Chinese as bona fide entities, 
whereas in fact what gets counted as a language is often a matter of social and political consid-
erations and has little to do with linguistic facts. The practice-based approach emphasizes the 
emerging nature of linguistic diversity and the role of everyday social interaction in creating, 
maintaining and resolving differences between different groups of language users. A language, 
from this particular perspective, is a property of the group, is constructed through individuals’ 
practices in everyday social interaction and is a culturally and historically accumulated value 
system.

The three rather different conceptualizations of language – as a particular representational 
system based on the biologically rooted Language Faculty; as complex and historically evolved 
patterns of structures, as revealed in genetic, typological and areal classifications of languages; 
or as a social practice and a culturally loaded value system – have a fundamental impact on the 
way we approach linguistic diversity. Traditional approaches to understanding linguistic diversity 
often use biological metaphors, regarding languages as living organisms that can be born, live 
and die, and the relationships among the diverse forms of language found in the world – and 
the groups of people who speak them – as complex and evolving ecosystems. Furthermore, 
a ‘struggle for survival’ metaphor surrounds indigenous and minority languages, arguing that 
the European expansion in the past 200 years has led to the destruction of the habitats of the 
majority of the world’s linguistic ecologies. Conservationist and protectionist discourses there-
fore dominate much of the existing work on linguistic diversity, especially that concerning the 
Global South and the indigenous communities in North America, Europe and Asia. We have 
seen tremendous efforts and significant investments in language documentation and revitaliza-
tion in cases of endangered languages (Austin and Sallabank, 2011). Powerful arguments have 
also been made about the relationships between linguistic diversity, bio-diversity, and sustainable 
development (Gorenflo et al., 2012; Romaine, 2013). Theories of ethnolinguistic vitality – a 
group's ability to maintain and protect its existence in time as a collective entity with a dis-
tinctive language (Bourhis, Giles and Rosenthal, 1981) – have led to critical evaluations of the 
diverse policy and practical initiatives of language maintenance and protection, linking language 
rights to human rights (e.g. Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson, 1995). The general belief is that all 
languages are equal, they need to be protected and the more languages there are in the world, 
the better. While contact between languages is mentioned in many of the studies on linguistic 
diversity, mobility of the speakers, which is a prominent feature of the 21st century and which 
contributes crucially to the notion of ‘superdiversity’, is rarely discussed.
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Mobility, and indeed mobilities, characterizes life in the 21st century. There are two broad 
types of mobilities: spatial and social. Spatial mobility typically involves movement or travel 
between places. This movement or travel can concern people as well as material and immate-
rial goods and information. Social mobility, on the other hand, is about changing social posi-
tions across hierarchies. Superdiversity would entail both spatial and social mobilities. Given 
the increased mobilities of people speaking different languages, has the world today become 
superdiverse, linguistically? Interestingly, media reports often talk about the apparent disappear-
ance of languages, with the prediction that between 50% and 90% of the currently existing 
languages in the world (estimated to be between 6,000 and 7,000) will die (18Crystal, 2000; 
Moseley, 2010). Nations and regions that are traditionally multilingual are particularly con-
cerned with the spread of the so-called ‘world languages’, especially English, at the expense of 
their local and indigenous languages. Such nations and regions also tend to be the sources of 
migration and suppliers of human mobility, rather than the recipients. So the reference point 
of ‘linguistic superdiversity’ is typically not these nations and regions, but nations and regions 
that have traditionally associated with a clearly defined dominant language, usually European 
languages, such as Britain, France or Germany, where the recent migration of people from other 
countries, especially from outside Western Europe, has increased the number of languages being 
heard and used in daily encounters. Importantly, this increased number of languages is coupled 
with the increased diversification of the social spectrum of people. A non-European immigrant 
language may not only be spoken by some refugees and foreign spouses, but also by highly edu-
cated professionals, artists, sportspersons and academics. Moreover, speakers of the same named 
languages may come from different parts of the world and have very different backgrounds and 
experiences. A Spanish speaker in Britain is just likely to come from Argentina or Mexico as 
from Spain, and a Chinese speaker could come from China, Singapore or Indonesia, or indeed 
from Canada, New Zealand or South Africa. 

The complex linguistic landscape of the 21st century calls for new approaches to multilin-
gualism and linguistic diversity. In a superdiverse society, respecting one another’s languages is 
a good start for peaceful co-existence of different groups of people, but may not be enough 
for building a harmonious nation that benefits all. Enhanced contacts between people speaking 
different languages give rise to new ways of communication, and the need to maintain contact 
with a wide range of people, places and institutions presents challenges associated with acquir-
ing new languages while maintaining existing ones. We now turn to some of the core issues and 
topics that linguistic superdiversity raises and the ways in which they can be addressed theoreti-
cally and methodologically.

The mobility turn and the post-multilingualism challenges

It should be stressed that mobility, both spatial and social, has always been historically significant 
in different societies across the globe, and hence not unique to the contemporary era. Yet the 
world is arguably moving differently and in more dynamic and complex ways than ever before. 
We see more instances of forced mobility, uneven mobility, unplanned mobility and risky mobil-
ity. Socio-technological systems and environments have also had major transformative impacts 
on society, resulting in new flows of people, goods and information including the mobilization 
of information and goods without physical movements of people. For instance, one can sit in 
one’s bedroom and hear about what is happening on the other side of the globe, or have goods 
ordered from faraway places delivered to the door. In the social sciences in general, the concern 
with mobility is not new. Interest in spatial mobility, in particular, has been around for some 
time in fields such as anthropology, cultural studies, geography, migration studies, science and 
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technology studies, tourism and transport studies and sociology. What is new is the so-called 
‘the mobility turn’, ‘mobilities perspective’ and ‘the mobility paradigm’ (Sheller and Urry, 2006; 
Urry, 2007), where concerns for spatial movement, cultural circulation, informational mediation 
and technological transfer are combined with concerns for individuals’ categorical movement 
up and down the socio-economic scale, power distribution and (in)equality, i.e., social mobil-
ity. There has been a general move towards a transnational approach to specific research ques-
tions, interrogating the causes, processes and effects of mobilities and the complex interplays 
of universalization versus particularization, homogenization versus differentiation, integration 
versus fragmentation, centralization versus decentralization and juxtaposition versus syncretiza-
tion (Held and McGrew, 2007).

Although not using the term ‘mobility’ specifically, Bauman (2013) talks about how nomad-
ism becomes a general trait of the ‘liquid modern’ individual as they flow through their own 
life like a tourist, changing places, jobs, spouses, values and sometimes more –such as political 
or sexual orientation –excluding themselves from traditional networks of support. Bauman 
argues that fluid modernism places a huge burden of responsibility on the individual. Entry into 
the globalized society is open to anyone with their own stance and the capacity and resources 
to fund it. Even though the availability of resources is clearly not equal to all, hence restrict-
ing individuals’ capacities, the result is nevertheless a normative mindset with an emphasis on 
shifting rather than on staying, on provisional in lieu of permanent or solid commitment. The 
diasporic or diasporist sentiment, as it has been described, gives rise to the feeling of temporari-
ness and momentariness, but also a strong desire for connectedness and sharedness. Individuals 
with different migration motivations and experiences, of different educational and socio-eco-
nomic backgrounds and statuses, come together. Recent migrants are intermingled with long-
term settlers; speakers of different languages, dialects and accents are interacting with each 
other, often in a mixed mode. Yet they find sufficient common ground to identify themselves 
with each other as part of a diaspora, creating an ‘imagined’ community (Anderson, 2006). This 
diasporic imagination often involves suppressing or neutralising past differences and establishing 
commonality and connectivity through which new identities can be negotiated (Sofos, 1996). 
Language is both constitutive and consequential of the diasporic sentiment and imagination 
(Wei and Hua, in press).

The mobility turn has led to further elaborations of notions such as ‘hybridity’, ‘thirdspace’, 
‘contact zones’, ’scalar’, etc. These concepts have been used in sociolinguistics to analyse lin-
guistic (super)diversity. Originating from biology, ‘hybridity’ initially referred to the selective 
breeding of plants or animals to produce new varieties with specific qualities of improved per-
formances. The term was resemiotized by post-colonial cultural critics such as Homi Bhabha, 
Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy to become a discourse of anti-essentialism that aims to re-evaluate 
the assumption of identity through strategic reversal, disavowal and subversion, especially in the 
context of cultural politics of the condition of being ‘a migrant’. Claiming that traces of other 
cultures exist in every culture, hybridity theorists not only questioned the notion of racial and 
cultural purity but also highlighted the stigma often associated with being a mixture or a hybrid. 
Hybridity then entails a power struggle between different cultural forces, with huge creative and 
transformative potential to produce something new and different, be it food, art, music, identity 
or language. As Bhabha says, ‘the process of cultural hybridity gives rise to something different, 
something new and unrecognizable, a new area of negotiation of meaning and representation’ 
(Rutherford, 1998: p. 211). Studies in Rubdy and Alsagoff (2013) give a variety of examples 
of hybrid language practices and demonstrate how local linguistic resources and practices are 
involved in the refashioning of identities in a variety of cross-cultural and geographical contexts, 
and illustrate linguistic hybridity as an enactment of resistance and creativity.
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Building on the work of Lefebvre (1991), the cultural geographer Edward Soja developed 
a theory of Thirdspace, a radically inclusive concept in which ‘everything comes together… 
subjectivity and objectivity, the abstract and the concrete, the real and the imagined, the know-
able and the unimaginable, the repetitive and the differential, structure and agency, mind and 
body, consciousness and the unconscious, the disciplined and the transdisciplinary, everyday 
life and unending history’ (1996: p. 57). As he explains, ‘I define Thirdspace as an-Other way 
of understanding and acting to change the spatiality of human life, a distinct mode of critical 
spatial awareness that is appropriate to the new scope and significance being brought about 
in the rebalanced trialectices of spatiality–historicality–sociality’ (ibid.). For Soja, Thirdspace is 
a transcendent concept that is constantly expanding to include ‘an-Other’, thus enabling the 
contestation and re-negotiation of boundaries and cultural identity. Li Wei and Zhu Hua (2013) 
use the concept of Thirdspace to examine multilingual and intercultural communication in the 
diaspora and give examples of how members of such transnational communities move between 
the real and the imagined spaces while producing new forms of communication and interaction 
(see also Hua, 2017; Hua and Wei, in press; Wei and Hua, in press).

In her 1991 keynote speech at the US Modern Language Association conference, Mary 
Louise Pratt introduced the concept of ‘the contact zone’ to refer to ‘social spaces where cul-
tures, meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations 
of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they lived out in many parts of the 
world today’ (p. 34). It is a site for linguistic and cultural encounters, wherein power is negotiated 
and struggle occurs. Pratt stated that the contact zone is ‘intended in part to contrast with ideas 
of community that underlie much of the thinking about language, communication and culture 
that gets done in the academy’ (p. 37). Although this term was introduced in the context of liter-
acy and literary theories, it has since been used in a number of different fields across the humani-
ties, including feminist theory, critical race theory, postcolonial theory and sociolinguistic theory, 
as well as in education. Simpson (2016) applies the concept to a sociolinguistic ethnography of 
multilingual practices in an inner-city area of Leeds, England, that has been characterized as 
superdiverse, as part of a multidisciplinary project on linguistic superdiversity in four cities across 
England and Wales, and argues that ‘contact zones are different in different places and of course 
change over time’ (p. 14), and that languages, once seen as discrete, self-defined, coherent enti-
ties living in speech communities, have been deterritorialized as diasporic communities interact 
with one another in different contact zones. As a result, there is a great deal of translation going 
on – the negotiation of meaning using different modes (spoken/written/visual/gestural) where 
speakers have different proficiencies in a range of languages and varieties as well as different 
accesses to various communication devices and resources. Translation in contact zones is not 
exclusively inter-lingual, but also inter-medial or inter-cultural, and encompasses issues such as 
the ‘untranslatable’, and the impact of what is transformed, gained or lost in the process.

Mobility raises specific issues with regard to what we understand by ‘context’. Embracing 
Bakhtin’s concept of ‘chronotope’ (1937) and Silverstein’s ‘indexical order’ (2003), Blommaert 
(2007; Blommaert et al., 2015) introduced the notion of ‘sociolinguistic scales’ to connect spe-
cific timespace arrangements with ideological and moral orders. The concept has two crucial 
dimensions: (a) it merges time and space into one complex unit; (b) it offers a vertical spatial (or 
spatiotemporal) metaphor in which stratification – the non-equivalence of scales – is central. 
The second dimension is crucial as it brings power and inequality as key ingredients of social 
semiotic processes into the core of sociolinguistic thinking and analysis. Language practices in 
everyday social life can be described along a scale continuum, and Blommaert gives a range of 
illustrations for up-scaling, down-scaling, out-scaling and scale-jumping tactics, but points out 
that a speaker’s capacity to upscale, downscale, out-scale or jump scale depends on their access to 
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discursive resources that index and iconicize particular scale-levels and that, crucially, such access 
is an object of inequality. ‘Power and inequality are, among other things, effects of scaling, of 
the asymmetrical capacity to invoke particular scale-levels in the interpretation of an act. Scales 
provide contexts with possible regulations of access’ (p. 7).

All of these concepts – hybridity, Thirdspace, contact zone and sociolinguistic scales – and 
others try to capture the fluid and dynamic nature of contacts between people that are part and 
parcel of everyday life in the 21st century. Mobilities among speakers of different languages and 
the new diasporic imagination they create have important implications for the study of linguis-
tic diversity and multilingualism, and invite a critical re-evaluation of core concepts in linguis-
tics such as ‘the mother tongue’ and ‘the native speaker’, as well as the very notion of language 
again. Societal multilingualism in the contemporary world no longer stays at the co-existence 
of different languages, however harmonious it may be. The traditional one-to-one mapping 
between a social group and a language no longer makes sense. Groups can claim ownership of 
multiple languages, and languages can have multiple group belongings. Many Moroccans in the 
Netherlands can quite legitimately say that Berber, Moroccan Arabic, French, Dutch and English 
are all their ‘native’ languages, as they have grown up in them and can use them very effectively 
in their everyday life, just as the West African community in Guangzhou, China, use Ashanti, 
Igbo Lingala, Mande languages, Swahili, Wolof, French and English as well as Cantonese and 
Mandarin in their daily encounters. Contact zones where linguistic and cultural encounters 
are intertwined with power and identity negotiations become more varied and commonplace, 
including the family, the workplace, the school, the shop, the street and potentially everywhere 
else that attracts people of different languages, backgrounds, experiences and subjectivities. In 
the meantime, individuals constantly expand and change their linguistic repertoire by acquiring 
new languages and language varieties while maintaining their existing ones. Language mixing 
and crossing are common features of everyday social interaction. We are therefore entering a 
post-multilingualism era where simply having many different languages is no longer sufficient 
either for the individual or for society as a whole, but where multiple ownerships and more 
complex interweaving of languages and language varieties, and where boundaries between lan-
guages, between languages and other communicative means and the relationship between lan-
guage and the nation-state are being constantly reassessed, broken or adjusted. No single nation 
or community can claim the sole ownership, authority and responsibility for any particular 
language, and no individual can claim to know an entire language, rather bits of many different 
languages. What is more, the association between a language and a nation or a community can 
change over time, just as an individual can also give up a language and adopt another.

Post-multilingualism presents a range of challenges to the society and the individual language 
user. For example, how can we protect the identity and integrity of individual languages while 
recognizing and promoting the fluidity of linguistic diversity and contact between languages? 
This is a particularly tough and sensitive question in the field of language endangerment, where, 
as said above, tremendous efforts have been made to protect individual languages while the 
sociolinguistic environment is often such that there is hardly any monolingual speaker in the 
community who has ever had an entirely monolingual experience. Another example of the 
post-multilingualism challenge is that language learners or users increasingly find themselves 
having to deal with the question of how to express one’s cultural values through a language, or 
languages, that is/are traditionally associated with the Other or Others. In many parts of the 
world, foreign language education typically involves teaching and learning languages of the 
‘enemy’ or ‘rivals’ of the nation. For instance, English is widely taught in countries that are not 
particularly friendly with the so-called source countries of the English language such as Britain 
or the USA, and Arabic, Chinese and Russian are taught in Western countries that are politically 
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at odds with the source nations of the Middle Eastern states, China and Russia. Learning a 
foreign language does not mean accepting the cultural values and ideologies that the language 
typically symbolizes; on the contrary, it is often aimed at achieving a better understanding of the 
values, ideologies and practices, in order to challenge them. Other questions that post-multilin-
gualism raises include how to balance the need to have a clear sense of identity, subjectivity and 
belonging with the need to be able to adapt to different situations, the latter requiring a multi-
vocalic capacity typical of the post-modernist era; the need to learn new languages and ways of 
communicating quickly and to develop sufficient proficiency for effective communication in 
specific contexts; the need to maintain longer-term proficiency in certain languages and varie-
ties, and the consequence of losing some languages and language varieties from active use; and 
the need to preserve the role of language and literacy versus the need to go beyond conventional 
speech and writing and embrace new means of communication.

With those questions in mind, I now turn to the Translanguaging perspective that focuses on 
the mundane, commonly occurring yet significant moments in everyday social interaction that 
exemplify communication in the era of post-multilingualism.

Translanguaging and the need to focus on ‘small’ moments in the 
era of big data

Translanguaging has emerged as a research perspective in recent years as an insightful way to 
understand and analyse the post-multilingualism phenomena and challenges that have been 
mentioned above. There are two different but related routes to the current conceptualization of 
Translanguaging (see further Garcia and Wei, 2014). First, there is the bilingual education route. 
The term Translanguaging was coined by Colin Baker (2001), based on Cen Williams’ (1994) 
notion of trawsieithu (initially translated as ‘translinguifying’). It was intended to describe a phe-
nomenon Williams had observed in schools in Wales: a pedagogical practice where one gives 
information through the medium of one language (e.g. Welsh) and receives information through 
the medium of a different language (e.g. English). It can be practised by both the teacher and the 
student. Williams and Baker argued that the Translanguaging pedagogy helped to maximise the 
learner’s bilingual ability in learning. From the very beginning, Williams made it very clear that 
unlike codeswitching, Translanguaging is not an object to describe and analyse, but a practice 
and a process. It is a linguistic practice that involves different languages and language varieties, 
but more importantly, a process of knowledge construction that makes use of, but goes beyond, 
individual language(s). It concerns effective communication, function rather than form, cogni-
tive activity as well as language production (Lewis, Jones and Baker, 2012a, b). Over the years, 
Translanguaging has come to describe the purposeful switching of language mode of input and 
output in a variety of bilingual classrooms (e.g. Creese and Blackledge, 2010, 2015). It is the 
maximization of the learner’s, and the teacher’s, linguistic resources in the process of problem 
solving that attracts bilingual educators and bilingual education researchers. Garcia (2009) talks 
about Translanguaging as the process of making meaning, shaping experience, gaining under-
standing and knowledge through the use of multiple languages. In Translanguaging, different 
languages are used in a dynamic and functionally integrated manner to organize and mediate 
mental processes in understanding, speaking, reading, writing and, not least, learning.

A different route to the current conceptualization of Translanguaging (Wei, 2011) builds on 
the psycholinguistic notion of languaging, which refers to the process of using language to gain 
knowledge, to make sense, to articulate one’s thought and to communicate about using language. 
In the process of languaging, ‘language serves as a vehicle through which thinking is articulated 
and transformed into an artifactual form’ (Swain, 2006: p. 97). It is also connected to Becker’s 
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attempt to move away from language as a noun or something that has been accomplished to 
language as a verb and an ongoing process, or languaging (1988: p. 25; see also Becker, 1991a, 
b). In adopting a Trans perspective on languaging, Li Wei (2011) raised three further questions:

1 Is language a separate and discrete module in the human mind in relation to other cognitive 
systems such as memory, attention, emotion etc.?

2 If the human mind does not separate different languages into different compartments or 
between language and other cognitive systems, should bilingualism and multilingualism 
research be focused on how the language users use the multiple linguistic and cognitive 
resources available to them in combination in social interaction, rather than which and how 
many languages they know and use? 

3 What role do sense and modality play in the processes of language learning and language 
use?

According to the ‘Modularity of Mind’ (MOM) theory (Fodor, 1983), the human mind con-
sists of a series of innate neural structures, or modules, which are encapsulated with distinctive 
information and for distinct functions. Language is but one module of the human mind. While 
theoretically plausible, there is ample neuro-anatomic evidence to suggest that separating lan-
guage from the rest of the mind is pointless as there is no such thing as a language-only neural 
network. The brain areas that are involved in processing language information are also involved 
in other, what have traditionally been called ‘nonverbal’, processes. Furthermore, language pro-
cessing cannot be wholly independent of auditory and visual processes, just as cognitive pro-
cesses such as number processing and colour categorization cannot be wholly independent of 
language. In terms of multilingual language learners and users, there is increasing evidence that 
their language experience and cognitive capacity are closely interconnected and mutually ben-
eficial. Language, then, is a multisensory and multimodal semiotic system interconnected with 
other identifiable but inseparable cognitive systems. Translanguaging for me means transcending 
the traditional divides between language and non-language cognitive and semiotic systems.

In our everyday interaction, we can hardly survive a minute without employing multisen-
sory and multimodal resources, even when we are using one named language. We rarely get 
a text message or even an email these days without some sort of emoticon, and the language 
of Emoji – a translanguaged term itself – seems to be taking over. Many linguists have argued 
that interaction – mutual activity which requires the involvement of at least two persons and 
which causes mutual effect – is the foundation of human sociality (Enfield and Levinson, 2006), 
thus moving our analytic attention from the Language Instinct (Pinker, 1994) to Interactional 
Instinct (Joaquin and Schumann, 2013; Lee et al., 2009). In the 21st century, much of human 
social interaction is mediated through multimedia technology. The salience of mediated interac-
tion in everyday life helps to remind us of the multisensory and multimodal process of language 
learning and language use. It is within this context that the idea of the Translanguaging Instinct has 
been developed (Garcia and Wei 2014; Wei 2016). Human beings have a natural Translanguaging 
Instinct, an innate capacity to draw on as many different cognitive and semiotic resources as 
available to them to interpret meaning intentions and to design actions accordingly. This innate 
capacity drives humans to go beyond narrowly defined linguistic cues and transcend the cultur-
ally defined language boundaries to achieve effective communication (see further Wei, 2016).

Thus, Translanguaging is not simply a process that goes between languages (cf. code-switch-
ing, crossing), but one that moves beyond languages, i.e., transcending. In so doing, it challenges 
the conventional understanding of language boundaries between the culturally and politically 
labelled languages (e.g. English, Chinese). With its emphasis on meaning making and knowledge 
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construction, it also challenges the boundaries between language and other cognitive sys-
tems as separately encapsulated systems or modules. It is these two aspects of the concept of 
Translanguaging that have been developed further in recent years.

Translanguaging highlights the interconnectedness between the traditionally and convention-
ally understood languages and other human communication systems. Human beings’ knowledge 
of language cannot be separated from their knowledge of human relations and human social 
interaction which includes the history, the context of usage and the emotional and symbolic 
values of specific socially constructed languages. The trans prefix in translanguaging emphasizes:

•• the fluid practices that go beyond, i.e., transcend, socially constructed language systems and 
structures to engage diverse multiple meaning-making systems and subjectivities;

•• the transformative capacity of the translanguaging process, not only for language systems, 
but also individual’s cognition and social structures;

•• the transdisciplinary consequences of re-conceptualising language, language learning and 
language use for linguistics, psychology, sociology and education. 

The transformative nature of Translanguaging is worth stressing as it transforms the form, func-
tion and meaning of the sign, linguistic or otherwise; it also creates a space for the multilingual 
language user by bringing together different dimensions of their personal history, experience 
and environment; their attitude, belief and ideology; and their cognitive and physical capacity 
into one coordinated and meaningful performance, making language use into a lived experi-
ence. I have called this space ‘translanguaing space’, a space for the act of translanguaging as well 
as a space created through translanguaging. The notion of translanguaging space is particularly 
relevant to multilinguals not only because of their capacity to use multiple linguistic resources 
to form and transform their own lives, but also because the space they create through their mul-
tilingual practices, or translanguaging, has its own transformative power. It is a space where the 
process of what Bhabba (1994) calls ‘cultural translation’ between traditions takes place; it is not 
a space where different identities, values and practices simply co-exist, but combine together to 
generate new identities, values and practices. 

The boundaries of a translanguaging space are ever-shifting; they exist primarily in the mind 
of the individual who creates and occupies the space, and the construction of the space is an 
ongoing, lifelong process. That process of space construction involves Lefebvre’s (1991) idea of 
a trialectics of spatiality, i.e., space is made up through a three-way dialectic between perceived, 
conceived and lived space (see also Soja, 1996). It has a cognitive dimension, i.e., it has special 
indexical meaning to the individuals concerned who, in creating the space, are also creating rules 
of interaction and interpretation within the space. And, as has been said before, the individual 
understands where the boundaries lie. It has a socio-historical dimension. The space individuals 
create is located in a wider social space and interacts with other spaces created and occupied by 
other individuals. The resources individuals use to create their space include not only their own 
cognitive capacity but also personal histories and experiences, attitudes, values and ideologies 
that they have acquired through interactions with others under specific socio-historical condi-
tions. It also has a cultural dimension, i.e., it is a lived space, created through everyday, multiple 
social practices, including multilingual practices.

Analytically, the Translanguaging perspective invites us to reflect on the need to pay more 
attention to what may appear to be mundane, everyday, fleeting moments in the era of big data 
– very large datasets typically analysed computationally to reveal general patterns or trends. As 
discussed above, life in the 21st century is characterized by multidirectional movements, and 
ever-changing cultural formations, imagined boundaries and territorial borders. It is therefore 
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easy and understandable that analysts ignore the significance of spur-of-the-moment actions 
that all of us take in context. Yet, such actions are particularly meaningful to the participants 
themselves. And it was against this background that Moment Analysis (Wei, 2011) was proposed 
for studying multilingual creativity in everyday social interactions, with an aim to redirect the 
focus of analytic attention from the search of frequent and regular patterns in linguistic behav-
iour to spur-of-the-moment creative actions that have both immediate and long-term conse-
quences. Moment Analysis focuses on what prompted a specific action at a specific moment in 
time and the consequences of the action, including the re-actions by other people. It shares with 
the ‘small stories’ approach an interest in the ‘fleeting moments of narrative orientation to the 
world (Hymes, 1996) (that) can be easily missed out on by an analytical lens which only takes 
fully-fledged (“big”) stories as the prototype’ (Bamberg and Georgakopoulou, 2008).

A moment is identifiable by two key characteristics: first, it is mundane yet noticeable by 
both the participants of social interaction and by the analyst. It is mundane in the sense that 
it is not some ‘critical incident’ that would change the life of the individual completely, and it 
occurs naturally in conversational interaction. Yet a moment that is worth analysing must be 
noticeable by the participants as well as the analyst because it contains an element of unexpect-
edness or creativity. Such a moment is often commented upon directly by the participants either 
immediately or at some later point in the interaction, or marked by pause for thought. It is also 
noticeable by the analyst whose job is to ‘make sense of the participants trying to make sense of 
their world’ (Smith and Osborn, 2008). The second characteristic of a moment is its procedural 
consequentiality, a concept typically associated with Conversation Analysis (Schegloff, 1991) 
where the analyst is concerned with if and how the context or the setting of social interaction 
has any consequences for the shape, form, trajectory, content or character of the interaction that 
the parties conduct. Here we are interested in how a creative and momentary use of language is 
noticed, picked-up and remarked upon by the participants, i.e., the re-actions by other people, 
and what may have prompted a specific action at a specific moment in time. Take an example 
from Li Wei (2011) involving three ethnic Chinese students in a London university when asked 
what they would like to do or be when they graduate:

Chris: 以后工作就当‘白领狗’，给人公司打工！
In future (I will) work as a ‘white-collar dog’, working for someone’s company. 

Lawson and Roland both laugh. 

Roland: You are already bilingual!
Lawson: Good one.
Chris: That’s what I mean.

Chris’s pun 白领狗 (white-collar dog), pronounced in Chinese as bailinggou, which sounds very 
similar to ‘bilingual’, is a creative moment. It is noticed by both Lawson and Roland, as indicated 
by their laugh. Roland wants to show the others that he understands it as a pun. Lawson then 
comments, ‘Good one’. It may be that he only realises the pun after Roland’s prompt. Chris 
verifies Roland’s interpretation. From the transcript, it seems that the young men had heard of 
the pun before. Its occurrence, mundane as it is, has significant transformative consequences, as 
the phrase imaginatively captures how bilingual youths feel about their position in society and 
invites them to reflect on their life experiences.

Moment Analysis requires data from a number of sources. It is particularly important to 
include both observation and recording of naturally occurring interaction and metalanguaging 
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data, i.e., commentaries on the speaker’s language practices as lived experience. The latter can be 
done by the speaker herself or by other interlocutors, either during the interaction as it happens 
or afterwards on reflection (Rymes, 2014). Metalanguaging data are as important as the former 
because the process of individuals trying to make sense of their world, in this case, language users 
reflecting on the linguistic performances by themselves as well as the others they are interacting 
with, is an integral part of the analytical process of their cognitive processes surrounding the cre-
ative moment of action. From the analyst’s point of view, the principal task is focussed upon the 
way people articulate and position themselves in their metalanguaging, to detect any changes 
in the course of their self-reflection, themes and links that emerge from the narratives. These 
data are combined with observations and interpretations by the analyst of naturally occurring 
behaviour, resulting in what might be described as a double hermeneutic, i.e., ‘the participants 
are trying to make sense of their world; the researcher is trying to make sense of the participants 
trying to make sense of their world’ (Smith and Osborn, 2008).

In the post-multilingualism era that we live in, we see a tension between fostering and 
protecting individual languages and attempts, both deliberate and organic, at breaking the arti-
ficial boundaries between the ideologically labelled languages and between languages and other 
human communicative means. This is one of the key challenges post-multilingualism presents to 
a highly mobile, complexly networked society. This chapter has been attempting to review some 
of the theoretical concepts and methodological frameworks that aim to capture the dynamic, 
flexible and momentary actions multilingual language users do. They are part of an effort to 
substantiate the mobility turn in applied and socio-linguistic research for the 21st century. 
Conservationist approaches to linguistic diversity seem inadequate for the post-multilingualism 
era. The Translanguaging perspective captures the language practices in today’s world better. It 
also invites us to reconceptualize language from the conventional notion of speech and writing 
to a multilingual, multimodal and multisensory meaning-making resource, and to refocus our 
analytic attention to the everyday.
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