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Multilingualism in new media

1. Practices

2. Ideologies

3. Policies

Implications for machine translation



What is the new media?

• Digital media settings

• Initially most people went to the internet to read: only 
a limited number of people created their own content

• Web 2.0: user-generated content has exploded –
people write, post pictures, upload videos – the 
participatory web

• Multiple communication options within one 
platform: messaging, status updates, commenting, 
snaps, etc





1. Language practices in new media

• Social network sites (like other Web 2.0 
environments) seem to allow for highly flexible 
language practices

• Code-switching, non-standard forms, 
different languages

• Minority language use – e.g. formerly spoken –
only varieties like Swiss German and colloquial 
Arabic



Language in the new media

• Reduced syntax and morphology

• Non-standard orthography

• Typographical errors

Paralinguistic features

• Emoticons (  - ;) -  - :P - <3 )
• Extended letter use       (AAAAAAAAAAAAhhhhhhhhhh)

• Acronyms (lol – OMG – LMFAO – CUL8r)

• Inflective forms *...* (*shocked* - *grins*)



Youth
language
practices
(Belling 2013)



Code-switching
(Belling 2013)



Place of Luxembourgish

• Luxembourgish is very present in new media

• Teenagers play with multilingual skills - high 
frequency of code-switching

• Luxembourgish is a clear identity marker for 
teenagers, including for those with a migration 
background

• The increase of usage of Luxembourgish partially 
relates to its use in new media (Gilles 2015)



Comments about English

• “I have a friend with 
whom I always write 
in English on 
Facebook. I don’t 
know why. It just fun, 
even though we both 
speak Luxembourgish. 
It’s kind of our way to 
interact.” (Moi)

(Belling 2013)



Comments about Portuguese

• “Of course I write in 
Luxembourgish. Even 
though I know it’s not 
orthographically correct, I 
prefer to use it over 
Portuguese. For me it’s the 
most normal thing to write in 
the language that you also 
speak with your friends. At 
home I exclusively talk 
Portuguese with my parents.” 
(Mag)

(Belling 2013)



2. Language ideologies in new media

• Language ideologies: ‘beliefs about how the world 
is and how it should be with respect to language’ 
(Wolfram and Schilling-Estes 2006)

• Explicit metalinguistic discourse about language 
practices: talk about language

• Facebook is a good source of data for examining 
language ideological debates - debates “in which 
language is central as a topic, a motif, a target, and in 
which language ideologies are being articulated, 
formed, amended, enforced” (Blommaert 1999)



Digital language as deteriorating language

• Because of the particularities of digital contexts, 
digital practices are often viewed as bad language
• The standard language is taken as the point of 

reference 

• Digital practices are associated with a decline in 
language competence 



Remember SMS texting debates?

“It is the relentless onward march of the 
texters, the SMS (Short Message Service) 
vandals who are doing to our language 
what Genghis Khan did to his 
neighbours eight hundred years ago. 
They are destroying it: pillaging our 
punctuation; savaging our sentences; 
raping our vocabulary. And they must be 
stopped.” 



‘Bad’ vs. non-standard language

• Digital language is not bad language just because it 
uses non-standard forms and abbreviations 

• It is a particular genre characterised by a higher degree 
of informality

• It is possible to write ‘wrong’ or ‘correctly’ in 
digital contexts 

• Emergence of new norms and conventions for 
appropriate writing in digital media 

• May not be appropriate in other contexts but is in 
this one



What is correct in texting?

• There are standardised abbreviations and symbols
• LOL, <3 

• CU@8 vs. SU@8 

• These abbreviations are often associated with 
English
• Reflects the overall use of English as an international 

language



Consider

• New media environments may provide flexible 
spaces for creative language practices to occur

• But we still find language ideologies stressing 
uniformity, stability and homogeneity in these 
environments

• ‘Language policing’ plays a major role in these 
processes (Blommaert 2009)



3. Language policies in new media
• Most sociolinguistic research on new media to date 

focuses on practices or ideologies

• But new media is also very interesting for looking at 
language policies

• Multiple levels of policy in Facebook:
• Facebook the corporation
• Facebook groups
• ‘Language policing’ of individuals (Blommaert et al 

2009)



Language policy in Facebook groups

• Free Your Stuff 
Luxembourg: Facebook 
group that facilitates cost-
free exchange of 
consumer goods (de 
Bres and Belling 2014)

• From implicit English 
language policy to 
explicit multilingual 
policy





Language policing
• Language policy does not just occur at the level of 

explicit official policies

• Blommaert et al (2009) propose the concept of 
language policing in the media:

• Often individuals and not organizations intervene in 
the language practices of others online



Policing on Facebook

‘Thank you for everything Tito. Even
though you left too soon, I'll keep with
me the great moments we lived together. 
You will always be with us’

‘We are in Spain!“

"Can't you write it in Spanish, son of a ***’

‘This guy is silly. As if there were no Spanish Barça followers’ 

‘If you want everyone to understand, write it in Spanish’

‘If you wrote it in Spanish everyone would understand. SHAME ON 
YOU!’

‘At least give us this horrible news in Spanish and then in your dialect, 
what a lack of respect!’

‘Very bad manners’

‘You don't deserve to be in the Spanish football team’ 

‘You live in Spain so speak Spanish!’

‘Speak a language to give condolences for the loss of a great man, not 
your dialect’ 

‘Fool, speak in Spanish or leave the country"



Language in the new media

• People often comment that they don’t think much
about their language use on new media

• But note:
• The wide variation in language practices we see on FB

• The multiple reasons behind people’s language choices

• The social effects of these language choices

• Language in the new media is a great source of data
on multilingualism!



Implications for MT

New media are highly multilingual writing spaces
• Language and word detection: wide language

variation due to multiple reasons (non-standard 
language, regional variation, alternative spellings and 
misspellings, innovative uses of language)

• Text mining: media have different architectures

• Ethics: different privacy settings across new media



Villmools Merci
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