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Against the backdrop of global mobilities—the unprecedented circulation of people 
and socio-cultural practices—this special issue of Language Policy centers on the 
latest conditions of language policy, planning and practices taking place in diverse 
‘blue-collar’ workplaces around the world as a result of postmodern economies that 
have witnessed an expansion of precarious working conditions (Standing 2011; 
Serwe in press). Currently, we are residing in what Elliott and Urry have termed ‘the 
golden age of mobility’ where “massive social changes are implicated in the ever-
increasing movement of people, things, capital, information and ideas around the 
globe” (2010: ix). Within this context, language as a resource—whether symbolic, 
interactional, material or ideological—flows, changes and is used by specific and 
often very powerful social agents to manage individuals in their daily workplaces. 
Historically oriented scholars may advocate that what we are experiencing today 
in terms of globalizing forces and transnational migration is nothing new (Kellner 
2002). The perspective taken in this issue is that while globalization and transna-
tional interdependencies (Vertovec 2009) are not new, they have and continue to 
affect the rise of a new globalized economy and thus a ‘new’, international divi-
sion of labor (Lutz 2011), which, among other corollaries, affects how socio-cultural 
practices, one of which is language, is being utilized, conceptualized, practiced and 
managed in innovative and different ways by both employers and employees in vari-
ous workplace contexts globally.

Adopting a transformationalist perspective of globalization means acknowledging 
that we live in an already globalized world where national boundaries are becom-
ing more permeable (Coupland 2013) based on particular interests of certain nation-
states. This means that we are faced with not necessarily new challenges, but varying 
degrees, speeds, and shifts of existing social processes connected to different politi-
cal, economic, and cultural systems. Two of these processes pertain to individuals’ 
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increased mobility for economic reasons and the massive shift of tertiary work being 
dispersed on the global level, where workers’ language skills and their ostensible 
commodification have been regarded as a central tool of the new global economy 
(Cameron 2000, 2005; Heller 2003, 2010; Duchêne 2009; Urciuoli and LaDousa 
2013; Muth and Del Percio 2018; among others). Much of this work has been influ-
enced by the dominant neoliberal narrative of commodification which marketizes 
everything (Holborow 2018: 58) and has coopted just about everyone (Pennycook in 
press). This line of argumentation has not gone unquestioned especially by scholars 
exploring the political economy of language through a Marxist or quasi-Marxist per-
spective (Holborow 2015, 2018; Block 2018).

Recent trends and future directions within the field of language policy that are 
concerned with both ontological and epistemological elements (Pérez-Milans and 
Tollefson 2018: 728) such as the saliency of employing critical approaches, ethnogra-
phy and addressing ethical issues in contemporary LPP through researchers’ reflexiv-
ity are addressed in this special issue. Indeed, different ways of thinking about and 
tackling research on language and work are approached through distinct epistemolog-
ical lenses acquired through researchers’ own disciplinary training, beliefs systems 
and ideological biases together with the sociohistorical structures and context that 
shape each study’s setting. While the pairing of language and work as a phenomenon 
to be studied isn’t really all that new (Boutet 2012; Hiss 2017), theories of economic 
and labor-market developments continue to transform. For example, the hegemonic 
discourses regarding the shift from Fordism to post-Fordism has been somewhat 
abandoned over the last decades and exchanged for a different narrative, which under-
scores creative industries, the ‘new’ knowledge economy, and ‘new’ capitalism along 
with it, within different schools of thought (i.e. transformationalist, autonomist). For 
McDowell and Dyson (2011), both of these schools neglect so-called ‘reproductive’ 
employment and affective labor, many of which fall into the category of blue-col-
lar work (See Gonçalves and Schluter 2017; Gonçalves and Kelly-Holmes in press), 
which bears remnants of the ‘old’ economy in the era of industrial production.

The term ‘blue-collar’ is a ‘fuzzy’ and problematic category (Arnold and Bon-
giovi 2013), but is used here to understand working-class labor that is by definition 
temporary, low status and incorporates some type of physical labor based on paid 
hourly wages (Lederer 1979). According to Wickman (2012), referring to workers 
by the colors of their collars dates back to the 1800s in the US, but this type of labe-
ling in order to discriminate by occupation, social status and class came into effect 
in the early  20th century. In fact, talking about workers by the colors of their collars, 
whether white or blue, dates back to the early twentieth century in the US, where the 
term “blue collar” was propagated in 1930 and first used in the New York Times in 
1945. Following the second World War, both “white collar” and “blue collar” were 
popularized and disseminated throughout the US and eventually beyond, followed 
by occupational terms including pink, green and gold collar work, and most recently, 
no-collar work.1 There is no arguing that the repute and use of the term ‘blue-collar’ 

1 ‘Pink-collar’ work has largely been attributed to administrative and secretarial work that is highly 
feminine-gendered. The term ‘green-collar’ worker resulted from the environmental movement and 
used to depict individuals working in areas of conservation and sustainability. The term ‘gold-collar’ 
worker emerged in the 1980s to refer to high status professions including engineering, medicine, law and 
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has increased in recent years due to its association and frequent mention within the 
context of US politics especially as it pertains to Donald Trump’s former and cur-
rent political campaign agenda in forging coalitions and targeting the Mid-West and 
so-called “blue-collar regions” of the United States, well known for their manufac-
turing industries (Douthat 2018; Trip 2019).

Historically, blue-collar work has been and continues to be regarded as ‘unskilled’ 
(although cf. Vigouroux 2017 for a counter-argument on skills) and has tradition-
ally not been the focus of scholars researching language and the workplace (Holmes 
2012). While working-class speech has received considerable attention as a sociolin-
guistic category, looking at the actual language work that blue-collar workers do has 
and continues to be underrepresented within sociolinguistic studies. Early studies of 
language in the workplace focused on institutional discourse conducted in primar-
ily monolingual and predominately white-collar workplaces (cf. Atkinson and Drew 
1979; Gumperz and Cook-Gumperz 1982; Heritage 1985). More recent investiga-
tions into language practices within the workplace context have expanded to include 
multilingual worksites, but they too have favored white-collar workplaces (Coleman 
1989; Clyne 1994; Drew and Sorjonen 1997; Evans and Green 2001; Hill and Zyl 
2002; Koester 2006; Holmes 2007; Ehrenreich 2009; Pullin Stark 2009; Forey and 
Lockwood 2010; Kelly-Holmes and Mautner 2010; Holmes et  al. 2012; Angouri 
2014; Schnurr and Zayts 2017; Vine 2018; Thurlow 2020).

There are indeed several studies to date that focus on multilingual, blue-collar 
worksites: Goldstein’s (1997) study of Portuguese women factory workers in Can-
ada; Sunaoshi’s (2005) study of workplace interactions and negotiations between 
American and Japanese workers in car-manufacturing companies; Barrett’s (2006) 
work on the added advantages of Spanish language proficiency among employees in 
a Mexican restaurant in the U.S.; Nekvapil and Nekula’s (2008) study of language 
management in a subsidiary of the Siemens VDO Automotive Corporation; Duch-
êne’s (2009) study of multilingualism practices among migrant airport staff workers 
in Switzerland; Schluter’s (2014) work on the hidden nature of Kurdish language 
use among Kurdish migrant workers in Istanbul eating establishments; Piller and 
Lising’s (2014) study of language learning and use among temporary meat work-
ers in Australia; Gonçalves’s (2015) study of English use among domestic workers 
in the U.S.; Strömmer’s (2016) study of cleaning personnel in Finland; Schneider’s 
(2018) study of language choice and language ideologies among workers in the lob-
ster and fishing industries in Belize; as well as the contributions in Gonçalves and 
Kelly-Holmes (in press). But not all of the studies listed above address language 
policy explicitly. Yet, issues surrounding language policy “arise every day and eve-
rywhere” (Hornberger 2015: 9) including workplace settings, a relatively new area 
of inquiry in mainstream language policy studies (Duchêne and Heller 2012; Gon-
çalves and Kelly-Holmes in press). The investigation of blue-collar workplaces, in 

finance. The most recent term known as a ‘no-collar’ worker refers to professionals involved in the tech-
industry “who eschew collars altogether” (Wickman 2012).

Footnote 1 (continued)
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contrast to white-collar workplaces, emphasizes the informal process through which 
covert language policies within different multilingual settings take shape and are 
discursively legitimized by particular actors, organizations and institutions (Duch-
êne et al. 2013; Gonçalves and Schluter 2017).

In his calls for broadening the domains in which sociolinguists work, Spolsky 
(2009, 2018) has consistently advocated for a wider recognition of where language 
policy takes place naming workplaces as a salient albeit under-represented domain. 
In addition, he has urged scholars to investigate both implicit and so-called ‘hidden 
policies’ (Shohamy 2006) in addition to explicit ones. Investigating language pol-
icy within workplace settings has been influenced by language management theory 
(Jernudd and Neustupný 1987), where the focal point has been on “the identifica-
tion of language problems by everyday speakers in the course of communication” 
(Nekvapil 2007) rather than starting at the “assumed manager’s attempt to modify 
language practices (or beliefs) of others (Spolsky 2009: 11). Continued interest in 
the ways in which decisions are made to highlight different forms of social regu-
lation, economic productivity and the role of language within these processes and 
interactional spaces of production and distribution have contributed and continue to 
contribute to a growing body of work where language practices, beliefs and manage-
ment have been scrutinized at different levels and scales by different social actors, 
but more work is required.

Inquiries about existing language hierarchies needed for political, educational and 
social purposes where language policies and language practices (shaped by specific 
language ideologies usually at the state level) are almost always incompatible with 
one another and raise a number of intriguing questions about the somewhat ephem-
eral understanding of language practices within different sociolinguistic approaches 
(see Pennycook 2017 for an overview). In line with a “critical-constructivist socio-
linguistics”, the papers in this special issue explore and understand language as a 
“social practice with speakers drawing on all kinds of linguistic resources for their 
own purposes” (Bell 2013: 9), which include specific communicative practices, rep-
ertoires, “bits of language” (Blommaert 2010) as well as and often in conjunction 
with other semiotic means and artifacts (Gonçalves this volume, Theodoropoulou, 
this volume). In these ways, they are aligned with the recent paradigm shift in socio-
linguistics, where the deployment of semiotic resources, one of which is language, 
allows for a fuller understanding of language practices in different contexts that are 
characterized by multiple mobilities and space–time compression at a specific his-
torical moment.

A close look at the language practices of workers themselves also resonates with 
Holborow’s (2018: 65) recent call to approach ‘language work’ “through the lived 
experience of the workers, rather than through the prism of management-speak or as 
a passive object of research”. This raises the important point that blue-collar work-
places are rarely ever just blue-collar, but are found at the intersection of labor mar-
ket changes that encompass a range of different types of workers (white, pink, blue, 
etc.) and thus various individual and collective competencies and their inherent val-
ues. These competencies may be cultural, symbolic, and/or material and required 
for the creation, production, and distribution of resources and the ways in which 
these get organized, regulated and deployed. But forms of labor, whether mental or 



331

1 3

Managing people with language: language policy, planning…

manual “is a multi-skilled whole, involving a range of human capacities which are 
all put in motion at the same time” (Holborow 2018: 61). As such, it makes little 
sense to separate the mental from the manual or the linguistic from the non-linguis-
tic activities since they are intricately intertwined despite some scholars’ convic-
tion that language work in late capitalism has replaced the often strenuous, physical 
labor of the past. It hasn’t, at least not for all occupations. In fact, the productiv-
ity of physical labor continues to be pervasive in contemporary society compelling 
us to acknowledge that blue-collar employees are also legitimate language workers 
despite their underrepresentation in language and workplace studies (Holmes 2012; 
Gonçalves and Schluter 2017; Lønsmann and Kraft 2018; Gonçalves and Kelly-Hol-
mes in press).

The dearth of scholarly work focusing on language and blue-collar workers may 
be due to the methodological challenges (Holmes 2012) it represents for researchers, 
researchers’ own bourgeois networks and agendas (Thurlow 2020), or the fact that 
many of these workers perform their jobs backstage (Goffman 1959) and therefore 
are not always readily visible and thus easily forgotten, left behind and excluded 
from academic scrutiny. The English proverb out of sight, out of mind comes to 
mind here referring to the ways in which people can easily lose touch with their 
surroundings, responsibilities and obligations if and when they do not necessarily 
demand our immediate attention. But this has epistemological repercussions when 
so much of the focus of language policy studies has been and continues to be located 
within educational contexts and settings.

According to Holmes, the lack of research in blue-collar worksites can be attrib-
uted to noise, dirt and discomfort. While these characteristics may not describe 
many blue-collar workplaces today, gaining access, trust concerns and the common 
currency of a shared language between participants and researchers are methodo-
logical hurdles that should not be underestimated. Indeed, many scholars might con-
sider these challenges as common sense, but there seems to be some ideological 
work that requires some rendering in all of this. Let’s begin with noise. Despite the 
noisy environments many of these workplaces present, research has still been suc-
cessfully carried out, much of it from a (critical) ethnographic perspective such as 
in factories (Goldstein 1997; Piller and Lising 2014), car manufacturing companies 
(Sunaoshi 2005) airports (Duchêne 2009); construction sites (Kraft 2020; Theodo-
ropoulou, this volume) and restaurants (Barrett 2006; Schluter 2014; Pennycook 
and Otsuji 2015; Gonçalves, this volume) to name but a few. While dirt inevitably 
arises in one form or another from these (and other) spaces of material creation, 
production and consumption, I must admit that I continue to struggle with the notion 
of discomfort because I wonder who exactly is discomfited? The participants, the 
researchers or both? As scholars of language policy and social scientists in general, 
a major concern is to give back to the communities and groups of people we study. 
Within the field of sociolinguistics, this has been termed by Cameron et al. (1992) as 
‘empowerment research’ and by Wolfram (1993) as ‘linguistic gratuity’. But how are 
we expected to give back when we are often consumed by our very own elitist work 
pursuits and performance measures within our neoliberal institutions (Gonçalves 
2019)? As academics tucked away in our ivory towers we are often critiqued and 
criticized for fulfilling our own intellectual interests that are sharply severed from 
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both the realities and practical concerns of daily life (Stockdill and Danico 2012, 
although see Ladegaard and Phipps’ (2020) recent call for social activism within 
intercultural research). The sociolinguistic realities of blue-collar workers and the 
practical concerns of their daily lives, including precarious working conditions and 
tenuous migration status compounded by their attempts to learn language (Holmes 
et al., this volume), speak language, or even hide language use (Schluter, this vol-
ume) are themes explored in this volume.

For Schneider (2016), one reason why scholarship on lower-class individuals has 
been neglected has to do with academic orientations to formal education strategies 
and the ‘ultimate goal of guiding students to attain norm-oriented linguistic skills’ 
(2016: 4). The ramifications of not taking account of individuals’ experiences who 
do not have formal higher-education (or whose education is not recognized), lack 
access and thus cannot afford language courses (both time and money-wise) are aca-
demically skewed and epistemologically biased. By not accounting for the ways in 
which these individuals acquire, learn or do not learn another language (especially 
the host language in question, Sherman and Homoláč, this volume) outside of tra-
ditional formal classroom settings, we are not only doing a disservice to less privi-
leged and ‘non-elite’ society members, but to the fields of sociolinguistics and lan-
guage policy more generally.

Blue-collar workplaces often consist of individuals who are located at the lower-
end of the socio-economic scale and are largely comprised of migrant workers, who, 
in addition to traditional causes of migration such as economic collapse natural dis-
aster, war and transformations of socio-political systems (cf. Lutz 2011), migrate 
due to a lack of viable employment options in their own home countries (which are 
often less developed nation-states) making foreign salaries the one and only cred-
ible source of income (Gonçalves and Schluter 2020). Questions of mobility and 
non-mobility of individuals are often assisted or blocked through bi-lateral agree-
ments of both sending and receiving nation-states (Theodoropoulou, this volume) 
where countries rely on institutionalized, national policies and programs, which 
increase the scope of a state’s political, economic and social bureaucracy to include 
or exclude migrants in highly regulated manners (Goldring 2002: 64).

According to the World Economic Forum (2020), there are approximately 272 
million international migrants. These numbers make up roughly 3.5% of the world’s 
population, and prior to the COVID 19 pandemic, these numbers were expected to 
grow, although the rate of this is difficult to predict given that international migra-
tion parallels economic crises, geopolitical tensions and conflicts, and stark instabil-
ity. A glance at any online or offline media outlet confirms the volatility and griev-
ance that dictate and navigate the ways in which many nation-states are dealing with 
issues where socio-cultural and political disarray remain at the forefront and largely 
determined by political-economic interests of primarily rich countries, corpora-
tions and individuals. We must therefore also ask ourselves about individuals who 
serve and are simultaneously burdened by such elite pursuits who are located at the 
opposite end of the socio-economic scale and how these decisions and policies from 
local to global affect their feeble migration statuses, mobility, work opportunities 
and overall life chances. Given current socio-political factors that have given rise to 
an “emergent class of itinerant, impoverished and insecure laborers” (Pennycook, in 
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press), it is perhaps no surprise that such migration status is increasingly common 
and where employment status and citizenship rights of such individuals are most 
affected in times of economic crisis and instability (Hirsch and Naquin 2001).2 A 
‘disorderly Brexit’ in the UK is a case in point, which could experience an estimated 
22 billion pound loss in economic output due to expected staff shortages in manual 
and elementary services, where changes in immigration policies have been proposed 
(Malik 2019). This year, for example, Britain has announced the closing of its bor-
ders to unskilled workers and those who cannot speak English in an effort to revamp 
immigration laws, ending an era of cheap labor within the European Union in facto-
ries, warehouses, hotels and restaurants with plans to implement an Australian-style 
points system for individuals wanting to remain in Britain (O’Caroll et  al. 2020). 
This is a clear case of language policy in the making. While such measures are dras-
tic and have been met with criticism from employers and industry leaders alike, the 
resulting immigration bill is expected to pass through parliament.

This is just one recent and extreme example that highlights the interlocking com-
plexity of socio-political and economic changes and instability that extend beyond 
supranational levels and where the restructuring of segmented labor markets,  and 
where the current flow of migrants—who are also often multilingual speakers—will 
be significantly affected. Insisting on a certain level of English for unskilled workers 
shows how language is weaponized in such processes and policies. In fact, the stakes 
are high for both employers and employees making Pennycook’s (in press) recent 
appeal for investigating the mechanisms through which language and labor operate 
collectively apt at this precise historical moment. The articles presented in this spe-
cial issue highlight the ways in which managing workers (linguistically, semiotically 
and corporeally) gets done through both overt and covert language policies provid-
ing insight into the asymmetrical power relations within different communities of 
practice in a range of global workplace contexts such as restaurants, hotel kitchens, 
and construction sites to name but a few. The geographical coverage of these papers 
ranges from the North Atlantic archipelago of the Faroe Islands (Holmes et al.), to 
a small alpine village in Austria (Gonçalves) and extends to major urban hubs and 
capitals including Prague (Sherman and Homoláč), Istanbul (Schluter) and Doha 
(Theodoropoulou) and account for the ways in which language policies and people 
are managed in fluctuating centers and peripheries. In these ways, the papers pre-
sented here also simultaneously respond to the pressing crisis of both capitalism and 
democracy we are currently experiencing (Pérez-Milans and Tollefson 2018).

The contributions in this special issue are concerned with examining questions 
of language choice, language ideologies (Ricento 2000) and language policies, their 
connections to (and linguistic consequences of) particular economic arrangements 
and the ensuing opportunities (or lack thereof) that influence individuals’ everyday 
lives (Shohamy 2006). Drawing on different theoretical frameworks and methodo-
logical approaches, the papers in this volume not only address issues of language 

2 Unpredictability and economic instability is what we are all currently experiencing with the COVID-
19 global pandemic but blue-collar workers in particular are suffering the most as many of them have lost 
their jobs overnight, may not have health insurance or guaranteed paid sick leave.
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practices within diverse workplace settings but also how both overt and covert lan-
guage policies affect and are shaped by individuals’ positions of class, race, ethnic-
ity and gender within the political economy and address the following questions:

How do different political structures and transnational relations between institu-
tions including labor markets affect the movement of blue-collar (and often migrant) 
workers globally? How is communication achieved between employers and employ-
ees from different socio-economic and socio-cultural backgrounds within diverse 
transnational fields? How is communication and how are specific language policies 
and practices in these workplaces being shaped by broader socio-political and eco-
nomic forces of states at the national, regional and local levels? How do such pro-
cesses account for the present-day challenges and social inequality faced by blue-
collar workers’ language resources and ensuing practices?

The investigation of discourse produced by employers and employees as well as 
the discourses surrounding language policy (Hult 2010) and planning at specific 
worksites allows us to reveal the complex structural dynamics at play on a micro-
level, which are often (but not always) reflected in and constrained by macro level 
operations, which is a primary goal of this thematic issue. A secondary goal of this 
issue, therefore, entails interpretation of the micro-level findings with respect to the 
macro-level setting. A third goal of this issue aims to address methodological chal-
lenges of LPP (Ricento 2000; Hult and Johnson 2015) and their connections to the 
theoretical understanding of language policy in domains and sites that are currently 
underrepresented (García and Kelly-Holmes 2016: 2) within the field.

This work adds to existing literature on language policy by thinking ‘outside the 
box’ (García and Kelly-Holmes 2016: 2) by drawing attention to the ways in which 
language is being managed at different levels (ranging from the local to the global) 
and how such policies and ensuing practices perpetuate social inequality within 
workplace settings across various transnational, majority-language and minority-
speaking contexts (Wright 2004). Indeed, the contributions in this special issue 
acknowledge that language management, language choices and linguistic issues are 
never autonomous but the response to “social, political, economic, religious, ideo-
logical, emotional context in which human life goes” (Spolsky 2009: 9) where lan-
guage differences “account for only a tiny part of prejudice, injustice and suffering 
(ibid.).
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