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Multilingualism has traditionally been understood as the use and presence of multiple 

languages by a person, or within a community, or social space. According to Merriam-

Webster’s Dictionary, ‘multilingual’ describes either something “of, having, or expressed in 

several languages” or someone “using or able to use several languages especially with equal 

fluency.” But rather beyond this reductive sense that views multilingualism as a “collection of 

‘languages’ that a speaker controls”, the phenomenon needs to be considered “as a complex 

of specific semiotic resources, some of which belong to a conventionally defined ‘language’, 

while others belong to another ‘language’” (Blommaert 2010: 102). According to this more 

comprehensive definition, multilingualism would encompass varying degrees of language 

competence; for instance, some individuals are able to use two or more languages fluently, 

while others understand a language without being able to produce it. What is significant to 

this way of viewing multilingualism is the acknowledgment of how individuals constantly draw 

on semiotic resources from different languages and mediums. In this sense, since language is 

understood as a resource for meaning-making (Halliday, 1987), multilingualism would not 

simply be the coexistence of linguistic systems, but as an individual’s ability to use diverse 

linguistic resources to interact with and interpret the world. For instance, a teacher in a 

Kurdish village in Iran who combines signs that belong to different semiotic resources such as 

words in Persian, Kurdish (and in different accents and registers), photos, and gestures, for 

effective communication is responding multilinguistically to a multilingual setting. This 

example does not merely suggest a plural setting where students from different backgrounds 

with different levels of linguistic competence in Kurdish or the official language of the country, 

Persian, are learning to communicate. In other words, it is not simply an indication of our 

globalized world; rather, it indicates there are “virtually no contemporary contexts that can 

be described as monolingual,”  due to the significance of languages in daily, academic, and 

professional life (Kelly-Holmes and Milani, 2013a: 1). Thus, if we view multilingualism as a 
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matter of degree and a continuum, we might claim that “we are all to a greater or lesser 

degree multilingual [...] since we all use different linguistic varieties, registers, styles, genres 

and accents”  (Horner and Weber, 2017: 3).  

Therefore, what we understand as language also shapes our basis of our understanding of 

multilingualism. This view of language has implications for seeing the nexus between 

multilingualism and migration. Two related terms to multilingualism, namely trans-languaging 

and semilingualism, can help clarify this claim. Translanguaging is “the deployment of a 

speaker’s full linguistic repertoire without regard for watchful adherence to the socially and 

politically defined boundaries of named (and usually national and state) languages” (Otheguy, 

García, and Reid 2015, 283). Therefore, it embraces an individual’s use of their entire 

repertoire of language, including code-switching1 for instance, to communicate. It is 

impossible to overstate the importance of taking translanguaging into account in decisions 

and measures taken at both interpersonal as well as institutional levels for a more equitable 

and hospitable society. In contrast, the second concept, semilingualism, illuminates this 

argument by revealing an opposing understanding of multilingualism. Semilingualism is the 

idea that some individuals, for instance migrant children, only “half know” both their home  

language and the school language and it carries a deficit view that has been widely criticized 

for dismissing developing, context-sensitive repertoires. To reiterate, linguistic issues 

constitute a socio-political problem rooted in language ideology, which determines what is 

recognized as a language. The following examples clarify this claim. 

 
1 Code-switching is the practice of alternating between two or more languages, dialects, or language varieties 

within a single conversation or communicative context. Speakers shift codes for a variety of reasons, such as 
filling lexical or grammatical gaps, adapting to their audience, signaling social relationships, or expressing aspects 
of their cultural or ethnic identity. Linguists tend to consider this a sign of language proficiency rather than an 
aberration, while the general public more often than not view it “as indicative of language degeneration” (Bullock 
and Toribio, 2009: 1). Of course, it normally happens between individuals who share the same linguistic resources 
and language identity and it could also serve as a marker of group membership.  

https://www.uni-hildesheim.de/migramedia/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Hospitality.pdf
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Examining multilingualism in the context of migration involves both a focus on individual uses 

of language and also how states manage multilingualism. This can be studied from different 

angles such as how multilingualism is articulated and how it materializes in everyday spaces 

through policy and institutional discourse and private practices. Signs in our everyday 

environments, or what is known as ‘linguistic landscape,’ offer an illuminating way of 

approaching multilingualism. Defined as “the language of public road signs, advertising 

billboards, street names, place names, commercial shop signs, and public signs on 

governmental buildings” (Landry and Bourhis, 1997: 25), the linguistic landscape–while 

broadly relevant to a wide range of fields concerned with language, space, and social 

organization–becomes particularly revealing in the context of migration. Public signage can 

indicate whether signs are produced by state actors or by individuals and communities, and 

for what purposes. Their placement is equally significant as signs located in city centres may 

acknowledge the presence of specific linguistic communities, while those placed on peripheral 

roads may simply register patterns of mobility and transit. For example, this distinction is 

visible in the above signs along a Spanish highway that connects Europe to Africa or a 

Moroccan grocery store in Salamanca, Spain. Consider the multilingual use of a halal (حلال) 

shop sign written in Arabic. It is not a product of state policy but an assertion of community 

presence, using language to serve its own members. Also, this function is distinct from that of 

a Japanese restaurant written in both Spanish and Japanese, for example, in a Spanish 

downtown, which serves primarily to evoke authenticity aimed at a general clientele. The 

issue can also be approached from the perspective of language hierarchy, including the order 

in which languages appear on signs and the space and prominence they occupy (Coupland, 

2010: 89). Thus, the linguistic landscape showcases the forces involved in shaping that 

landscape and the communities to whose priorities it responds. 

The hierarchies observed in public signage can also be traced in other forms of linguistic 

visibility and marginalization that extend beyond physical space. Similar dynamics operate in 

media representation, where multilingualism tends to be unevenly acknowledged and 

selectively framed if not altogether ignored. What is represented in visual media tends to be 

strikingly distant from the realities of everyday life, where people resort to different languages 

in order to communicate effectively and make themselves understood. This gap is particularly 
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evident in visual texts such as movies and the way they handle linguistic differences. In movies, 

multilingualism surfaces through various strategies, including dubbing, subtitling, partial 

translation, or the deliberate absence of translation. These choices can be interpreted by 

considering their function as tools to domesticate linguistic differences for the dominant 

audience or, alternatively, to foreground foreignness. Multilingualism may also act as a marker 

of group belonging, for instance when, in a scene, migrants speak to one another in their own 

language. At the same time, untranslated dialogue can carry different implications, such as 

reinforcing absolute foreignness and difference by prioritizing opacity over intelligibility. For 

this reason, both the presence of multilingualism and its narrative placement must be viewed 

in terms of where it appears, who speaks, and what is happening in the scene. An example of 

such dynamics can be observed in television reporting, where interviews with migrants, even 

when they speak the same language as the interviewer, are subtitled, implicitly framing their 

speech as linguistically deficient or inaccessible to the presumed audience. Conversely, in the 

absence of visible multilingualism (as was common in classical Hollywood cinema) foreign 

characters frequently spoke English, occasionally punctuated by isolated words from another 

language to signal authenticity. Such strategies, however, are not exclusive to Hollywood but 

resonate with other national contexts where audiovisual translation has been shaped by 

explicit language policies, as in Francoist Spain, where the systematic dubbing of foreign films 

functioned as a tool of linguistic standardization and ideological control. 

Thus, and in light of how multilingualism is shaped, constrained, or erased through 

representational practices and language policies, it is important to consider multilingualism in 

tandem with notions such as linguistic rights, linguistic justice and linguistic citizenship in so 

far as these concepts foreground the conditions under which speakers are able to mobilize 

their linguistic repertoires meaningfully in public life.  These notions—linguistic rights (the 

legal and institutional recognition of language use), linguistic justice (the ethical evaluation of 

unequal linguistic conditions and their consequences), and linguistic citizenship (the 

enactment of belonging and political agency through language practices)—place language at 

the heart of how people assert voice, belonging, and influence in society. Rather than treating 

language as a neutral medium or a fixed competence, this approach stresses the practices 

through which speakers, especially those using marginalized languages or varieties, assert 

https://www.uni-hildesheim.de/migramedia/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Belonging_MigraMedia-Keyword_Schultermandl.pdf
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agency and reshape who gets heard in public life (see discussions of performative citizenship 

and linguistic citizenship in Isin 2017; Stroud 2018). Expressing one’s agency and voice through 

multilingualism so as to enjoy the benefits of full citizenship entails the ability to mobilize one’s 

whole repertoire in the public sphere, including schools, clinics, workplaces, etc. without 

penalty. These interconnected notions in their intersection with migration and multilingualism 

can be used as an analytical tool to contemplate questions such as who is heard and taken 

seriously in a society whether speaking a standard or a local variety; or the extent to which 

translation is employed or interpreting facilities are available; or the models of communication 

that are recognized and sanctioned as legitimate; and also to the way one’s language practices 

are reflected in the linguistic landscape and media. 
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