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Abstract
In this article, we reflect on the extent to which ‘new speaker’ research feeds into 
recent theoretical discussions in language policy scholarship, especially in con‑
nection to the discursive and ethnographically oriented perspectives which of late 
have become increasingly prominent. We begin with a brief overview of the ‘new 
speaker’ concept, its theoretical and empirical origins, and then we situate the dis‑
cussions on ‘new speakers’ against the background of traditional language policy 
research. Thereafter the bulk of the article is dedicated to developing two main argu‑
ments: first, we provide an overview of the language policy themes that are already 
present in ‘new speaker’ research; and secondly, we elaborate on how ‘new speaker’ 
studies can contribute to current discussions in the field of language policy. We 
conclude with a short overview of future research directions that, in our view, can 
strengthen the link and the mutual benefits of the connection between ‘new speaker’ 
and language policy scholarship.

Keywords ‘New speakers’ · Language policy · Ethnography of language policy · 
Minority languages

Introduction

In the past two decades, sociolinguistics has shown a growing interest in engaging 
theoretically and methodologically with the complexity of multilingualism. In order 
to grasp this complexity in a refreshing way, new concepts and categories have come 
to complement and/or overtly challenge labels and categories dating back to the 
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early days of sociolinguistics. The ‘new speaker’ concept is to be understood against 
this background (e.g. O’Rourke et al. 2015; see also the introduction to this volume). 
In addition, ideas on existing concepts and the breadth of existing research strands 
have been further revised and developed. A case in point is language policy research 
which recently and in contrast to much of the earlier literature on the subject has 
come to illuminate the multilayered and polyphonic nature of language policy pro‑
cesses (Pérez‑Milans and Tollefson 2018).

In this paper, we reflect on the extent to which ‘new speaker’ research feeds into 
this remodeled approach to language policy, especially in connection to more discur‑
sive and ethnographically oriented perspectives which of late have become increas‑
ingly prominent (e.g. Barakos and Unger 2016; Hornberger and Johnson 2007; John‑
son 2013). ‘New speakers’ from all different contexts so far investigated (minority 
languages, migrant and transnational settings) pose relevant questions in terms of 
how language is governed, regimented, and policed (O’Rourke and Pujolar 2013). 
Of particular interest to us is to reflect on how the ‘new speaker’ concept informs 
language policy scholarship and vice versa. The overall aim of the paper, therefore, 
is to examine the place of ‘new speaker’ research in language policy scholarship, on 
the one hand, and the place of language policy research in ‘new speaker’ studies, on 
the other hand. With this in mind, we elaborate on what language policy can con‑
tribute to theoretical discussions on ‘new speakers’, and what ‘new speaker’ research 
can add to current scholarly discussions on language policy and its ontological and 
epistemological status.

We approach these issues informed by research on regional and minority lan‑
guage communities. The language policy angle on ‘new speakers’ in such communi‑
ties is justified. Most of the research conducted under this umbrella term starts from 
the idea that in contexts of language revitalization processes, ‘new speakers’ have 
actually been the outcome of language policy initiatives by acting governments and 
institutions. However, until recently, their impact on the actual linguistic community 
has not been thoroughly looked at. Before moving on to more details concerning 
the interplay between language policy research and research on ‘new speaker’, it is 
worth unpacking, even if just briefly, the meaning(s) attached to the ‘new speaker’ 
label and the scholarly context within which the label has emerged.

The emergence of the ‘new speaker’ label

Over the past years, a number of attempts have been made to enliven the discussion 
of the concept ‘autochthonous language minority’ (e.g. May 2001; Rindler Schjerve 
2006: 115‑118; Darquennes 2014). The emergence of the ‘new speaker’ concept 
as used in Galician sociolinguistics (O’Rourke and Ramallo 2013) contributes in 
a fruitful way to this discussion. Capturing the active users of a minority language 
that did not acquire that language as a native language the ‘new speaker’ concept 
especially helps to highlight the diversity that characterizes such minorities. More 
specifically, it helps to shed light on the variation inherent to criteria such as lan‑
guage, lineage, self‑categorization and social organization that are traditionally used 
to define a social group as an autochthonous language minority (Allardt 1992).
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The starting point for O’Rourke et al. (2015) when highlighting the added value 
of the ‘new speaker’ concept is the weight that has traditionally been put on the 
native speaker in literature on autochthonous language minorities (e.g. Davies 2003; 
Doerr 2009). In very broad terms, the native speakers put forward in much of the lit‑
erature on such minorities are speakers who—following the example of their ances‑
tors—grew up with the minority language, rather strongly identify with that lan‑
guage and the related culture, continue to use it wherever and whenever they can, 
and try to secure its intergenerational transmission under sometimes very difficult 
conditions through supporting forms of social organization that help to promote 
the use of the minority language especially in the home‑neighbourhood‑commu‑
nity nexus which—following Fishman (1991) as well as the UNESCO’s Atlas of 
the Worlds’ Languages in Danger (Moseley 2010)—is considered to be vital for the 
minority language’s intergenerational survival.

The existence of speakers with profiles that diverge from the native speakers’ pro‑
file as far as the inheritance, acquisition, use and active promotion of the minority 
language is concerned is everything but denied in literature that was published in 
the second half of the 20th century. However, such other speakers and the minority 
language varieties that are used by them are only dealt with at the margins. In ret‑
rospect, the literature in which attention is paid to different profiles of minority lan‑
guage speakers (Gal 1979), the use and the role of less purist varieties of minority 
languages in language maintenance and revitalization strategies (Dorian 1994), the 
role of adolescents and adults (re)discovering and learning the minority language 
(Nelde 1982; Morris 2000; Littlebear 1999) is outweighed by literature that above 
all highlights a direct link between the maintenance of a native speaker community 
and language survival.

Only in recent years, a critical appraisal of such a view on minority language main‑
tenance and revitalization has gained ground. Fishman’s (1991) influential Graded 
Intergenerational Disruption Scale (GIDS) that is both meant to analyze language shift 
processes as well as to serve as a tool that helps at developing strategies to reverse such 
processes has been repeatedly criticized. One major critique concerns its limited focus 
on the role of domains outside the home‑family‑neighbourhood in intergenerational 
minority language transmission. The sociologist Glyn Williams (2007: 163), for exam‑
ple, criticizes Fishman’s view on language shift reversal for its “failure to relate the role 
of language in the economy, its relevance for labour market segmentation and social 
mobility, and how this can afford the necessary motivation for family and community 
use and the insistence on educational incorporation” (see Jernudd and Nekvapil 2012 
for a summary of critical approaches). Encouraged by the work of Nelde et al. (1996), 
Williams (2000), Grin et al. (2002) and others, language maintenance and revitaliza‑
tion efforts have come to be seen as requiring a total package of mutually enriching 
and complementary measures that take a variety of language user and usage profiles 
into account. Such views on maintenance and revitalization have the advantage of 
being much closer to the reality of many minority language communities in Europe 
and beyond. In many settings, language policy and planning initiatives have succeeded 
in extending the use of the minority language beyond the home domain into new social 
spaces, particularly through enhanced provision for minority languages in the media, 
school curricula, and other public and semi‑public domains. LPP initiatives have thus 
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contributed to an increase of the number of second language learners and users (Gruf‑
fudd and Morris 2010). Such learners and users have caught the attention of sociolin‑
guists and linguistic anthropologists that at the turn of the millennium came out of the 
shadows of macro‑sociolinguistic research.

Rather than focusing on the community as a whole (with the inherent risk of pre‑
senting it as homogeneous), recent work in sociolinguistics has come to emphasize the 
linguistic repertoire of the individual speaker or the speaker as a member of a com‑
munity of practice (Busch 2012). Rather than putting the ‘prototypical native minority 
language speaker’ at center stage, the focus has shifted towards speakers (or groups of 
speakers) who did not inherit the minority language as a native language, yet for a vari‑
ety of idiosyncratic reasons made the choice to start using the language as part of their 
linguistic repertoire, in a sense adopted the language, and at least partly identify them‑
selves as ‘members by choice’ of the minority language community. As a consequence, 
new speakers and their linguistic practices do have an impact on the corpus, the status, 
the prestige as well as the acquisition of the minority language and almost force other 
members of the minority language community to take their way of using the language 
and their opinion on the fate of the minority language into account.

In minority language contexts, speakers with the profile described above, have 
been given specific labels such as neofalantes (used in the Galician context to 
describe speakers who acquired Galician outside of the home, cf. Ramallo 2013), 
euskaldunberri (a folk term used in the Basque Country to refer to ‘new speaker’ 
of Basque, see Urla 2012), neo‑Bretons (to describe second language speakers of 
Breton, see Le Nevez 2006; Hornsby 2008), new Catalans (used by Woolard 1989 
to refer to second language speakers of Catalan who were in the process of actively 
using the language and engaging in bilingual behavior), or gaeilgeoir (which lit‑
erally translates as ‘Irish speaker’, yet is used more specifically for Irish language 
enthousiasts in a broad sense rather than for those speakers of Irish who were 
brought up with the language, see Zenker 2013 on Northern Ireland). While Rob‑
ert (2009) made use of the ‘new speaker’ label to refer to individuals who acquired 
Welsh in the context of Welsh medium education, its use as a more general label 
gained momentum with the formation of a research network in 2013 under the Euro‑
pean Framework in Science and Technology (see www.nspk.org.uk). That network 
provided a space that allowed for the development of connections between regional 
minority language and other perspectives on ‘new speakerness’ in the context of 
migration and transnational mobility (see O’Rourke et al. 2018). In this paper, we 
present an elaboration of the theoretical discussions held within the language policy 
thematic group of the network; before delving into details, however, we find it nec‑
essary to discuss briefly the more traditional theoretical frameworks on language 
policy, which have preceded and informed ‘new speaker’ debates.

‘New speaker’ research in traditional language policy scholarship

While language policy and planning as human activities have been going on for cen‑
turies (see Labrie 1996), the more systematic development of language policy and 
planning (see Hornberger 2006 on the use of the LPP designation) as a subdiscipline 

http://www.nspk.org.uk
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of linguistics took off in the 1950s and the 1960s and ran parallel to the development 
of much of the different sorts of hyphenated linguistics. When trying to roughly 
phase the field of LPP starting in the 1960s, one can—as already noted elsewhere 
(Darquennes 2013: 14)—distinguish three broad phases: In a first phase that started 
in the 1960s and ran until the late 1970s the basic LPP terminology was developed, 
LPP frameworks were elaborated and scholars reflected on the contribution of socio‑
linguistics and the sociology of language to finding solutions to societal language 
problems (Fishman 1972: 186). When the second phase of LPP took off around 
the early 1980s, LPP concepts were further refined. Specific for the second phase 
was, however, above all the critical discussion of the way in which LPP had been 
approached during the first phase. Not only the rational approaches to LPP were crit‑
icized. Attention was also given to the limitations and the negative effects of LPP, as 
well as the ideological nature of LPP (see e.g. Ricento 2000, 2009; Tollefson 2002). 
Towards the turn of the millennium, a third and still ongoing phase emerged. Char‑
acteristic of this phase is that more systematic attention is now paid to “the vari‑
ety of day‑to‑day practices and techniques (governmentality) that effectuate policies 
(stated or unstated) and the ideologies (often widely accepted as common‑sense, and 
hence, non‑ideological) which inform particular social outlooks on a range of issues 
involving language” (Ricento 2009: 224).

Already in the early days of sociolinguistics and most certainly in the European 
context language minorities were at the heart of LPP research. Researchers not only 
focused on the way in which nation‑states treated minority language communi‑
ties policy‑wise. They also reflected on (mostly top‑down) strategies that could or 
should be developed for or by the autochthonous minority language communities 
themselves to halt or reverse language shift processes. Against the background of 
what has been described in the previous section, it comes as no surprise that LPP 
literature initially focused mainly on the development of measures aimed at protect‑
ing and promoting the minority language for and by the ‘prototypical’ representa‑
tives of an autochthonous language minority. A gradual shift in focus took place in 
the 1990s when not only the importance of the reproduction (i.e. intergenerational 
minority language transmission) but also of the production of the minority language 
(i.e. its promotion through language learning and community initiatives outside the 
family) started to be more prominently emphasized (Nelde et al. 1996).

Next to that, some recent trends in sociolinguistics helped to shift the attention 
away from the community and top‑down policy level to the language use and lan‑
guage management practices of the individual language user. These trends include 
the rise of literature on the formation, the articulation and the entextualization of 
language ideologies and their influence on language policy and planning (Blom‑
maert 1999), the expanded interest for the study of linguistic repertoires along the 
lines of Gumperz (1964), the development of a sociolinguistics of speakers’ choices 
(Coulmas 2003) and a sociolinguistics of globalization (Coupland 2003) that pre‑
fer ethnographic and anthropological approaches to linguistic reality over big data 
(see also Coupland 2016). Especially since the turn of the millennium an increasing 
number of research projects question essentializing views of language and speak‑
erhood. It is in this changing climate that research on ‘new speaker’ emerged and 
started to add to LPP literature of which it had itself not really been a central topic 
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before. Next, we explore in more detail how this shifting focus in language policy 
research connects with ‘new speaker’ scholarly discussions.

Language policy themes in ‘new speaker’ research

From a language policy perspective, ‘new speaker’ research draws heavily on the 
idea that, as Pujolar and Puigdevall (2015: 171) have put it, a “speech community 
can no longer be portrayed as made up exclusively of those who have ‘inherited’ 
the language in the conventional way and deserve the specific forms of protection 
or legitimization associated with revitalization policies”. Because of that, there is 
an urgent need to “query how policies address and affect those who have ‘adopted’ 
the language in other ways too”. As part of more general questions regarding 
the form and functions of ‘new speakers’ and their repertoires, research on ‘new 
speaker’ increasingly deals with these queries in a variety of ways. Rather than try‑
ing to squeeze outcomes of ‘new speaker’ research into existing frameworks in LPP 
research—such as the distinction between (overlapping) activities or actions con‑
centrating on the corpus, the status, the prestige and/or the acquisition of a language 
or a language variety (see the work of Haugen 1987; Kloss 1969; Cooper 1989; and 
Haarmann 1990)—the LPP content of research on ‘new speaker’ can be summa‑
rized along the lines of three interrelated LPP themes: (1) beliefs and ideas about 
language and the legitimate speakers of minority languages that underlie existing 
language policies; (2) the management of minority language variation; and (3) indi‑
vidual speakers’ practices and the way in which they are governed and influence the 
practices of other speakers.

The starting point for research that is mainly related to the first theme is that lan‑
guage policy is invariably based on linguistic ideologies, i.e. on images of societally 
desirable forms of language use and the ideal social linguistic landscape that are 
themselves part of and/or derived from larger often historically rooted socio‑polit‑
ical ideologies (cf. Blommaert 2006: 244). As a consequence, the analysis of lan‑
guage policy decisions or statements reveals ideological orientations in relation to 
assumptions about language in general and/or a specific language use. In autochtho‑
nous minority settings, language policies were and to a great extent still are rooted 
in beliefs and ideas about language that celebrate the ideal of the authentic native 
speaker who is linked to a bounded, homogeneous speech community of members 
who share a particular historical past and a particular territorial space (e.g. Makoni 
and Pennycook 2007 on the link between language and territory in Western linguis‑
tic and cultural ideologies). The authentic native speaker uses an authentic variety 
which—according to Woolard (2008: 304)—can be characterized as a variety that 
“must be very much ‘from somewhere’ in speakers’ consciousness” and whose 
“meaning is profoundly local”. If it is so that “such social and territorial roots are 
not discernable, a linguistic variety lacks value in the system” (Woolard 2008: 304).

Woolard (2008) bases her assumptions on observations in Catalonia, yet similar 
observations with regard to the symbolic value attributed to authentic varieties in 
minority language settings have been made elsewhere in minority language settings 
in Europe (cf. Costa 2015; Hornsby 2015; Jaffe 2015; O’Rourke and Walsh 2015; 
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Ortega et  al. 2015). Obviously, the claim on the authentic variety of the minority 
language by (some of) the native speakers can—as Woolard (2008: 315) argues—
impede the acquisition and use of a minority language as a second or additional lan‑
guage by members of the larger population who may value their use of the minority 
language as not being or sounding ‘natural’, ‘authentic’ or ‘pure’ enough in com‑
parison to the native speakers’ use of the minority language. The fact that traditional 
native speakers—as, for example, Urla (2012) and O’Rourke and Ramallo (2013) 
have noticed—sometimes instrumentalize the use of an ‘authentic’ variety to estab‑
lish a social closure that functions as a control mechanism for in‑group membership, 
can lead to frustration among those who—for different reasons, including reasons 
of integration as required by the government—are in the process of learning the 
language. It might even discourage them from using it altogether (McEwan‑Fujita 
2010; O’Rourke 2011). From a purely rational point of view, one could be tempted 
to consider the promotion of a standardized form of the minority language as an 
ideal way‑out to resolve tensions around the valorization of certain more authentic 
or pure varieties of a minority language as opposed to other varieties. However, LPP 
research on the management of minority language variation (the second theme iden‑
tified above) shows that this is not necessarily the case.

In autochthonous language minority settings, it often seems that LPP efforts con‑
centrate a lot more on minority language standardization than on the celebration or 
the promotion of minority language variation. Standardization is often presented as 
an attempt that should help to demonstrate that the minority language is on a par 
with the surrounding dominant majority language that is more commonly associated 
with the public sphere (see Darquennes and Vandenbussche 2015: 11; Urla 1993: 
246). Advocates of minority language standardization tend to underline not only the 
symbolic role of a standardized variety but also its contribution to the production of 
uniform administrative documents, legal texts, terminological databases and books, 
as well as to the use of the standardized variety in educational settings (see also 
Eloy 2014: 8–9). Others point above all to the fact that the promotion of a standard‑
ized variety has the potential of driving active users of the minority language away 
from the use of their ‘non‑standard’, everyday variety that contributes a lot more to 
the vitality of the minority language than the standardized variety itself. The fact 
that standardization of the minority language paves the way to the adoption of a 
social hierarchy similar to the one that marks the varieties of the surrounding major‑
ity language can lead both to a disempowerment of vernacular forms as well as to 
a societal stigmatization of the standardized as well as the non‑standardized varie‑
ties of the minority language: whereas the standardized variety most certainly from 
the point of view of those who are in favour of top‑down standardization efforts 
has more ‘prestige’ than the non‑standard varieties, the prestige of the non‑standard 
varieties (as more ‘authentic’ and ‘pure’ varieties) might in reality be higher than 
the standardized variety in specific community settings. That poses a particular chal‑
lenge to ‘new speaker’. Exposed to the standardized variety in educational settings, 
they soon have to experience that the standardized variety that is used in an educa‑
tional context and the idiosyncratic use that they make of it do not correspond to the 
traditional dialectal varieties to which ‘new speaker’ often aspire. As Ramallo and 
Rei Doval (2015: 75) put it, with reference to the case of Galician, the attribution 
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of different values to different varieties leads to tensions and unexpected practices, 
such as the fact that traditional speakers of Galician switch to Spanish when inter‑
acting with ‘new speaker’. The reasons for this are manifold: they either do this 
because they think that the variety used by ‘new speaker’ is better, more accurate, 
or more correct than their own, or because they think that ‘new speaker’ make use 
of inauthentic or artificial language that is very far from their own. As a matter of 
fact, Ramallo and Rei Doval (2015: 75) argue that “the lack of authenticity is some‑
thing that ‘new speaker’ have accepted”. The ‘new speaker’ themselves “normally 
consider their way of speaking as ‘imperfect’, far from ‘traditional language’ and 
‘considerably improvable’”.

The thick descriptions that are offered in the literature on language standardiza‑
tion attempts and debates in ‘new speaker’ settings (Costa 2016) not only show the 
existence of quite some conflict (potential) between the different sorts of speakers 
concerning the authenticity and purity (one could also say: modernity and hybridity) 
of the minority language varieties that are in use. They also show that the groups of 
traditional and ‘new speaker’ are all but homogeneous in themselves. An absolute 
correspondence between pure/authentic varieties and traditional speakers, on the 
one hand, and more hybrid varieties and ‘new speaker’, on the other hand, cannot 
be taken for granted. On top of that, the identification of individuals with and/or 
their beliefs and ideas about certain varieties of a minority language is (sometimes) 
subject to change over time depending on the life trajectories of each individual 
(Ó hIfernáin 2015). Indeed, important changes in one’s living conditions (moving 
places, changes during the school cycle, entering the job market, establishing a fam‑
ily, etc.) represent key moments in one’s life that may activate the use of particular 
languages available in one’s repertoire (on that note, see the concept of linguistic 
‘mudes’ as proposed by Pujolar and Puigdevall 2015). What one is confronted with 
is a rather complex and dynamic web of different sorts of practices related to dif‑
ferent sorts of varieties linked to different sorts of beliefs and ideas about language. 
The ethnographic study of these individual speakers’ practices and the way in which 
they are governed and influence the practices of other speakers constitutes a third 
language policy theme in ‘new speaker’ research.

Following recent tendencies in LPP research (Johnson 2013), a part of the more 
recent ‘new speaker’ research has come to prioritize the understanding of how offi‑
cial language policies that have been given shape at the national or regional govern‑
mental level are interpreted and negotiated ‘on the ground’ by different social actors, 
including non‑native speakers of a given national or regional language. At least 
partly inspired by Ricento (2009: 224) and Urla (2012), research on ‘new speaker’ 
has come to make use of Foucault’s (1980) notion of governmentality to describe 
the complementary use of different language varieties as part of one’s language rep‑
ertoire in different sorts of—above all private and semi‑public—social spaces.

Foucault’s (1980) concept of governmentality relies on the idea that power gov‑
erns all aspects of social life, individually or collectively, and that it provides a 
rationalization of how people should behave in society (Inda 2005). In doing so, it 
diverts attention away from a focus that limits itself to the analysis of official lan‑
guage policies and language ideologies. All aspects of social life are considered to 
be subject to certain modalities of power and governance. Governmentality thus not 
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only entails the way in which a national, regional or local government tries to mould 
the linguistic behaviour of citizens by means of a variety of organizational tech‑
niques and practices within the social spaces controlled by that very government. 
It also refers to how people interpret existing policy expectations and the power 
structures from which they emerge. Research reveals that top‑down language policy 
initiatives in minority language settings contribute in a positive way to the institu‑
tionalized production of the minority language in that they help to shape a context 
in which speakers learn the minority language in educational settings and develop a 
capacity to start using it in everyday life. When classes are over, however, the ‘new 
speaker’ soon find out that it is hardly straightforward to put their (limited) compe‑
tences into practice because they are not yet part of a larger social network in which 
the minority language is actively used (Vila 1996). Sometimes their counterparts 
switch to the use of another language to facilitate communication. Sometimes the 
‘new speaker’ idiosyncratic use of the minority language is not considered as pure 
or legitimate in a certain setting. However, that does not inhibit ‘new speaker’ from 
developing day‑to‑day practices and techniques (Ricento 2009) that enable them to 
actively use the newly acquired minority language in private or semi‑public settings. 
‘New speakers’ who are the product of top‑down acquisition policy often develop 
into language policy agents themselves who, through their own active use of the lan‑
guage and their engagement in reflective sociolinguistic practices, challenge existing 
language‑related power structures ‘on the ground’ (O’Rourke and Ramallo 2011). 
‘New speaker’ scholarship shows that the language practices and ideologies that 
emerge in a given context highlight the potential discursive tensions present among 
different collectives in that context, illustrating processes of adaptation or resistance 
to power domination (see Urla 2012 and Augustyniak and Higham in this volume 
for a discussion of the Basque context along these lines).

To date, ‘new speaker’ research dealing with the three themes identified above 
has been mostly concerned with discussing questions of linguistic legitimacy, 
authenticity, and authority, drawing in many cases on Bourdieu’s (1991) well known 
account of the power struggles that these concepts encapsulate. By re‑casting the 
focus on the speaker and his or her individual decisions in terms of language prac‑
tices and ideologies, ‘new speaker’ research effectively connects with critical lan‑
guage policy research, which tries to understand “how individuals and groups are 
coerced into language acquisition, language loss, and patterns of language use by 
powerful external forces that control the processes of language policymaking” 
(Tollefson 2015: 141). ‘New speaker’ research sheds light into how power operates 
in structures of domination or conflict, and how human agency plays a role in co‑
constructing such frameworks. In illuminating processes of resistance or adaptation 
to given language regimes it fruitfully adds to what Pakir (1994) has called ‘invis‑
ible language planning’, or to Baldauf’s (1993) notion of ‘unplanned language plan‑
ning’. However, beyond rich and thick ethnographic studies, ‘new speaker’ research 
has not yet explicitly engaged with discussions at the level of language policy devel‑
opment, i.e. the more institutional side of policy creation. If ‘new speaker’ research 
wants to play a role in “shaping the processes of language intervention” (O’Rourke 
et  al. 2015: 16) in the way that (parts of) linguistics and its related strands have 
done so in the past, it would have to concentrate on the way in which day‑to‑day 
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practices and techniques on the part of ‘new speakers’ so to speak ‘move up the LPP 
ladder’, are then translated into top‑down LPP initiatives, how and with what goals 
and outcomes (see Williams, this issue). In short, ‘new speaker’ research is certainly 
well situated to dig deeper in the analysis of the language policy cycle (Canagarajah 
2006) and provide a better understanding of the ways in which different levels of 
policy development, interpretation, appropriation, and resistance/adaptation work. 
We elaborate more on the latter in the following section of the paper.

‘New speaker’ and the discursive turn in language policy research

Recent developments in the field of language policy have emphasized precisely the 
discursive and poly‑level nature of policymaking (e.g. Barakos and Unger 2016; 
Halonen et  al. 2015). One particular strand of language policy research that has 
adopted this critical angle and has become increasingly more solidified is the eth‑
nography of language policy (Johnson 2009, 2013; Hornberger and Johnson 2007; 
McCarty 2011). The ethnography of language policy (henceforth: ELP) represents 
an epistemological and methodological renovated perspective on language policy 
analysis. The main idea is to explicitly incorporate an ethnographic perspective to 
the study of language policy processes and contexts. This, however, does not mean 
that one just adds some ethnographic analysis into an account of LPP processes. 
ELP rather tries to incorporate the epistemologies and ontologies of ethnography 
into language policy analyses by viewing language as inherently socially and ideo‑
logically fraught, and by incorporating a historical (i.e. diachronic) view on LPP 
processes (Blommaert 2013). The basic tenet of ELP is to examine “agents, con‑
texts, and processes across the multiple layers of language policy creation, inter‑
pretation, and appropriation” (Johnson 2013: 44). In this way, ELP’s main thrust is 
to offer a method to resolve the tension between critical theory’s analyses of how 
power operates at a macro level and the agentive creativity of individual speakers. In 
short, the aim is to bridge the perennial gap in scholarship between the macro‑ and 
micro‑level dimensions of social life (Hult 2010).

Through unpacking the social meanings of language policy, ELP helps to make 
connections between the different layers of language policy‑making (individual, 
institutional, national, supranational), and it examines those connections ethno‑
graphically (Hornberger and Johnson 2007). More specifically, according to McCa‑
rty (2015: 81): “For ethnographers of LPP, this entails a view of policy as a situ‑
ated sociocultural process: the practices, ideologies, attitudes, and mechanisms that 
influence people’s language choices in pervasive everyday ways.” Thus, from the 
theoretical point of view, ELP has the merit of illustrating the power of linguistic 
ideologies in a given language policy setting. By carefully tracing how discourses 
circulate from layer to layer in the LPP cycle (Canagarajah 2006), researchers can 
demonstrate the ways in which macro level discourses on language policies are cre‑
ated and how they are then interpreted and appropriated or resisted at the micro 
level. Utilizing ethnographic tools, scholars are able to detect such circulation of dis‑
courses and to examine them critically. In addition to that, ELP has the potential not 
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only to critically describe and analyze a particular language policy setting, but also 
to empower practitioners ‘on the ground’ in order to bring about meaningful social 
change and possibly redress power inequalities (Johnson 2009; McCarty 2015).

The ethnography of language policy, therefore, represents one well defined 
framework within the discursive turn in language policy studies. In this type of LPP 
research, language policy is often seen as social action taking place at the intersec‑
tion of individuals’ trajectories, societal discourses, and interactional orders (see 
Hult 2015). With its focus on the speaker and the social consequences of his or 
her crossing linguistic and cultural boundaries, ‘new speaker’ research seems well 
situated to add fruitfully to this renovated strand of language policy scholarship. 
Indeed, the policy interpretation, appropriation and/or resistance suggested in ELP 
research is clear in most of the studies on ‘new speakers’. For instance, O’Rourke 
and Ramallo (2013, 2015) analyze how groups of ‘new speaker’ of Galician negoti‑
ate their legitimacy as speakers of the language vis‑à‑vis traditional speakers. Their 
stance as middle‑class, young, urban‑based, and politically motivated individuals 
makes them interpret language policies in Galicia in a way that shows resistance 
to hegemonic, centralizing ideologies of the Spanish state (see also O’Rourke and 
Nandi, this volume). At the same time, their adoption of Galician creates resistance 
or friction among both traditional speakers of the language and speakers of Spanish 
in Galicia, who might also question their stance. This is also often the case in the 
context of Basque (e.g. Ortega et al. 2015), Irish (O’Rourke 2011) and most of the 
linguistic minorities that have been analyzed under the lens of the ‘new speaker’ 
framework. That said, it may be possible to argue that both ELP and ‘new speaker’ 
research may encounter similar kinds of challenges, from which we can highlight at 
least three.

First of all, it seems to be the case that not infrequently both ELP and ‘new 
speaker’ research (whether it focuses on minority language communities or 
not) gravitate around educational contexts (e.g. Costa 2015; Jaffe 2015; see also 
Augustyniak and Higham, Spotti et al., and Soler and Marten, this issue). Indeed, 
the ‘school bias’ of sociolinguistic research (i.e. relying on educational settings to 
obtain data and build analyses) has been acknowledged for some time in the field 
(cf. Heller 2007). In the case of ‘new speaker’ work, this is perhaps less surprising 
given that schools are probably the most important institution when creating ‘new 
speaker’, enabling people of different linguistic backgrounds to learn and activate 
(then or later in their lives) a variety different than their home language. With this 
in mind, it may be possible to argue that both the ELP framework and the ‘new 
speaker’ lens should be expanded to include a greater variety of other contexts. 
Johnson and Ricento (2013) do mention that recent work in language policy has 
seen a significant increase in the different settings that are covered with an ethno‑
graphic orientation, including families, religious organizations, call centres, medical 
and health care settings, etc. Our suggestion is that the ‘new speaker’ perspective 
may provide fruitful avenues in order to explore possibilities for extending ethno‑
graphic language policy analyses that go beyond educational settings and, thus, to 
expand/develop along the lines set out, for example, in work on football fans (Del 
Percio 2015) and transnational workplaces (see Kraft this volume). The need to get 
away from a focus on settings that are traditionally subject to institutional language 
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policy arrangements as well as from a primary focus on the way in which institu‑
tional discourse is handled at different policy layers is something that is echoed in 
Pérez‑Milans’ (2018) critique of ELP.

Focusing on the ELP framework, Pérez‑Milans (2018) offers a reasoned argu‑
ment in the direction of suggesting ELP scholarship to align itself more closely 
to linguistic‑anthropological work by focusing on the performative function of 
language (rather than its denotational value) and by examining speakers’ trajecto‑
ries of socialization more closely. Pérez‑Milans argues that there is a tendency in 
ELP work (and, we would add, in some ‘new speaker’ research as well), to overly 
rely on speakers’ explicit talk about institutionally formulated language policies, 
and to portray speakers as mere participants in a given pre‑determined context. 
Crucially enough, paying attention to the performative nature of language and 
analyzing closely speakers’ socialization trajectories are not simply “methodo‑
logical warrants for describing or documenting processes of policy implementa‑
tion/appropriation in specific (local and institutional) settings. They also offer us 
routes to further engage with ongoing sociological discussions on language, cul‑
ture, and socioeconomic change” (Pérez‑Milans 2018: 135–136). ‘New speaker’ 
work is not immune to overlooking the performative function of language and to 
undermine speakers’ socialization trajectories. However, by placing the speaker 
at the centre of attention, ‘new speaker’ research is well situated to bring ELP 
work closer to linguistic‑anthropological tenets, as Pérez‑Milans suggests. Pro‑
ceeding in such a way can indeed help uncover deeper level issues of linguistic 
and economic inequalities, a goal that deserves being pursued however difficult 
(theoretical and methodological) the challenges ahead may be.

While putting the speaker at central stage is most certainly a valuable goal as 
such, care needs to be taken to not only focus on speakers’ performances and/or the 
way in which they interpret, appropriate or resist top‑down language policies. Atten‑
tion also needs to be given to the influence that policy interpretations and appropria‑
tions at the ground level have on the shape of the institutional arrangements. Until 
now, it seems that attention has above all been given in ELP as well as in ‘new 
speaker’ research to the way in which official language policies have been inter‑
preted, appropriated or resisted at the lower levels, yet not so much on the way in 
which the interpretation, appropriation or resistance of official language policy ini‑
tiatives makes its way to and/or is itself perceived and dealt with at the higher levels 
of the top‑down continuum. While we certainly do agree with the point of view that 
‘top‑down’ and ‘bottom‑up’ are relative concepts in LPP and that focussing only at 
the top or the bottom does not help to shed light on the complexity of the various 
LPP layers (Johnson 2013: 108), we do think that one way of highlighting that very 
complexity could be to approach the ‘top’ and the ‘bottom’ not as parts of a clear‑
cut dichotomy but as parts of a continuum, and to navigate the top‑down‑continuum 
in both directions in a systematic way. Navigating the top‑down‑bottom‑up contin‑
uum—most certainly when linked to a well‑contextualized study of the discursive 
practices of the many actors involved in the process—will allow for a better under‑
standing of the actual interaction between the multiple policy layers. It might not 
only help to shed light on ideas and beliefs about language (and language use) but 
also about the practical constraints that influence official language policies. Such an 
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exercise comes closer to scanning (rather than peeling) the LPP onion which allows 
for a more ‘holistic’ look at the intersections between the layers and the multidirec‑
tional flow of discourses between different policy levels and the multiple actors that 
inhabit and sometimes circulate between the different policy levels and at times per‑
form different roles at different stages of the entire policy process.

Concluding remarks

Regardless of the context, language policy issues often lead to power struggles, 
played out in the implicit or explicit negotiation of what linguistic resources and 
practices are valorized by whom and under which conditions. For example, in 
autochthonous language minority contexts, one of the side effects of officially for‑
mulated policies that has been observed across different cases in Europe is the fact 
that a (central) part of the language revitalization agendas of some key stakeholders 
involves the active incorporation of non‑traditional speakers of the language, who 
may lay claims to ownership of the language and be in search of equally legitimate 
voices within the community of speakers (e.g. O’Rourke and Ramallo 2015). Fur‑
thering this line of inquiry, we detect a need to continue examining a range of differ‑
ent contexts with a specific focus on how language policy matters are dealt with by 
different actors at different LPP levels, i.e. by speakers ‘on the ground’ as well as by 
language policy and planning officers and other agents in managerial positions. In 
order to address and capture the complex interaction of multiple layers of society in 
the co‑construction of language policy frameworks it might be useful to follow Hal‑
onen and collaborators’ (2015: 3) take on language policy, noting that “politics and 
policies are essentially multi‑sited by nature, taking place, being constructed, con‑
tested and reproduced on different horizontally and vertically linked levels simulta‑
neously and in different times and places”. An ethnographic approach to LPP issues 
seems to be well suited to the task at hand, especially if, as Pérez‑Milans (2018) 
rightly notes, careful attention is paid to the performative function of language, at 
speakers’ socialization trajectories, and at the struggle for access and control over 
key language resources at the different levels of the policy process.
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