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Περίληψη

Αν και η μετανάστευση δεν αποτελεί ένα νέο φαινό-
μενο στην ιστορία του κόσμου, στη σύγχρονη εκδοχή 
του, αυτή της «νέας» μετανάστευσης, συνδέεται με 
την πρόοδο στην επικοινωνία και την τεχνολογία 
της πληροφορίας. Στο πλαίσιο αυτό, η παγκοσμιο-
ποίηση θεωρείται κοινωνιογλωσσικό θέμα, καθώς η 
κινητικότητα των ανθρώπων περιλαμβάνει επίσης 
την κινητικότητα των γλωσσικών και κοινωνικο-
γλωσσικών πόρων.

Αυτό το άρθρο παρουσιάζει θεωρητικά δεδομένα που διευκρινίζουν την αλλη-
λεπίδραση γλώσσας και μετανάστευσης, προκειμένου να απαντηθεί το ερευνητικό 
ερώτημα σχετικά με το πώς το πλαίσιο της «νέας» μετανάστευσης καθορίζει τις 
παραμέτρους που διαμορφώνουν τα πρότυπα χρήσης της γλώσσας του ατόμου. 
Χρησιμοποιώντας τη μεθοδολογία μιας θεματικής βιβλιογραφικής επισκόπη-
σης, στοχεύει στην παροχή σημαντικών πληροφοριών που θα βοηθήσουν τους 
φοιτητές και τους ερευνητές στη διαμόρφωση του θεωρητικού και αναλυτικού 
πλαισίου των ερευνών τους.
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Abstract

Although migration is an old phenomenon in the 
history of the world, in its contemporary version, 
that of new migration, it is associated with advances 
in communications and information technology. 
Under this scope, globalization is viewed as a 
sociolinguistic subject matter, since the mobility 
of people also involves the mobility of linguistic 
and sociolinguistic resources.

This article presents literature findings that elucidate the relationship 
between language and migration in order to respond to the research question 
on how the context of new migration sets the parameters that shape the 
individual’s patterns of language use. Using the methodology of a thematic 
literature review, it aims to provide significant insights that may assist students 
and researchers in the formation of the theoretical and analytical framework 
of their investigations.

1. Introduction

The rising number of migrants and the continuous change of society into a 
more and more multilingual context, have led scholars to the study of the 
phenomenon of language contact: a metaphor implying contact between 
bilingual or multilingual speakers (Matras, 2009). According to Kerswill (2006), 
migration is an extra-linguistic factor that results to externally-motivated 
language change. Furthermore, Matras (2009) views language contact as the 
result of innovations in the multilingual speaker’s speech and the strategies 
he employs in order to respond to social norms and expectations imposed by 
a multilingual setting, while also making the most of his linguistic repertoire.

This article presents theoretical findings with regard to the sociolinguistic 
aspect of migration. Applying an integrative approach, it adopts the thematic 
review methodology to synthesize representative literature on the topic of 
how language and migration are interrelated, in a way that allows for new 
frameworks and perspectives to be generated. 
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2. The concept of “new” migration

In the 1950s, large-scale, long-distance migration of unskilled labour migrants 
was initiated in the pattern of chain migration with people following the 
first immigrants to the new country. However, in its most recent aspect, the 
phenomenon of migration is increasingly changing into a temporary or circular 
form (Vertovec, 2007). Triggered by either the intrinsic instinct to human 
nature or wars, colonialism, natural disasters and economical reasons, these 
movements of population have contributed to the creation of an increasingly 
globalized world.

Forms of new migration often follow a circular pattern with frequent 
contact with the home country through development of technology regarding 
communication and transportation: “The concepts of time and space have been 
altered forever, with inevitable consequences for the basic unit of communication 
– the language” (Mar-Molinero, 2010: 169). As migrants move from one country 
to another, they bring along their diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds 
(Blommaert & Backus, 2011). Therefore, in the 1990s the nature, structure 
and profile of migration changed due to several variables that affect the 
migrants’ lives. Accelerated globalization has led to an increase as well as to 
an alteration of the concept of diversity in its linguistic, social and cultural 
aspect (Blommaert & Rampton, 2011). Viewed not only in terms of ethnicity 
but in a multidimentional perspective, diversity becomes “super-diversity”, 
a term that implies the interplay of the variables that have an effect on the 
migrants’ lives (Vertovec, 2007). Communities with extreme linguistic diversity 
are formed, with combinations of lingua francas and fragmented migrant 
minorities’ languages, resulting to complex, multilingual repertoires that reflect 
the “fragmented and highly diverse life-trajectories and environments of such 
people” (Blommaert, 2010: 7).

3. Globalization and migration in the 21st century

In his seminal text, Appadurai (1996) analyzes globalization through its cultural 
dimension, describing it as “the global culture of the hyperreal” (Appadurai, 
1996: 29). Referring to media imperialism, the author considers global cultural 
exchanges not just as Americanization of the world but as a “much subtler 
play of indigenous trajectories of desire and fear with global flow of people and 
things” (Appadurai, 1996: 29) that include irony; global cultural exchanges are 
seen as cultural imaginaries that originate from a specific context of referential 
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world and are reproduced by people whose lives are not in complete synchrony 
with this world, but rather live an imagined culture. Appadurai concedes that 
migration and media are basic features of the global world and that they 
produce different cultural spheres in different countries. In addition, migration 
and the media are interconnected, they create irregularities and have a shared 
impact on imagination “as a social practice” (Appadurai, 1996: 31). 

Expanding this analysis further and focusing on the implications of 
globalization, Pennycook (2010, 2007) also considers globalization not only 
in terms of economic relations but also in terms of social, cultural and political 
relations. The author argues against the approach of cultural and linguistic 
imperialism; an approach that is closely related to the concept of globalization 
when it is viewed through the world system theory. According to Pennycook, 
this is a limited view of globalization that fails “to grasp the current modes of 
power” (2007: 28). Global culture is viewed by Pennycook as circles of flow, an 
expression that he uses to refer to the “large networks in which highly diverse 
forms circulate and are exchanged, and which can overlap and blend together” 
(Blommaert, 2010: 19). Although Pennycook does not ignore the detrimental 
effects of globalization in general, he is interested in its cultural implications 
and in how cultural norms spread and change in cultural and linguistic flows 
as “part of a reorganization of the local” (Pennycook, 2007: 7) instead of just 
as processes of homogenization. Following Appadurai (1996), Pennycook 
agrees that globalization does not just entail cultural homogenization, but 
it rather constitutes a “deeply historical uneven and even localizing process” 
(Appadurai, 1996: 11). 

Pennycook (2010) points out that although globalization is related to global 
inequalities regarding poverty, health and education, it would be a very limited 
view to consider it as synonymous to these inequalities or as simply reflecting 
them. Globalization is therefore represented as “a tremendously complex web 
of villages, towns, neighbourhoods, settlements connected by material and 
symbolic ties in often unpredictable ways” (Blommaert, 2010: 1). Blommaert 
characterizes the current globalization phase as geocultural; an outcome of 
“the emergence of new communication technologies, increasing and intensified 
global capitalist processes of accumulation and division of labor, increased and 
intensified global inequalities resulting in new migration flows” (Blommaert, 
2010: 14). Blommaert focuses on the concept of power that is involved in 
real-world dynamics of globalization, a topic that is relevant to the domain 
of migration. In the world system theory, globalization involves an overall 
division of labour that is based on inequality between poor and rich states. 
Blommaert’s argument is based on the fact that inequality is the main product 
of power; a power that categorizes people in modern societies. According to 
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the author, language is a “core ingredient of the mechanisms of state power in 
the field of migration” (Blommaert, 2010: 154). It constitutes a domain where 
the effects of state power are becoming stronger under globalization processes 
“that perpetuate old forms of linguistic inequality and create new forms in 
their stride” (Blommaert, 2010: 154). Globalization offers opportunities to people 
who can expand their resources to different spaces, but is constraining for 
those who lack such resources because the emphasis of contemporary social 
realities falls upon old and new patterns of inequality making language an 
obstacle for some. Blommaert warns that globalization has winners and losers, 
a top and a bottom and, of course, centers and peripheries. A large number of 
people have no access to the new communication technologies that enhance the 
globalization processes, whereas the elites in their countries are in a position 
to pursue the power and opportunities that in their turn will affect the lives of 
those people who remain un-globalized. On the other hand, immigrants from 
poor countries into richer societies, not only have changed the urban centers 
but have caused reactions such as those expressed through racist or fascist 
groups and also “generated a heightened awareness of politicized identities, of 
ethnolinguistic nationalism and of national chauvinism” (Blommaert, 2010: 3). 
Furthermore, the core of multilingualism has also changed and new markets 
for linguistic and communicative resources have emerged where linguistic 
resources may be found to have high or low value in the globalized society. 

4. Linguistic aspects of migration

If one examines the sociolinguistic impact of contact-induced change in a 
migration context, they would realize how change affects the society of origin, 
the host society and the individual (Kerswill, 2006). The immigrant populations 
become economically active, forming ethnolinguistic minorities that interact 
with the host society. Sociolinguistic phenomena that stem from contact-
induced change can be found in the history of migration such as pidginization, 
creolisation, koineisation and language islands. Another possible outcome of 
language contact is the phenomenon of language shift when, triggered by 
causes such as migration, industrialization and economic change (Clyne, 2003), 
a social group abandons the language of the country of origin through time, 
to replace it with the language of the mainstream, host society; a possible 
repercussion of the way globalization affects language with local languages 
replaced by global ones (Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 2010). The reasons 
for such outcomes vary. In brief, Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson (2010: 78) 
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elucidate these reasons as follows: “Formal education and media in dominant 
languages are the most important direct factors behind the macroeconomic, 
techno-military, social and political causes of linguistic genocide”.

Discussing how languages function in an uneven world and how they 
relate to global inequalities, Pennycook (2010) remarks that technology and 
communication advance creates “complex flows of people, signs and sounds 
images across multiple borders in multiple directions” (Pennycook, 2007: 
25); flows that are complex and diverse: languages and cultures are mixed; 
“new mixtures arrive in new places and remix once again as they become 
relocalized” (Pennycook, 2007: 122). Mixing, borrowing and shifting –not only 
of languages but also of ideas– emerge from these flows. The language choices 
that the individual makes in this globalized world, become part of the local 
conditions such as economy, language policies and ideologies. Pennycook (2010) 
discusses the issue of homogenization of culture through the use of global 
English, drawing attention not just on how it replaces other languages, but 
mainly on the measures that are taken to oppose it. He urges us to rethink our 
grasp of the concepts such as language, language spread, “native” speakers or 
multilingualism concluding that “indeed, globalization requires us to consider 
whether we should continue to think of languages as separate, distinguishable, 
countable entities” (Pennycook, 2010: 115). 

Therefore, we need to consider what the notion of language means in 
particular contexts as “no-one knows all of a language. That counts for our so-
called mother tongues and, of course, also for the other ‘languages’ we acquire 
in our life time. Native speakers are not perfect speakers” (Blommaert, 2010: 
103). Blommaert explains how some parts of our multilingual repertoires may be 
at a basic level and others may develop more. For instance, immigrant parents 
speak to their children in a language they can understand but may never learn 
to speak as it constitutes part of their repertoire but only in a receptive form. 
On the other hand, immigrant children tend to be much better in speaking 
the language of the host society. All these phenomena are closely related to 
the trans-local aspect of language according to which language follows people 
across space and time as “language is not just a tool for the construction of 
locality, it is also a tool for mobility” (Blommaert & Dong, 2010: 382). Individual’s 
repertoires are the result of “polycentric learning experiences” (Blommaert & 
Backus, 2011: 15). Patterns of language learning follow the individual’s biography 
since speech practices and communication resources depend largely on his 
various stages of life. The ways the individual learns a language, ways that 
can be both formal and informal, are the outcomes of a variety of linguistic 
and sociolinguistic resources. Therefore, different modes of learning result in 
different levels of competence and repertoires are combinations of resources 
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that, however unevenly they may be distributed, they have specific functions 
that reveal the individual’s modes of learning through time and place. 

5. Societal integration and language

Research has identified a strong relationship between language and integration 
of immigrants in the host country. The multiple functions of language make 
it a crucial tool for individual and societal integration that allows access to 
communication, education and to the labour market (Esser, 2006). There are 
four types of societal integration: marginality, ethnic segmentation, assimilation 
and multiple inclusion. In the case of marginality, the individual faces exclusion 
from both the host society and the ethnic group, whereas ethnic segmentation 
implies inclusion in the ethnic group only (Esser, 2006). Assimilation implies 
inclusion in the host society only, while multiple inclusion implies inclusion 
in both systems. The aim of integration through assimilation is the cultural 
homogeneity of society; on the other hand, multiculturalism aims at a pluralist 
society with the promotion of cultural diversity (Extra & Verhoeven, 1999). 

An innovative view on integration has been established by Blommaert (2010) 
who finds that, in the context of new migration “the presuppositions of common 
integration policies –that we know who the immigrants are, and that they have 
a shared language and culture– can no longer be upheld’’ (Blommaert, 2010: 
7). Spatial organization is not just local and real but also translocal and virtual 
and affects the immigrants’ patterns of language use. Nevertheless, what is 
considered as normal is defined by the homogenizing mechanism according 
to which the norms of the “centre’’ are supposed to be the valid ones and 
guarantee social mobility and success. Failing to comply with these norms is 
considered by the host society as abnormality and marginality. Education plays 
a role in this as a system aiming at cultural and social reproduction. Yet, these 
homogenizing approaches to differences lead to an unequal society, ignoring or 
underestimating the local dynamics in parts of the system. Marginality does 
not necessarily imply failure to meet specific norms but rather the production 
of different but related norms.

Research on immigrant policy development (Berry, 2001) has found that 
integration is the most positive individual and group acculturation strategy and 
multiculturalism the most positive public policy in order to avoid intergroup 
conflict, acculturative stress and achieve mutual accommodation and positive 
adaptation. For integration to be successful, the receiving society should 
be multicultural, accepting cultural diversity and eager to adapt national 
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institutions that “meet the needs of all groups now living together in the 
larger plural society” (Berry, 2001: 619). On the other hand, it is important 
that immigrants adopt the basic values of the receiving society. However, as 
Brizić (2006) remarks, educational and linguistic success in the host society is 
not only an outcome of linguistic assimilation, since factors such as a positive 
attitude towards both languages as well as towards both societies involved 
play a significant role. Referring to the immigrant individual’s relationship to 
his languages as linguistic identity, Brizić concludes that “linguistic identity 
should present itself as a flexible identity, neither adhering exclusively to the 
L1 nor rigidly rejecting the L1 in favour of the L2” (Brizić, 2006: 345). However, 
what really happens is a tendency for the host societies to assimilate minority 
groups. As Piller (2016) remarks, the school’s hidden curriculum for social 
reproduction, that aims at maintaining and perpetuating the socioeconomic 
order, persists. Educational policies in many countries suppress the linguistically 
diverse students by mainstreaming them into the dominant language. Their 
teaching methods include teaching the second language and concepts at the 
same time resulting in failure to learn the new language, while the language 
of origin is receding. Students are led to school dropouts which are “the most 
powerful predictors of lifelong exclusion from socioeconomic security” (Piller, 
2016: 123). Submersion methods not only have poor academic outcomes for 
second language learning but are related to mental health problems (Piller, 
2016) and have detrimental effects on the individual’s identity and his cognitive 
and academic development (Cummins, 2003).

6. Final thoughts

This thematic review has presented the parameters set by the context of “new” 
migration that shape the individuals patterns of language use. It was shown 
that whether the individual will acquire the new language and/or preserve the 
language of the country of origin depends not only on learning and interaction 
but also on social conditions. Linguistic and socio-cultural distance between the 
host society and the group of immigrants, the high level of ethnic concentration, 
contacts and the availability of media in the language of origin, motivation, 
access, the conditions in the country of origin and the immigration country, the 
existence of ethnic communities, individual and family living conditions and 
the specific circumstances of migration are important parameters that interact 
with others, such as parental input, age at migration, the duration of stay in the 
host country, the parents’ age at migration and their language skills (Sarri, 2016). 
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Second-language acquisition, multilingual communication practices, 
borrowing and language shift may all be outcomes of contact-induced change 
that follows patterns of new migration. Within this context, one salient fact is 
noticeable: that the individual is motivated to become bilingual due to social 
mobility and the need to earn an income, in other words due to instrumental 
motivation (Myers-Scotton, 2006). However, although not all first generation 
immigrants become bilingual, the second generation is likely to revert to 
monolingualism in the dominant language, abandoning their parents’ mother 
tongue by the third generation. The immigrant individual is motivated to 
acquire competence in the language of the host society, since it is linguistic 
competence in the relevant language that determines access to social institutions, 
education, increase of income and social contact.
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