
Gerardo Mazzaferro*

Commentary: the complex nexus between
(im)mobility and translanguaging

https://doi.org/10.1515/multi-2022-0010
Received January 18, 2022; accepted January 18, 2022; published online February 14, 2022

Abstract: Translanguaging has now become central to a sociolinguistics that
foregrounds globalization and mobility as key concepts for grasping human
beings’ capacity to engage with and draw on both multiple linguistic – including
named languages – and semiotic resources dynamically and in combination for
the purpose of meaning-making (García, Ofelia & Wei Li. 2014. Translanguaging:
Language, bilingualism and education. New York: Palgrave/McMillan; Li, Wei.
2018. Translanguaging as a practical theory of language. Applied Linguistics 39(1).
9–30). The contributions collected here testify to the growing importance of trans-
languaging as a theory and practice within contexts of unprecedented mobility,
namely educational and work environments, bringing to light processes of circu-
lation of linguistic and semiotic resources across both physical and digital spaces
involving the development of communicative practices as well as subjectivities and
identities.
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Mobility represents an all-compassing concept for understanding themultiple, fluid
and unpredictable construction of the present-day world. It has now become com-
mon toobserve the complexity of 21st century social realities through the angleof the
‘mobilities’ perspective concerning spatial and temporal movement of people, ma-
terial and immaterial goods, cultural, linguistic and semiotic resources across both
real and virtual symbolic global spaces (Sheller and Urry 2006; Urry 2007). Some
scholars, however, are cautiousabout enthusiastic and simplifyingviewsofmobility
equated with, for example, the ‘bidirectional logics of mobility’ as movement from
place A to place B or the ‘nomadic paradigm’, celebrating the possibility to navigate
the physical world dynamically and incessantly evoking images of autonomous and
self-determined subjectivities and identities (Cresswell 2006; Salazar 2011).

Mobility is historically, ideologically, and discursively determined and un-
equally accessed; in other words, “mobility and control over mobility are both

*Corresponding author: Gerardo Mazzaferro, Department of Foreign Languages and Modern
Cultures, University of Turin, Via S. Ottavio, 20, 10124 Torino, Italy,
E-mail: gerardo.mazzaferro@unito.it

Multilingua 2022; aop

Open Access. © 2022 Gerardo Mazzaferro, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed
under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

https://doi.org/10.1515/multi-2022-0010
mailto:gerardo.mazzaferro@unito.it


productive of power relations and are produced by them” (Skeggs 2004: 49). We
need to pay attention to what Canagarajah (2021: 573) defines as “the dark side of
mobility” or the social, cultural, ethnic, religious, gender, economic and political
processes constraining people’s possibilities, imaginaries, and desires to move.
Mobility is linked to forms of (bio)power (Foucault 1977, 1990), which establish,
regulate, and discipline mobile individuals such as undocumented migrants and
workers, whosemobility is represented as a threat and thus prevented (Adey 2010).
Hence, mobility should be put in relation to immobility, that is, mobility and
immobility should be seen as two processes, which “go hand in hand” (Cana-
garajah 2021: 573). The mobility of some people involves the immobility of others
(De Fina andMazzaferro 2021: 120). Undocumentedmigrants’mobility trajectories,
for example, aremarked by periods of involuntary and enforced immobility within
spaces of detention, control, and governmentality, wheremigrants are subjected to
the “state of exception” (Agamben 2005) or “a separate regime of power that
suspends law for an indefinite time” (Fresia and Von Känel 2015: 255), reducing
migrants to invisible, voiceless, and non-agentive subjects.

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, however, has had relevant conse-
quences for human (im)mobility within and beyond current migratory processes.
Local, domestic, and global governments have strengthened and imposed policies
of enforced immobility to global human populations to respond to the public
health situation through immobilizing measures such as lockdown, quarantine
and border closures. As clearly stated by Blommaert (2021: 273), the ‘normaliza-
tion’ of immobility has become part of ‘our social imagination’ disrupting and
reconfiguring the ‘over-celebrations of mobilities’.

As mentioned above, (im)mobility has become a well-established theoretical
concern within recent sociolinguistics (De Fina and Mazzaferro 2021) with special
attention to the term superdiversity, describing unprecedented cultural, ethnic and
linguistic diversity (Vertovec 2007), particularlywithinWestern urban public spaces
or “zones of encounters” (Wood and Landry 2007), where forms of conviviality as
well as conflict and tension co-exist in everyday social encounters and interactions,
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“[r]ather than working with homogeneity, stability and boundedness as the starting
assumptions, mobility, mixing, political dynamics and historical embedding are
now central concerns in the study of languages, language groups and communi-
cation” (Blommaert and Rampton 2011: 3). However, a new terminology has
emerged to index the ways people communicate within and beyond ‘superdiverse’
contexts. The term translanguaging, among others, has been coined to refer to
communication as a creative and critical linguistic and discursive practice, which is
transformative of linguistic ideologies, subjectivities, and identities (García and
Li 2014; Li 2011, 2018; Mazzaferro 2018).

The contributions in this special issue productively engage with how different
types of mobility, power relations and forms of agency challenge the ways lan-
guage resources, linguistic repertoires and practices are mobilized, circulated, or
rejected within and across specific spatio-temporal configurations.

In this issue, Taibi and Badwan explore how new communication and digital
technologies increase our understanding of the implications of spatial and tem-
poral or chronotopic configurations (Bakhtin 1981) on how ‘wanted mobile in-
dividuals’, namely international academic sojourners, become ‘agentive social
actors’, who are able to construct ‘chronotopic translanguaging practices’ by
formulating meta-comments about language(s) in use in online communication in
order to renegotiate ‘past’ linguistic norms and ideologies. Asmade clear byWang
and Kroon “each invocation of timespace also constitutes ascription of specific
genres, registers, indexicals and other chronotopically relevant norms, and, as
such, enactment of specific intentions, behaviours and effects” (2017: 79). In other
words, chronotopes have an impact on situated mobilization and deployment of
individuals’ language resources, linguistic repertoires, and human agency. The
analytical potential of the term chronotope, however, opens up a space for dis-
cussion on how translanguaging is not simply and necessarily free, fluid and
automatically transformative of space and time, repertoires of resources as well as
subjectivities and identities. Hence, following De Fina and Mazzaferro (2021: 166),
“TL [translanguaging] and other linguistic practices need to be analyzed within
specific contexts and practices”. De Fina and Mazzaferro found that, for example,
the normative, discursive and ideological configurations of spaces of (im)mobility
such as official temporary reception centers for undocumented migrants both
constrain the deployment of repertoires of resources that migrants bring with them
in mobility and, at the same time, regulate and delegitimize multilingual or trans-
languagingpractices inboth institutional and interpersonal communication inorder
to favour monolingual learning, literacies and ideologies. Within institutionalized
migratory contexts, repertoires of resources are accessed andmobilized by necessity
in order to impose or resist conditions of immobility. Translanguaging becomes a
“heteroglossia of survival” (Busch 2016): that is, a potential transformative practice
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though which migrants can (re)negotiate and challenge power relations and hi-
erarchical positions by developing specific forms of human agency and identity
enactments (De Fina and Mazzaferro 2021: 126).

Space and time, thus, are not neutral or void of power, but rather they are
shaped and inscribed into webs of power, hierarchical relations, and ideologies
(Blommaert and Dong 2010: 8). In their analysis of professional multilingual
interactions between temporary mobile workers and local professionals at
different construction sites in Sweden, Kahlin, Keevallik, Söderlundh and Weid-
ner (this issue) demonstrate that local social status and hierarchical positions of
participants in the interactions are key to the construction of professional spaces
through the fluid and creative mobilization of linguistic repertoires of resources
including, for example, ‘professional key terms’ in the local language (Swedish)
and English as a lingua franca in the same interaction. Linguistic practices within
professional spaces, thus, are strictly linked to both social actors’ language
awareness and capacity to assign specific values to determined linguistic reper-
toires of resources, which are subject to ‘orders of indexicality’; that is, they
acquire new indexical meaning according to context and participants in the
interaction (Blommaert 2010: 38).

In learning environments, the possibility to access and mobilize repertoires of
resources is instead often disciplined and regulated by official policies and prac-
tices as well as individual language attitudes and linguistic ideologies, as seen in
the four papers in this issue from the educational context. Norlund Shaswarmakes
a convincing case that within multilingual educational spaces, teachers’ behav-
iours, attitudes, and ideologies are relevant in the planning of translanguaging as
a pedagogical strategy, which aims to develop language awareness and meta-
linguistic awareness as well as to enhance language and content competences
(Cenoz and Gorter 2021). In her study of translanguaging in SFI (Swedish for
immigrants) courses for adults, Norlund Shaswar provides insights in how stu-
dents’ access to ‘full linguistic repertoires’ is unequally distributed and reproduced
in line with teacher’s orientation towards monolingual norms or ‘Swedish only’
policies in classroom interactions. In another study of adult learners, Duarte and
Günther-van der Meij address the issue of translanguaging as a scaffolding prac-
tice supporting learning strategies such as comprehension and translation of
words and grammar instruction of prepositions by comparing Dutch to English
within a transition program for highly skilled refugees in Dutch higher education.
They make evident that translanguaging as an official pre-planned pedagogical
practice is constrained by teachers’ awareness of norms and linguistic ideologies,
namely their ‘adherence’ to the use of Dutch in classroom interactions, which
“rarely enabled students to engage in the joint co-construction of meaning using
their full linguistic repertoires and mobile experiences”.
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Wedin explores the interconnections between linguistic and semiotic school-
scapes in a language introduction programme (LIP) in upper secondary school in
Sweden and how repertoires of resources are circulated and mobilized within
classroom activities and interactions. The author addresses the issue of LIP space as
both a closed or ideological space, where assimilation and monolingual, Swedish-
only ideologies operate, as well as an implementational space for translanguaging
practices including “displayed images, objects, symbols and written language as
well as activities, identities and discursive interactions that are indexed and pro-
moted through the schoolscape at this educational site”. Along similar lines of
thought, Carbonara provides an in-depth account of translanguaging as a peda-
gogical practice in a public preschool situated in a small village in North–West of
Italy. The focus of attention is on translanguaging as a transformativepracticewhich
is co-constructed by the interconnections between teachers and children as well as
their families both to build awareness-raising of language diversity within and
beyond the classroom and to support social justice and transformation. The author
clearly demonstrates how a multilingual space or schoolscape is salient to the in-
clusion and deployment of both children’s mobile linguistic repertoires of resources
as well as teachers’ ability “to prompt translanguaging interaction with children in
multiple languages” that is, to construct an inclusive and participatory educational
environment.

Each in different ways, all contributions in this issue share a rich ethno-
graphically inspired methodological approach. As has been observed by Heller
and colleagues, “[e]thnography is central because it directs our gaze towards
social life and its meaning as they unfold in specific times and spaces… [and] the
ability of people who are differently positioned to gain access to key activities and
to resources found there” (Heller et al. 2018: 6). The use of ethnography as a
method has important implications for a much more in-depth understanding of
how translanguaging practices are constructed within and across diverse social
and interactional contexts. The papers have shown how translanguaging, unlike
for example code-switching or style shift, does not “maintain[s] a perspective on
structure as a potential achievement of language and discourse” (Coupland 2007:
50), but rather it refers to both a category of cognition, involving processes
of knowledge, comprehension and meaning making as well as an integrated
approach to language learning and use, multilingualism and multilingual prac-
tices – thus challenging but not denying the divide between named languages and
other cognitive systems (Li 2016). To conclude, the papers in this issue have
opened up a space for the (re)conceptualization of translanguaging at times of
unprecedented complexity and mobility.
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